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INTRODUCTION


Maxim Jakubowski


We are now well into the second decade of this anthology series in which, over the past years, I have endeavoured to unearth and discover the best criminal short stories of the year from the pens of British and Irish authors (including expatriates living as far afield as Australia and a handful of Yanks who have been resident in the UK for a long time). Few anthology series in the mystery field last this long and I must express my sincere thanks to our publishers past and present for continuing to support the project. Without David Shelley, Susie Dunlop, Peter Duncan and, holding the fort right now, Duncan Proudfoot, these books would not have seen the light of day and many crime writers would not have won a variety of awards by being published in The Mammoth Book of Best British Crime.


And still, year after year, our writers manage to come up with yet more ingenious crimes and solutions to crimes, together with a veritable landscape of atmosphere, emotions and sometimes chilling insights into the murky world that separates good and evil. But first and foremost, they continue to tell wonderful, gripping stories that have the ability to shock, delight and make you think twice, if not three times.


The mystery short story is a fertile field where all things go as long as the writer captures our imagination, and our contributors over eleven volumes have never failed to do so in splendid ways. And long may they continue!


Many regulars are with us again – both big stars from the bestseller lists and lesser known but no less worthy authors – but it’s always a particular pleasure of mine to come across either new names or to be able to include writers who had not joined out little club before. So, a heartfelt welcome – in no particular order – to Will Carver, Christopher J. Simmons, Susan Everett, Tim Willocks (whose presence in the series was well overdue), Dreda Say Mitchell, Kate Rhodes, Rhys Hughes (from the shores of fantastic fiction with a rare step into mysterious pastures), Howard Linskey, Peter Guttridge (a fellow judge of mine for the Crime Writers’ Association John Creasey Dagger and witty author in his own right, included here with a short tale which won the 2013 Graham Greene Festival story award), and two leading popular children’s books authors shifting into a criminal mode, Mary Hoffman and Ros Asquith.


Sadly, Robert Barnard, a frequent contributor to the series, died just as I was making this year’s final selection, and we salute his memory. He will be sorely missed. Nick Robinson, who started the publishing house that is now Constable & Robinson, also passed away recently. He was both a friend and a wonderfully supportive publisher for me over almost three decades, not just for this series but for many other books too. This volume is dedicated to the two of them.


So enjoy our tales of devious deeds, puzzles and twists in the tail that prove, once again, that crime indeed does pay!





The Hollywood I Remember


Lee Child


The Hollywood I remember was a cold, hard, desperate place. The sun shone and people got ahead. Who those people were, I have no idea. Real names had been abandoned long ago. Awkward syllables from the shtetls and guttural sounds from the bogs and every name that ended in a vowel had been traded for shiny replacements that could have come from an automobile catalogue. I knew a guy who called himself LaSalle, like the Buick. I knew a Fairlane, like the Ford. I even knew a Coupe de Ville. In fact I knew two Coupe de Villes, but I think the second guy had his tongue in his cheek. In any case, you were always conscious that the guy you were talking to was a cipher. You had no idea what he had been and what he had done before.


Everyone was new and reinvented.


That worked both ways, of course.


It was a place where a week’s work could get you what anyone else in the country made in a year. That was true all over town, under the lights or behind them, legitimate or not. But some got more than others. You were either a master or a servant. Like a distorted hourglass: up above, a small glass bubble with a few grains of sand; down below, a big glass bubble with lots of sand. The bottleneck between was tight. The folks on the top could buy anything they wanted, and the folks on the bottom would do whatever it took, no questions asked. Everyone was for sale. Everyone had a price. The city government, the cops, regular folks, all of them. It was a cold, hard, desperate place.


Everyone knew nothing would last. Smart guys put their early paychecks into solid things, which is what I did. My first night’s work became the down payment on the house I’ve now owned for more than forty years. The rest of the money came with a mortgage from a week-old bank. And mortgages needed to be paid, so I had to keep on working. But work was not hard to find for a man with my skills and for a man happy to do the kind of things I was asked to do. Which involved girls, exclusively. Hollywood hookers were the best in the world, and there were plenty of them. Actresses trapped on the wrong side of the bottleneck still had to eat, and the buses and trains brought more every day. Competition was fierce.


They were amazingly beautiful. Usually they were better-looking than the actual movie stars. They had to be. Sleeping with an actual movie star was about the only thing money couldn’t buy, so look-alikes and substitutes did good business. They were the biggest game in town. They lasted a year or two. If they couldn’t take it, they were allowed to quit early. There was no coercion. There didn’t need to be. Those buses and trains kept on rolling in.


But there were rules.


Blackmail was forbidden, obviously. So was loose talk. The cops and the gossip columnists could be bought off, but why spend money unnecessarily? Better to silence the source. Better to make an example and buy a month or two of peace and quiet. Which is where I came in. My first was a superhuman beauty from Idaho. She was dumb enough to believe a promise some guy made. She was dumb enough to make trouble when it wasn’t kept. We debated disfigurement for her. Cut off her lips and her ears, maybe her nose, maybe pull every other tooth. We figured that would send a message. But then we figured no LA cop would stand for that, no matter what we paid, so I offed her pure and simple, and that’s how I got the down payment for my house. It was quite an experience. She was tall, and she was literally stunning. I got short of breath and weak at the knees. The back part of my brain told me I should be dragging her to my cave, not slitting her throat. But I got through it.


The next seven paid off my mortgage, and the two after that bought me a Cadillac. It was the eleventh that brought me trouble. Just one of those unlucky things. She was a fighter, and she had blood pressure issues, apparently. I had to stab her in the chest to quiet her down, and the blade hit bone and nicked something bad, and a geyser of blood came out and spattered all over my suit coat. Like a garden hose. A great gout of it, like a drowned man coughing up seawater on the sand, convulsive. Afterward I wrapped the knife in the stained coat and carried it home wearing only shirtsleeves, which must have attracted attention from someone.


Because as a result, I had cops on me from dawn the next morning. But I played it cool. I did nothing for a day, and then I made a big show of helping my new neighbour finish the inside of his new garage. Which was a provocation, in a way, because my new neighbour was a dope peddler who drove up and down to Mexico regular as clockwork. The cops were watching him too. But they suffered an embarrassment when we moved his car to the kerb so we could work on the garage unencumbered. The car was stolen right from under their noses. That delayed the serious questions for a couple of days.


Then some new hotshot LAPD detective figured that I had carried the knife and the bloody coat to my neighbour’s garage in my tool bag and that I had then buried it in the floor. But the guy failed to get a warrant, because judges like money and hookers too, and so the whole thing festered for a month and then went quiet, until a new hotshot came on the scene. This new guy figured I was too lazy to dig dirt. He figured I had nailed the coat into the walls. He wanted a warrant fast, because he figured the rats would be eating the coat. It was that kind of a neighbourhood. But he didn’t get a warrant either, neither fast nor slow, and the case went cold, and it stayed cold for forty years.


During which time two things happened. The LAPD built up a cold-case unit, and some cop came along who seemed to be that eleventh hooker’s son. Which was an unfortunate confluence of events for me. The alleged son was a dour terrier of a guy with plenty of ability, and he worked that dusty old file like crazy. He was on the fence, fifty-fifty as to whether the floor or the wall was the final resting place for my coat, and my coat was the holy grail for this guy, because laboratory techniques had advanced by then. He figured he could compare his own DNA to whatever could be recovered from the coat. My dope-peddling neighbour had been shot to death years before, and his house had changed hands many times. None of the new owners had ever permitted a search because they knew what was good for them, but then the sub-primes all went belly-up and the place was foreclosed, and the hotshot son figured he could bypass the whole warrant process by simply requesting permission from whatever bank now held the paper, but the bank itself was bust and no one knew who controlled its assets, so I got another reprieve, except right about then I got diagnosed with tumours in my lungs.


I had no insurance, obviously, working in that particular industry, so my house was sold to finance my stay in the hospital, which continues to this day, and from my bed I heard that the buyer of my house had also gotten hold of my neighbour’s place and was planning to raze them both and then build a mansion. Which got the hotshot son all excited, naturally, because finally the wrecking ball would do the work of the warrants no one had been able to get. The guy visited me often. Every time he would ask me, how was I feeling? Then he would ask me, wall or floor? Which showed his limitations, to be honest. Obviously the coat and the knife had exited the scene in the dope dealer’s stolen car. I had put them in the secret compartment in the fender and left the key in the ignition when I parked the car on the kerb. They were long gone. I was fireproof.


Which brought me no satisfaction at all, because of the terrible pain I was in. I had heard of guys in my situation floating comfortably on IV drips full of morphine and Valium and ketamine, but I wasn’t getting that stuff. I asked for it, obviously, but the damn doctor bobbed and weaved and said it wasn’t appropriate in my case. And then the hotshot son would come in and ask how I was feeling, with a little grin on his face, and I’m ashamed to say it took me some time to catch on. Everyone was for sale. Everyone had a price. The city government, the cops, regular folks, all of them. Including doctors. I have no idea what the son was giving the guy, favours or money or both, but I know what the guy wasn’t giving me in return. The Hollywood I remember was a cold, hard, desperate place, and it still is.





Advent


Kevin Wignall


The regional train from Düsseldorf pulled into Cologne’s main station a few minutes behind schedule at a quarter to nine. Even this late in the evening the station was busy – people with suitcases killing time waiting for night trains, beggars searching out the sympathetic or gullible, passengers jumping on and off the regional trains which buzzed in and out like worker bees.


As the doors opened on the Düsseldorf train, forty or fifty people spilled out of it, charging along the platform at a brisk pace, none of them quite breaking into a run, but all of them eager to be where they were going. These were not people with luggage, but regular commuters returning home after a day at work, the station so familiar it had become invisible to them.


Karsten Groll, set against this backdrop, looked like someone walking at normal speed through a time-lapsed film. He’d stepped out of the front carriage of the train but walked so slowly that the passengers from the other carriages caught up with him, engulfed him, left him behind.


He hardly seemed to notice them, and anyone watching him might have wondered why he alone was in no hurry to be somewhere. Casually scruffy, but not homeless scruffy, he was wearing jeans and a military-style jacket, a beanie hat, a small, almost empty rucksack on his back.


Only the difference in his walking speed marked him out, but that in itself would have been enough to make the same observer question if everything was well in this young man’s world. Did he have nowhere to go? Again, he didn’t look homeless, but perhaps he’d only just walked out on his old life. Or was it that he didn’t want to go where he was headed, and if so, why did he not want to go there?


That observer might have had misgivings about the young man from the Düsseldorf train, and they would have been right to be concerned. Karsten was on his way somewhere and was determined he would get there, but it was true that he was in no hurry.


Because Karsten Groll was walking towards his own death. He walked towards it with the same certainty that his train had travelled towards Cologne – a few minutes early, a few minutes late, but the destination never in doubt. He was resigned to death, too, a resignation which had developed its own steady momentum.


So Karsten walked slowly but deliberately, and knowing this was the last night of his life, he looked upon the station as none of his fellow passengers had done. In fact, he had chosen it – Messe would have been a little closer, but this station brought back memories of childhood visits with his mother and brother.


He glanced up now at the glass canopy arching overhead, at the orange glow of the lights and the darkness of the city beyond. He noticed a heritage train, the Rheingold, parked on a neighbouring platform – previously he might have sneered at something like that but now it looked wonderful and warm and inviting and filled him with a vague longing he couldn’t quite identify.


He left the ordered hollow vault of the terminus with its tinny echoing announcements in German and English, and descended the steps to the more hectic retail area beneath the station. It was mainly fast-food outlets and cafés, but a few gift shops too – perfumes, chocolates, books – and Karsten guessed it attracted a lot of people who weren’t even travelling because it was crowded with people at cross purposes, some loitering, socializing, others trying only to pass through.


He felt a little in both camps. He was passing through, but he came close to stopping a couple of times to look in one window or another, and finally did stop to look in the window of the chocolate shop. The display was full of advent calendars.


He and Stefan had both been given one as children, to avoid fights over who would have the chocolate behind each window, though he didn’t remember ever fighting with his brother. Perhaps he just remembered it that way now, but seeing these calendars, some shaped like Christmas trees, he wished he could call Stefan to tell him about them, to ask if he remembered how excited they would get about opening each little window.


He wished, too, that some stranger would come and stand and stare at the same display, that they might strike up a conversation. It was never about the chocolates, he wanted to say to that person, but about the anticipation of opening the window, about the rhythm and the warmth that it gave to the Christmas season.


But no one came, and he walked on. He doubted all those calendars would be sold in the next six days, and after that they would be redundant. He wondered what happened to them afterwards. Maybe they were just thrown away. Like him, their time was almost up.


He left the station, out into the biting cold of this November night, across the concourse, climbed the steps and crossed the overpass to the cathedral. He was aware of it to his left, soaring above him like a gothic cliff face as he skirted around it.


This was the other reason he’d chosen to come to this station, so that he could also stroll for one last time through one of the Christmas markets. It was his earliest memory of Cologne but as he reached the far side of the cathedral he realized that dream would not be rekindled tonight. The fair was spread out before him, but unlit, and the shadowy activity filling Roncalliplatz was that of stallholders making last-minute preparations.


He walked through the almost completed market anyway, and as he overheard conversations about the opening the next day he regretted that his actions would fill the newspapers with something unpleasant, possibly even marring the atmosphere for a day or two. It was unfortunate, but he wouldn’t change his mind.


Karsten was heading across the city, to Mohr’s bar. Mohr would arrive there at nine, as he did every night to “check the books” – that’s what Stefan had told him. Karsten would arrive a little later, kill Mohr and then get killed himself, not by choice but he was too much of a realist to dream up a plan that involved getting out alive.


Besides, there wasn’t much left to stay alive for, only memories like this, tarnished forever now by loss and failure. This and the other markets would be full of families by this time tomorrow, and it filled Karsten with wonder and bitterness that his own family had been wiped out so succinctly by bad luck and bad choices – maybe the two were the same.


His father’s death was so firmly lodged in the past that he struggled now to think of it as something that had not been meant to happen, but he guessed his father had known how tired he was before setting off on his last car journey. In truth, there had been nothing inevitable about it, only carelessness and perhaps a desire to be home with his family. Karsten had been only eight at the time.


There had been no choice in his mother’s death, of course – no one would choose cancer – and it was still too raw for him to think about even five years later. What he did think about was the failed promise. He’d been twenty at the time, Stefan only seventeen, and Karsten had promised her as she lay dying, had promised that he would look after Stefan, make sure nothing happened to him.


He left the market behind and threaded through streets that were quieter, heading by memory and instinct towards the river and the Deutzer Brücke. On one of the side streets there was some building work going on and he had to walk in the road.


Stefan had made choices too, in getting together with Martina, in staying with her even when he realized she was a junkie, believing he could get her clean. But Stefan had failed in his bid to look after Martina, just as Karsten had failed to look after his brother.


His mind raced back, wishing Stefan hadn’t warned her pusher off, wishing the pusher had listened, wishing Stefan hadn’t gone round there and flushed his drugs and beaten him up. Stefan had known too well what would follow, which is why he’d bought the gun.


Even thinking of it made Karsten suddenly aware of the slight weight of it in his rucksack, a gun wrapped in a towel, lightly bouncing against his back as he walked. He’d test-fired it once in the woods, making sure he understood it, but only once, one single round, because he hadn’t found spare ammunition and, unlike Stefan, didn’t know where to get it. The remaining bullets in the clip were the sum of his armoury.


In the end, Stefan had left the gun with Karsten because he’d persuaded Martina to get away somewhere, hide out with him. That had been a choice too, and only an optimist in love could have failed to imagine that Martina would call her pusher as soon as the craving got too great.


As far as the police had been able to tell, they’d picked Stefan up on the street, driven him out of town. His body had been found a few days later. They’d beaten him to death, nearly every major bone broken, his skull cracked in three places, one eye ruptured, massive internal injuries. That’s what those simple words concealed – he’d been beaten to death.


Karsten saw a girl huddled in a doorway, looking cold and strung out and lonely. She mumbled something as she looked up at him but he didn’t hear her and didn’t break his stride because the world was full of people like Martina and it always would be. Any sympathy he’d had, learned from Stefan, had long since disappeared.


But Martina was no longer one of those people – she’d died two weeks after Stefan, an overdose. One of her friends had claimed it was intentional, a grief-stricken suicide, and Karsten wished he could believe that, but he couldn’t. Nor could he forgive her for confirming what he’d known from the start, that Stefan’s death had been pointless.


He reached the bridge and started across its open expanse, cars tearing past, the tramlines in the middle. There were a few people cycling and walking on both sides too, but not many. The cold was raw and fierce out here with a wind whipping up off the river.


Even so, halfway across he stopped and looked back at the twin towers of the cathedral, illuminated against the night sky. He could just see, below the metal arches of the distant railway bridge, that the floating Christmas market was also being prepared for opening day.


It occurred to him that even though the news might be upsetting when it broke, he was actually about to give the city a gift, that the Christmas markets would open tomorrow and one of the city’s biggest drug dealers would be dead. It wouldn’t make the problem go away, of course, but it would be something.


That had been the excuse given by the police for not finding Stefan’s killers in over two months, that the problem was bigger than Mohr. There were two big rival drug gangs, so maybe the other had killed him because dealings between these various gangs were complex.


He’d reminded them again that Stefan hadn’t been in a gang, that the pusher he’d beaten up was one of Mohr’s. “Trust us,” they’d said. “Trust us, it may not look like it, but things are happening, we’re investigating.”


Why did they not see that Karsten had no trust left, that he had used it all up? A week ago he’d called them one last time and had been spoken to as if he were the criminal. No mention of the two rival gangs, of Mohr and the Turk, no mention of ongoing enquiries, just a curt reminder that they were busy, that his was not the only case, that there were many innocent victims out there.


Innocent had been said in such a way as to differentiate it from his calls, as if Stefan had somehow been part of the underworld that had killed him. Stefan had been able to get hold of a gun, he’d had a junkie girlfriend, but he’d been no criminal.


A long express train crossed the rail bridge heading into the main station, an array of lit windows passing behind the metal trellis, revealing in silhouette the countless pedestrians ambling along looking at the thousands of love padlocks that adorned the bridge.


Perhaps there were couples attaching their own padlocks as he stood there watching, an expression of their love and commitment. And though he felt a city and a lifetime away from that other bridge, it made him smile to think that good things were happening in the world, that good things would continue to happen after he was gone.


He walked on. A tram passed him and he involuntarily picked up his pace, as if trying to pursue it. The little illuminated universe of the tram grew smaller and smaller, merging with the other lights on the bridge, calling him on to his fate.


He checked his watch and walked faster still, spurred on, fearful that if he walked too slowly Mohr might have left again. By the time he reached the far side of the bridge, his eyes were streaming with tears from the cold wind, but he didn’t stop, just wiped them on his sleeve and kept walking.


He turned right, cutting through side streets, and his pace only slowed when he saw the bar up ahead of him. It was open but looked quiet. It wasn’t the kind of bar that attracted casual clientele and the regulars were mostly in Mohr’s employ or hangers-on.


He steadied himself mentally as he walked, trying to look relaxed, like this was something he did every day. He had no fear of dying, not now, but he feared one last failure, failing to get to Mohr, being stopped before he was even close.


He pushed the door open and stepped inside. There was music playing, but it was nothing he recognized, some kind of rock from the 1970s. And it was so warm that for a moment he had to stand and collect himself – he felt almost instantly sleepy after the biting cold out on the street.


He walked into the main room then, a long bar down the left-hand side, tables and booths filling the rest of the space. Only a couple of the tables were occupied, fewer than a dozen guys in total, all Mohr’s people. One table was playing cards, the other had been listening to one of them telling a story, but they fell silent when Karsten walked in.


He kept walking and looked at the barman as he passed and said, “I’m here to see Herr Mohr – he knows I’m coming.”


The barman didn’t respond at all, just stared blankly. Karsten had almost reached the door at the far end of the room, though, when he heard a voice behind him.


“Hey, kid!”


Karsten felt his heart perform a strange sickening manoeuvre. He stopped and turned as casually as he could manage. The dim lighting was the only thing masking his fear and the fluttering twitch that had started below his left eye and which he couldn’t control.


It was the guy who’d been telling a story and he looked at Karsten now as if he was in the mood for sport. The others were all looking at the guy and smiling, and Karsten guessed this was one of the big men in the organization, maybe even the one who’d arranged Stefan’s murder. It made Karsten wish that he had more bullets, that he could kill this man too, kill all of them.


“You’re not Turkish, are you?”


The others all burst out laughing. Karsten looked anything but Turkish. It was a double joke too, because the Turk wasn’t even Turkish, but an Albanian.


Karsten couldn’t speak for a moment and responded by pulling his beanie hat off and putting it in his jacket pocket. He was too hot anyway, so hot he felt he might pass out.


The guy nodded in mock approval and said, “Now that is a fine German boy.” He smiled at Karsten and said, “Don’t look so worried, I’m just having some fun, but if you had been a Turk . . .” That seemed to be a punch line in itself because his friends fell about laughing again, maybe even laughing too hard, and so did the guys playing cards.


Karsten nodded and turned and walked through the door. There was a short corridor in front of him and then stairs to the upper floor. Even as he reached the bottom of the stairs he could see Mohr’s bodyguard standing on the small landing at the top.


He tried a smile and stopped when he was halfway up the stairs and said, “I’m here to see Herr Mohr.”


The bodyguard was heavily built, his head shaved, wearing a leather jacket.


“He’s busy.”


“He knew I might be coming tonight.” As Karsten talked he eased the rucksack from his back and opened it. He clearly didn’t look threatening because the guard looked unimpressed rather than suspicious. “I’ve brought him the payment . . . the money I owed.” He was reaching into the rucksack now, and was pleased that it looked as if he was searching for the money instead of ensuring the towel was wrapped around the end of the gun, that his hand was firmly on the grip. “Three thousand, five hundred . . .”


Karsten held the outside of the rucksack with his other hand, pointing up at the bodyguard. He fired and his hand kicked backwards. The towel muffled the noise but the shot was still much louder than he’d expected. He’d been aiming at the bodyguard’s chest but the bullet hit him in the side of the neck and blood sprayed out of it. The guy fell to his knees as he reached up, his hand blindly trying to address the fountain of blood which pumped deep and sleek around his fingers.


Karsten wasn’t sure if he heard someone shout behind him – the music seemed louder now and he couldn’t distinguish the sounds. They had to have heard something, surely. Either way, he wouldn’t have long and knew he needed to move quickly.


The bodyguard toppled forward, a confused expression locked into his face. His body slid down four or five stairs before becoming wedged and crumpling awkwardly.


Karsten flew up the remaining stairs, jumping over the body. He could smell burning and pulled the gun out of the rucksack. He pushed the door open and stepped into the office. He dropped the smouldering rucksack on to the floor, pointing the gun forward as he kicked the door shut behind him.


Mohr was sitting there just ten feet away behind the desk. He had a shock of dyed hair, was overweight, wearing a shirt and pale grey suit – he looked like a car salesman. And amazingly to Karsten, he was actually going through the books in that there was some kind of ledger on the desk in front of him. There were no bundles of money or drugs, but then he guessed that was only in the movies.


Mohr almost instantly went to reach into his jacket but Karsten waved the gun at him and said, “Hands on the table or I’ll kill you right now.”


Mohr complied and Karsten reached behind and fumbled for the lock, turning it. He couldn’t hear anyone coming yet, so maybe they hadn’t heard the first shot. They would hear the others, but it wouldn’t matter then. The rucksack was still smouldering and Karsten stamped on it a couple of times as he moved forward, never letting the gun stray from Mohr’s body.


“You look familiar,” said Mohr. “But you don’t work for the Turk. Have we met before?”


Karsten shook his head. “I saw you once, from a distance, but we’ve never met.”


Mohr shrugged and looked ready to speak, but Karsten only had a limited amount of time and this wasn’t a conversation.


“I look like my brother, that’s why you think I’m familiar. Stefan Groll, who you murdered.”


He was expecting a denial, but Mohr nodded and said, “You know, in America they have something called suicide by cop, when a person wants to die and behaves in such a way that a policeman shoots him.”


“Stefan didn’t want to die – he wanted his girlfriend to live, that was all.”


Mohr looked threatening as he said, “Did he honestly believe I would let him wreck my business? You call that wanting to live?” His voice got louder, and Karsten wondered if he was hoping his shouts might be heard from downstairs. “What did he think, that I would see the error of my ways and leave the drugs business behind? He left me no choice!”


Karsten couldn’t hear anything, but he suddenly sensed as if by instinct alone that something was happening in the bar below, that there was some movement. He had no more time and realized anyway that he wasn’t here for an admission of guilt, which was just as well, but for something much simpler.


He braced his arm and fired. The noise was deafening now. It hit Mohr in the chest and knocked him back in his chair. But there was no explosion of blood this time and Mohr looked damaged, winded, but no less threatening. His hands flailed about, and Karsten saw he was reaching for his gun in its shoulder holster.


At the same time Karsten realized Mohr wasn’t as overweight as he looked, that he was wearing body armour. He aimed the gun a little higher, directly at Mohr’s face. He squeezed the trigger, closing his eyes at the crucial moment, hearing a single word from Mohr, “No!”, small and desperate and then the deafening bang and another and another until the trigger clicked beneath the pressure of his finger and nothing happened.


He opened his eyes. Mohr had slumped sideways, not quite falling out of his plush leather office chair. He was dead, his face barely recognizable. Karsten’s ears were ringing with the gunshots, but he heard the rush of bangs and clattering and shouts as his own death came panicked towards him.


Then he heard a gunshot, but it was from the bar below. He walked to the office door, unlocked and opened it to look down the stairs. There were more gunshots. The door into the bar opened, the seventies rock pounding out, then a voice shouting, “Miki! The Turk!” A percussive thud followed, the sound of that same person having the air pummelled out of his lungs by the impact of a bullet. Karsten couldn’t see him, but he guessed he’d slumped in the doorway, wedging the door open, because the noise level stayed the same and the gunfire became more insistent.


Karsten stepped back inside, locked the door again. He could see another door in the corner behind the desk. He picked up his rucksack and ran through it, into a long narrow corridor which had boxes of spirits lined up along one wall.


There was a window at the end of the corridor and he opened it and looked down. It was a yard below, with a couple of cars parked there. It was quiet too, though he could still hear the noise carrying up from the bar and perhaps a siren in the distance.


The window was narrow and he doubted any of the other people in Mohr’s bar would have got through it. Karsten slipped the gun into the rucksack and threw it down, then pulled himself through the window, slinking his hips sideways to get out. There was a Mercedes parked almost below and he jumped, landing on the roof with a denting thud, and immediately to the ground from there. The car wasn’t alarmed.


He picked up the rucksack, took the gun out again and slipped it into his jacket pocket. He walked along the side of Mohr’s bar and out into the street. When he saw other people nearby looking on with concern, he adopted the same expression himself.


There were a couple of cars parked erratically outside the bar, and still the sound of gunfire, as if there were some kind of stand-off. There were more sirens now, too, and even as Karsten walked casually from the scene a couple of police cars came tearing past.


He dropped the rucksack into a litter bin a little way before the Deutzer Brücke, making sure he pushed it in all the way. And halfway across the bridge he stopped as he had before and looked at the cathedral and the trains passing on the railway bridge. He took the gun from his pocket and dropped it into the dark water below.


He stood for a moment longer, waiting for yet another police car to go hurtling over the bridge behind him. But he had no thoughts for the city now, nor for his family and his memories. He could think of nothing clearly because he was not meant to be alive.


What would he do now? He had no plans because he had imagined no future for himself beyond tonight. He was to return home, he supposed, but then what? Resume his studies, start again? He thought of an old Samuel Beckett quote he’d once heard – he couldn’t remember all of it, only the end, Fail again. Fail better.


He walked on and, feeling the cold as his senses came back to him, he reached for his beanie hat and put it on again. Had he failed tonight? He had failed to die but that had never been part of his plan, just a consequence of it. He had killed Mohr and one other, deaths which sat remarkably lightly on his conscience, so in that at least he’d succeeded.


Perhaps, as it turned out, Mohr would have died tonight anyway, but Karsten had killed him, in a stand against Stefan’s death, and against all the bad luck and bad choices that had beset their family and dragged it down. He had succeeded, for the first time in years, and it didn’t matter that he didn’t know how he’d succeeded, because neither had he ever understood the flowering of his failures.


He walked on, back the way he’d come, back to the market, and there for a few paces he walked alongside a middle-aged man carrying three cardboard boxes, an awkward load. Karsten was about to turn when he heard the man mutter something as the boxes slipped.


Karsten turned on his heel, grabbing the box that was in danger of toppling to the ground.


“I’ve got it,” he said.


“Thanks,” said the man, and was about to say something else when one of the other boxes slipped. Between them they managed to stop it falling to the floor but the top burst open and Karsten saw that it was full of wooden toys.


Once it was safely lowered to the floor Karsten smiled and said, “I loved these when I was a kid.”


The guy smiled too as he stacked the open box on top of the other and picked them both up.


“I still do,” said the man, then looked at the box in Karsten’s arms as if at a complex puzzle.


“I’ll carry this one for you.”


“Thanks, it’s only just over here.”


They walked a short distance to his stall, the man talking briefly about the market and how long he’d been coming here. There were two people already at the stall, the guy’s son and daughter he guessed, maybe a few years younger than Karsten.


He said hello to them and was thanked again for helping out.


“I was just there,” said Karsten, and they shook hands and he said, “Well, good luck with the fair.” He turned and headed towards the cathedral.


The man smiled and watched him walk off, but then for some reason he couldn’t quite fathom, he became full of misgivings for the young man who’d just helped him. He wasn’t sure why, but he felt in some way that it was important not to let him walk away.


He glanced at his son and daughter who looked back at him almost as if they knew what he was about to do. It was the way he was, he supposed, and they were long used to it by now.


“Hey, son!” He followed after him and as Karsten turned around he said, “I didn’t even catch your name.”


Karsten came back a couple of paces.


“Karsten Groll.”


“This may be a strange question, Karsten, but do you have a job right now?”


Karsten shook his head and said, “I’m an art student, but I’m taking some time out.”


“Art?”


He nodded and said, “Sculpture mainly. Some painting, but mainly sculpture.” Over the past twelve months Karsten had almost forgotten art but suddenly felt the urge to go back to it, as if his old life were seeping back into him. He’d lost the will to create but could finally see that it would come back if he gave it time.


“Well look, my other son’s travelling around the world, so we’re one short this year. I can’t pay you much, but it could be a good experience for an artist.”


“You want me to work on your stall?”


“Why not?”


Karsten looked across at the son and daughter who were smiling expectantly, and he said, “I’m not sure what me plans are.”


“It’s only four weeks – Advent, that’s all.”


Karsten nodded and said, “I used to come here when I was a kid.” He walked back as the man introduced himself and his family and talked about the opening tomorrow and what they might expect over the coming month.


Within twenty minutes it felt as if he had always been a part of this, or at least, as if nothing had come before. It was as if he had turned around on the Deutzer Brücke and not gone on and killed Mohr and his bodyguard.


Because this kindly man and his family had taken him in on a moment’s trust, killer that he was. His future had been a blank, but now it seemed to him that the world had been made new again, and tomorrow night he would still be here when lights filled the darkness.





Tempus Fugit


Will Carver


It’s just a Tuesday.


Nothing important ever happened on a Tuesday.


So, when Art Paler agreed to work late this evening, he could not have predicted the scene he now finds himself a part of. He could not have envisaged his wife sitting up, dead, on the tan leather two-seater sofa, her throat a broad claret smile. He could not have imagined his son, collapsed on the kitchen tiles, futilely attempting to hold in his guts as they spill on to unswept crumbs and spattered olive oil. And he would not have thought it likely that he could confront the stranger in his house. That he could chase him outside to the street.


That he could exact such revenge.


Not on a Tuesday.


Wind back a few minutes.


To a time when everyone was still alive.


The stranger approaches the Paler residence with a black clipboard in his left hand. That is the extent of his disguise but it implies enough for on-looking neighbours to shy away from their windows, wanting to avoid a petition or sales call or attempted religious conversion.


The only thing they sidestep is the opportunity to become a witness.


Art fumbles with his phone in the car, eventually stroking the correct icon to cut the sound of local radio from the speakers, replacing it with a short dial tone, followed by beeping, ringing, waiting. Then his wife’s voice.


She says, “Hey, honey,” and the stranger knocks on the door.


Art replies, “I’m minutes away,” and his son has already been stabbed deep into his stomach twice.


“You want me to open some wine?”


The stranger has one hand over the boy’s mouth as the dimpled, eight-inch chef’s blade penetrates fat and muscle and organs another six times before dragging him into the kitchen to bleed out.


He is a victim. Another statistic. And he’s only good for death.


The killer waits in the kitchen doorway for Mrs Paler to finish her phone call. It is neither calculated nor courtesy. The miserable heap of silent flesh to his left is taunted by this stranger’s presence. But he can’t call out, it’s over for him. He does not have the option to warn the woman in the next room of her impending fate. He cannot tell her that he loves her one final time. There is no opportunity for life to flash before his eyes. No moment for him to consider his worth as a son. There is only time to fail and die.


Dial back a few moments.


Before an empty clipboard lay on a doormat, half covering the word Welcome.


Art Paler presses the button on his keys to unlock his modest hatchback in the car park. The final words of his boss seem to linger in his ear as he opens the car door, jumping in to escape the layer of cold that separates the sombre sky from the spattering of a falling autumn.


A bonus well earned.


With the engine turning and the heat blasting out at maximum, Art places his mobile phone into a cradle on the dashboard that connects it to the car’s speaker system. He could call his son now, tell him that he can give him some money, help him out a bit, pay off that credit card that has had him so deflated these last few months. He could dial his wife and let her know that she should stock up on holiday brochures. But some things are best said in person, with a glass of wine in hand. It can wait, he tells himself.


At that moment, his boss exits the building with a coat-hanger grin and approaches the driver’s window. Art lowers it by half. Warm air and hard work escape through the gap.


“Still here, Paler?”


“Just waiting for the windscreen to defrost, sir.”


“Well get yourself home to that lovely wife of yours and give her the good news.”


“That is my only plan for the evening.”


“That and a bloody great drink, I hope.” The older man laughs. “You deserve it, lad. A serious masterclass in closing a deal.”


“Thank you.” Art is drained and not as buoyant as his employer, whose own bonus will undoubtedly be considerably more substantial.


“And don’t even think about coming in tomorrow before noon.”


Art forces a smile, closes his window and drives off, his windscreen still partly frozen. He turns the radio to a local station.


And then his wife is on the phone asking whether she should open a bottle of wine, and Art says he’ll pop a cork on something fizzy when he gets in and his son’s heart is running out of blood to pump and the stranger waits for the woman to hang up the phone before clawing her over-styled hair from behind, pinning her head to the upright sofa cushion and swiping the sharp, bloodied blade across the front of her neck.


He does this four times. On the final cut he stops halfway and shakes the knife back and forth, gritting his teeth, almost growling. Like he hates her. Like he knows her. Like he is enjoying the kill.


Crank back a notch.


To the point where Art Paler is relieved that he has been asked to stay late by his boss. And he doesn’t have to go home again to his wife and his son without that much-needed bonus. So he doesn’t have to detour via a bar and a bottle of Bordeaux he can’t afford on the way back to his house. He doesn’t have to pretend or confront. Or disappoint.


Art lets his wife know that he will be working late again this evening. It has become a part of his daily routine. So that she knows how long he’ll be. How much time she has before he comes home. How long she has to wait to see him.


He’ll be an hour.


She’ll be waiting.


But she won’t see him again.


Tick back further.


To the hour he first met his wife. When life was simpler and the future was not a spreadsheet loaded with numbers that didn’t quite add up and new love meant that optimism could be found in the greyest of skies. And nobody had to lie.


Tock forwards to the birth of his son and the joy that only Art could feel. His wife was numb and down and sleep-deprived. And everybody said things would change. That she would get through. She would love him. He was her son.


Swing past the part where her only release was to cut through her wrists. Because not feeling anything was better than feeling the way that she had since two became three. Happiness died for Art Paler that day.


Wind on.


Beyond the difficult first years, when he did everything alone and he had need for nothing else. Stop at the point where he married his second wife, his current wife, and she vowed to love him for richer and poorer. When she promised to love his son like he were her own.


When everybody started to lie.


Move on.


Through the years of guilt and failure that Art Paler learned was now a part of life. Skim over the years where his second wife was a real mother to his son while Art allowed himself to drift effortlessly in and out of melancholy.


Now stop at the instant where she ceased being a mother and became something else. When Art Paler learned to hate his son as much as his first wife had.


Keep going.


To that day when he accidentally saw that phone message with that picture and he felt duped and saddened and foolish because the thought had never occurred to him. That it could happen again. Art’s son would take his wife away. From that moment, everything became a suspicion. It all seemed so obvious. His phone call from work each day let them know how long they had. Together.


Click to now.


To the minutes following the calculated discovery of his murdered family and the stranger he had paid to kill them. There was supposed to be a struggle. For authenticity. But Art chases him down in the driveway. The stranger. The man with the clipboard whom nobody knows. The drunk who catered last year’s office Christmas party and boasted some sinister information in his stupor.


Art pushes his full weight down on the handle of the knife that had killed his wife and son, plunging it into the chest of the stranger, going against the plan, ensuring he does not have to pay the other half of the money now the job is complete.


There is no trail. It is a burglary gone wrong. Interrupted. A moment of temporary insanity caused by the bloody scene Art had returned home to. He had only just called his wife. There would be a recording. He would be free to start again. Or perhaps for the first time.


Art Paler should be frightened or in shock or repentant. He just wanted to be free. To feel relief. To make everything add up. What he actually feels is lucky.


Tomorrow is Wednesday.


And he doesn’t have to be at work until noon.





Based on a True Story


A Mystery featuring Inspector McCusker


Paul Charles


“Inspector McCusker, I can’t be held responsible for a person being shot while they were trespassing in my home.”


“He wasn’t shot,” McCusker replied crabbily. He was never best pleased when he had to start work before breakfast.


“He wasn’t shot?” Harry Reid, the owner of the house spat, losing his cool for the first time since McCusker had arrived, half an hour earlier. “Then what about all the blood splattered over the walls and on the ceiling in my study?”


“He wasn’t shot, Mr Reid,” McCusker replied again, firmly.


“So, what happened to him then?” Reid enquired, regaining his composure somewhat.


“We don’t know exactly,” McCusker admitted. “Our pathologist says it looks like the victim’s head just exploded!”


Harry Reid looked like a collector and, if confirmation were needed, his Holywood house, merely a stone’s throw from the Culloden Hotel on the main Belfast to Bangor road, certainly looked like a collector’s house. You could look, but you most certainly could never ever touch. The room of death was shelved on all sides with deep-red, varnished, mahogany bookcases. Mostly the shelves were comfortably and carefully stacked. McCusker guessed Reid would by now have also collected, at the very least, his official retirement birthday. He was dressed head to toe in expensive black, and had well-groomed, traditionally styled grey hair and chin beard. His skin, particularly about his smallish nose, had the hue of a whiskey drinker. The skin of his hands, however, boasted the well-defined tan of a recent holiday location. His clear-varnished fingernails looked like they were manicured regularly, if not daily. He had the air of someone who clearly felt they had “done well”, against the odds. He had an entourage of personal, live-in staff – Alan Henderson, PA; Ronnie Millings, chauffeur; Billy Harrison, security, and Eric Wilksen, chef – to prove this point to someone, if not to himself.


Reid and his people were very agitated because the SOCO team would not let them clean any of the blood and brain tissue from the valuable leather-bound books and the collection of priceless vases and decanters.


McCusker continued to linger by the door of the study. He was about to lean on the doorpost when he realized he’d probably get blood on his Saturday-night, dark blue, pinstriped suit. He looked, and acted, like a man from the country, with unkempt straw copper hair and red cheeks. He was solid rather than overweight, gangly, awkward and shy, but he wasn’t the fool he might like others to think he was. He reckoned by the amount of human tissue splattered around the room, there couldn’t be much of the victim’s head left. All the Portrush-born-and-bred detective could see were two elongated denim legs in blood-splattered, fawn, Timberland boots protruding to the left of the desk along the royal blue carpet. McCusker noticed all of the SOCO team were stiff necked to ensure they avoided eye contact with the victim’s remains. Even the dapper DS Willie John Barr was starting to look a bit green around the gills. They were all no doubt helped in their endeavours to avoid looking at the corpse by the distraction of a very large swan-shaped white vase sitting on top of the desk.


“Aruawareofathingmissinsir?” DS Barr asked.


Reid looked at McCusker’s detective sergeant as though he came from another planet.


“I believe the policeman was inquiring if you were aware if anything was missing,” Alan Henderson translated for his boss.


“Really?” Reid said, raising his eyebrows in disbelief. McCusker wasn’t sure if Reid couldn’t believe that was what Barr had said, or if he couldn’t believe that his PA had understood.


“I believe so, sir,” Henderson said. He, like the rest of Reid’s “people”, was dressed in a two-piece dark suit, with white shirt. They were distinguishable only by the different loud ties they wore. In another life, McCusker felt Henderson would have continuously rubbed his hands, tugged at his forelock and dipped his neck in respect to his boss.


“Nothing is missing,” Reid declared.


“What?” McCusker replied. “With all of the stuff in this room, you don’t need to do a thorough check to see if anything is missing?”


“I can assure you, nothing is missing from my collection, Inspector.”


“What about the rest of the house?” McCusker asked.


Reid looked to Henderson who looked to Billy Harrison who said, “We believe there was only one intruder and he’s—”


“Right,” McCusker replied, certainly not needing the head of security to draw a picture. “Have you any idea how he gained access to the premises?”


“Yes, Mr Harrison,” Reid began, without looking at his employee, “perhaps you could explain to the PSNI, not to mention myself, how anyone broke into my ‘thief-proof’ house. I’ve certainly got the bills, if not the certificate of guarantee, to testify to the system you put in.”


Billy Harrison didn’t look like the kind of person who enjoyed being the focus of Reid’s attention, not to mention his wrath.


“Rest assured I’ll find out for you,” he said as he departed the room.


“Make sure you do, Mr Harrison, make sure you do,” Reid ordered, surprisingly good-humouredly considering there were the bloody remains of a stranger on his floor. “Please rest assured, Inspector McCusker, that before the end of this day, I’ll find out how our security was breached. I will of course pass the information over to you.”


Reid and his people led DI McCusker and DS Barr into the conservatory just off the kitchen. Eric Wilksen, the chef, peeled off into the kitchen, as niftily as Lewis Hamilton taking a pit stop, and went about his business of preparing something.


Having settled into a luxuriously cushioned, basketwork sofa, all to himself, McCusker was just about to ask what it was, exactly, that Reid did when Alan Henderson opened the brown leather folder he’d been carrying under his arm since they’d first met and produced a single foolscap sheet of paper.


Top and centre was an embossed deep blue “H” and “R” squished together so they shared a limb, as it were.


By the end of the page, in four paragraphs of quite large typeface, Harry Reid’s name had been mentioned seventeen times, and still McCusker wasn’t sure exactly what it was he did. It appeared he owned companies who owned companies and these companies in turn were involved with other corporations who seemed to finance Mr Reid’s complex endeavours. As far as McCusker could gather, the crux of Reid’s business seemed to involve doing business with . . . his other businesses.


A man who does business with himself has no need for a conscience, was McCusker’s golden rule. He was saved from having to ask an embarrassing first question of, “What exactly is it that you do?” when the chef, Wilksen, arrived with a platter full of bacon, eggs (fried and scrambled), sausages, fried tomatoes and – in McCusker’s humble opinion, the US of A’s No. 1 invention – hash browns.


Henderson sat down to join them and ended up “playing mammy” and dishing out everyone’s ample helpings – everyone, that was, apart from Harrison, who had dry toast accompanied by black tea.


“He’s pregnant,” the chef jested and was flashed a very disapproving look from both Reid and Henderson for his efforts.


“Do you know if thieves have been working the area recently?” Reid began as McCusker tore into the food, his hunger overcoming the bizarreness of the situation.


McCusker nodded at his DS to reply.


“Nothing out of the ordinary,” Barr replied, taking great effort to speak as slowly as possible. “Have you been broken into before?”


“No, positively not,” Alan Henderson replied on behalf of his boss. “Mr Reid moved in here fifteen months ago when he relocated to Ulster. It’s one thing to talk about regenerating the country, but it’s another altogether to be here right in the middle helping the country get back on its feet again after all those years of conflict.”


The PA’s boast seemed to falter somewhat when McCusker asked, through munching on his packed bacon butty, “Ah, where do you come from, Mr Henderson?”


“My PA is from Chipping North, Inspector,” Reid replied as he dabbed the corners of his mouth with a very expensive-looking lace napkin, “but I’m from just outside Belfast. I grew up not very far from here. I had five brothers and four sisters and we shared three rooms. I remember this house being in ruins for years and when I was a kid we’d all break in and play around the grounds. I’d tell everyone who’d listen that someday this would be my house and I’d restore it to its former glory. I’ll admit to you, Inspector, I’m very proud of what I’ve done to this house. I find there are not many pleasures one can take from wealth but restoring this house has certainly been one of the great pleasures in my life.”


“Have you any idea, sir, what the thieves would have been after?” McCusker asked.


Reid laughed but didn’t reply.


“What?” McCusker asked before finishing the remainder of his tea.


“You mean you don’t know?” Henderson asked.


“You don’t read the papers, or watch the telly, Inspector?” Reid added, with the exact same smile still painted on his face.


“Oh my good Go . . . it can’t be.” DS Willie John Barr gasped like he’d just witnessed the four Beatles back together again in one room. “Mr Reid, that wasn’t the White Swan in there on your desk, was it?”


Before Reid had a chance to reply, Barr rose from the coffee table, his napkin falling to the floor and under his feet as he sped out of the conservatory and back into the main part of the house.


A few minutes later they were all in the study again. This time Reid’s posture was two inches taller with pride.


“It is the White Swan Decanter, Inspector,” Barr kept repeating as they all stood looking at the brilliant-white, glass decanter.


The decanter, shaped like a swan, was about three feet tall, but unlike everything else in the study, it had not been splattered with blood; either that, or someone had wiped it down. So absolutely pure was the white of the glass, it looked to McCusker as if there were a 1,000-watt white spotlight shinning upwards from beneath the swan.


“Do you know who legend says this once belonged to?” Reid asked as the entire PSNI team and Reid’s people gathered to study the unique swan.


The remains of the intruder were now completely ignored, apart from, that is, one member of the SOCO team who inadvertently ventured behind the desk to get a closer view of the swan, only to be seen running off, palm of hand blocking his mouth, in the direction of a flushable receptacle.


“Finn McCool,” Barr replied.


“So they say,” Reid replied proudly, and then, “He spent some time up around your way, didn’t he, Inspector?”


McCusker wasn’t sure if Reid was intentionally letting him know he was aware of the detective’s homeland.


“I believe he played off a mean par up at the Royal in Portrush,” McCusker offered, drawing an unsympathetic reaction from his audience. “Apparently he had a backswing that sounded like a thunderclap.”


Barr was still too awestruck by what was before him to be drawn into McCusker’s humour as easily as he normally was.


“There is a legend that anyone who comes into contact with the contents – supposedly McCool’s acidic tears – dies a horrible death . . .”


At this point every head in the room swung in the direction of the blind side of the desk.


“Is that the actual legend Willie John, or is it maybe just the Eddie McIlwaine version for his column in the Belfast Telegraph?” McCusker asked.


Breakfast was concluded without any further revelations. Reid excused himself, saying Henderson would find a couple of windows of opportunity in the afternoon should the inspector have any further questions. McCusker tightened the Windsor knot of his Royal Golf Club tie into the crisp collar of his white shirt. This was his signal to his DS that he was ready to leave.


McCusker was in a much better mood as he and Barr drove back into the city centre. He’d long since given up on feeling bitter towards his (golf-widow) wife who’d scampered with all their nest-egg money. She had taken it all and just ran. There had been no vengeful letters, no rude “serves-you-right” telephone calls. She just arose, took up all of their money and walked (via Aldergrove) into the sunset. McCusker suspected she’d scarpered off to America but he had neither the energy nor inclination to follow her. No, he had a much bigger problem he needed to address: the aforementioned heist had occurred four days before he was due to start his greatly anticipated retirement. He tried, unsuccessfully, to get his old post back in Portrush but his replacement had already started and consequently the only place McCusker could find an opening was in PSNI Donegal Place, Belfast.


That had been seven months ago and McCusker had, very reluctantly at first, started to fall in love with the city. He found there was an infectious energy and genuine enthusiasm from the people of Belfast. Slowly but surely he was discovering his watering holes and pit-stops for food and refreshments, one of which was the Linen Hall Library, just off Donegal Square. He had his young DS drop him off there.


McCusker wasn’t great with computers, preferring instead to pick up all the information he needed amongst the hallowed bookshelves of the Linen Hall Library. Not just that, but their wee café did an amazing cup of coffee and an appetizing selection of nibbles to keep him fortified as he whiled away the hours working on his research. At least that was McCusker’s story and he was sticking to it.


Today his research was focused on the legend of Finn McCool. History, McCusker firmly believed, was always written by the victors, and, thereby, much kinder to the authors than fact. For the truth you had to dig deeper. Were Robin Hood, William Tell, or Finn McCool, for that matter, real people? Or, were they all composites of people legend had been kind to because they’d unselfishly helped the poor over the rich; sided with the weak over the strong; battled for wrongs to be righted?


Tales of Finn McCool’s life and times had been passed down, as far as the Linen Hall Library reference books were concerned, via the poems of his son Oisen.


As far as McCusker could make out, McCool acquired his wisdom when he burned his finger on a salmon cooking on a spit. He sucked the finger to ease the pain and, as there happened to be some skin of the salmon still stuck to his blistered finger, the young McCool swallowed the skin and thereby the salmon’s wisdom.


His wife, Oisen’s mother, Sadbh, who bred swans, was turned into a deer by “a dark man” and disappeared. McCool searched for her and waited patiently for her to return to human form. In the meantime he dallied with Grainne, the daughter of a High King, who promised Grainne to Finn for services rendered. But before Finn had a chance to take up the father’s kind offer, she was whisked away by a young upstart called Diarmuid. Eventually, Finn forgave them both and they all became friends, until one day Diarmuid and Finn were out boar hunting together, and Diarmuid was very badly gored. One of Finn’s special gifts was to be able to infuse healing powers into water simply by running his fingers through it. Diarmuid sent Finn off to find some water. Finn eventually found a river and scooped some water using his hands as a cup, but by the time he retraced his steps to Diarmuid all of the precious water had spilled through his fingers. Accidentally or on purpose, McCusker wondered. He erred to the opposite opinion of Oisen.


Finn, however, used the episode to his advantage. He continued to await the return of the deer that was his wife, Sadbh. He figured that when his wife changed from a deer back to a woman, she could suffer severe physical pain. He planned that, rather than risk her life by having to run to the nearest river, he’d always have some water in a container nearby. He also remembered his wife’s love of swans, so he had a beautiful glass decanter made in the shape and lifelike size of a swan. Finn figured the beautiful white swan would attract his wife.


According to the three reference books McCusker studied, Finn McCool never died. Apparently, he is hibernating in a cave near Dublin and will be awoken in time to come and save Ireland in the hour of her greatest need. Perhaps it was this part of the legend which gave birth to the cavaliering attitude of the bankers and developers.


Conveniently, McCusker’s coffee and banana muffin ran out at the same time as he completed reading the third book. He had another stop he needed to make on his way back to Donegal Pass. Within seven minutes he was on the opposite side of Donegal Square and hoofing it into Ross’s Auction Rooms on Montgomery Street.


The novelty of Ross’s still hadn’t worn off for McCusker. He could happily spend hours in there wandering amongst the weekly changing collection. It wasn’t that he was interested in buying. No, he just loved looking and wondering what stories the antiques could tell. What they couldn’t or wouldn’t tell, their ace auctioneer Ian McKay was always happy to hazard a guess at.


Ian McKay was everything Harry Reid aspired to be. Class is not bought; neither is it in the genes: it’s in the brogues. In other words (McCusker’s), it’s there naturally or it’s not there at all and, in either case, nothing can be done to successfully change the outcome. McKay was in his mid- to late forties; ruggedly handsome; distinguished with white, longish hair; dressed every inch the country gent and with a voice radio presenters would kill for.


“Long time no see, squire,” McKay began, as he spotted McCusker walking towards his door. “Come on in and rest your weary bones. I’ll order us up a fresh pot of tea and a couple of those door-stop egg sandwiches our canteen seems to specialize in.”


McCusker did as he was bid and McKay closed the door to his office and ordered up refreshments on the intercom.


“I assume you’re not in here just to discuss David Healy’s form on Saturday again?”


“Right,” McCusker said, taking the spare captain’s chair in McKay’s packed office. McCusker didn’t make it clear whether Healy’s form was on or off the agenda. “What can you tell me about Finn McCool?”


“Ah, you’re on the Harry Reid case then, are you?” McKay offered in reply, moving the conversation into a different gear. “And you want to know all about his fast-becoming legendary White Swan?”


“Sorry?”


“Well, two auctions ago, Reid out-bid everyone upstairs to secure the absolutely stunning glass White Swan. But there was no way it was worth twelve and a half grand.”


“Is that really what he paid for it?”


“Near enough,” McKay admitted. “I’d put the reserve up to a top whack of £2,000 only because I was seduced by the powerful whiteness of the object. I thought it positively just glowed. But no sooner had Reid won the item and taken it out of the auction house than he was claiming it was Finn’s original White Swan. The Belfast Telegraph took him at his word and stuck it on the front page.”


“Ian, did such an item actually exist?”


“Augh, you know,” McKay started expansively, “some say it did, and some say it didn’t. But I’ll tell you this for nothing, someone had been spreading the story around the auction houses recently, otherwise the big bird would never have reached more than the couple of grand I’d marked the reserve at.”


“That’s really all the reserve was?”


“Yeah and I thought I was chancing my arm at that. Tell me this, Inspector, did Reid by any chance have a UV light in the room he’d Finn’s White Swan displayed in?”


“He did as it happens,” McCusker replied as another piece of the puzzle dropped into place.


“Yeah, I did the same thing here. It just made the swan magnetic, made it stand out in our showroom. Anyway, Reid paid his twelve and a half grand, I was happy as a pig in . . . and then, before you know it, isn’t it only all over the front page of the Telly claiming he’d discovered Finn’s long-lost swan?”


“So why would he do that?”


“Well, let’s just say that Harry has a bit of a reputation for honing in on items with a bit of an iffy providence and then he likes to rewrite history or even invent a history for said items, mostly a very expensive history.”


“And do people really fall for it?” McCusker asked.


“People always want to believe in the supernatural, Inspector. It helps to make our daily lives acceptable.”


“What else can you tell me about Harry Reid?”


“He’s a Draperstown boy, born and bred, but about ten years ago he started to claim he was originally from Belfast, invented a wee history for himself, if you know what I mean. He’s very clever though.”


“How so?”


“Well, he’ll never go for a scam where he could be contradicted. Let’s take an example. In this instance, who is there amongst us to be able to 100 per cent claim this isn’t Finn McCool’s White Swan? It could even have been Marc Bolan’s White Swan. But don’t you see there still are friends and relations of Mr Bolan who would have been available to positively contradict Reid if he’d made such a claim? Apart from which, Marc Bolan’s White Swan, if such an item exists, is not going to get the big bucks Finn McCool’s swan is going to get.”


“Will he really get big bucks for it?” McCusker asked as the sandwiches arrived. The eggs were warm, exactly how McCusker liked them.


“Well, I can tell you I’ve had a few American dealers on to me already and one of them is prepared to go north of a million.”


“Holy shit,” McCusker replied, automatically and impolitely – he had his mouth full at the time. When he’d recovered he continued, “How did you come across the swan in the first place?”


“There was a house clearance up in your neck of the woods. Portballintrae. The usual thing, an old woman, Mrs White in this case, spends her whole life building up a collection of furniture, paintings and ornaments she loves and sees as her heirlooms and then, when she dies, the family trip over themselves to get rid of it all before she’s even grown cold in her grave so they can put the house on the market and turn her life to their financial advantage.”


“Tell me this,” McCusker started in what was one of his favourite ways to ask a question, “would some dealers buy McCool’s swan, even if it was a stolen item?”


“Not the particular American dealer I was referring to, but several others might.”


“Really?”


“Well, just look at the story/providence/history of the item. Finn McCool, the man, the legend. The same man who created an island by scooping a hand-full of earth out of the heart of Ulster and hurtling it out to sea just so he’d have a stepping stone to get to Scotland when he was searching for his wife. The crater he created became Lough Neagh and the sod became the Isle of Man. The same wife by the way—”


“Who had been changed into a deer and disappeared.”


“You’ve Googled it already,” McKay said, breaking into a knowing smile.


“Better than Google, The Linen Hall Library actually,” McCusker admitted.


“So, you know what purpose Finn had the glass swan made for?”


McCusker nodded positively, quickly.


“And did you know that McCool decreed that should anyone, other than Sadbh, ever use the water contained in the swan they would suffer the most horrible of immediate deaths?”


McCusker suddenly suffered a flash of the bloodstained walls of Harry Reid’s library.


“Have any such deaths ever been recorded?” he enquired.


“Several,” McKay whispered, “but then on the flipside there is another legend which says that Finn himself became eternal by drinking some of the water.”


“Augh, away wit ye, Ian,” McCusker moaned loudly.


“And even others claim that Finn created the Giant’s Causeway while he sat on the coast edge weeping as he waited for his beloved wife to return. They say his acidic teardrops gave the rock-face its unique symmetrical shape.”


“Tell me Ian, has anyone in modern times ever died from drinking the water?”


“No, not that I’m aware of.”


“So,” McCusker began slowly, “say for instance someone today, in search of life everlasting, was to die while drinking from the swan, what would happen to the price then?”


“I’d say, with a great deal of confidence, that the owner would then have on his hands an item to equal Hirst’s diamond-studded skull.”


“What, you mean £50 million?” McCusker shouted, totally losing his cool.


“Well, that depends entirely on which reports of the actual value of that particular item of Hirst’s one believes. But in my humble opinion, under the circumstances you describe, then McCool’s White Swan would be up there and, at the very least, on a par.”


Ten minutes later McCusker was being driven by DS W. J. Barr at a great speed back towards Reid’s country pile close on the road to tranquil Bangor.


“So, let me get this straight,” Barr said as they passed the George Best City Airport, “you think the headless victim we discovered in Reid’s study was planted there?”


“Yes I do,” McCusker sighed. “Don’t you see, Willie John, the more Reid can add to the legend of Finn McCool’s White Swan, the more he ups the asking price.”


“But surely—” Barr started.


“In anyone’s eyes £50 million, give or take a pound or two, is a hell of a lot of motive. I think once we discover the identity of the victim, if we dig deep enough into his life, we’ll discover a connection with either Reid or one of his team.”


“So, you’re saying you think Reid had the victim murdered?”


“Yessir.”


“But how?” Barr persisted.


“Well, I think we can rule the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse from our suspect list.”


“Yep, you’re right there, sir,” W. J. conceded. “I’ve already questioned them and they’re all alibi-ing each other up, one for all and all for—”


“Wrong legend. You’ve inadvertently wandered into the Four Musketeers tale,” McCusker interrupted, very deadpan.


“Oh yes, of course. But seriously, sir, surely it’s just a wee bit too obvious. You know, renowned collector bags rare item for a steal. Item has a legend, it’s sacred, protected; people die while in its company. A petty crook, we assume, dies while trying to steal it, thereby putting the value of said item through the proverbial roof.”


“Fair point, Willie John, fair point, but perhaps Reid thought that the victim and his apparent crime would be the centre of our attention. A criminal with a record is caught on his premises. He probably figured we’d wrap the case up by dusk and not only that but also the taxpayers would be saved the cost of not only a trial but also the scallywag’s prison upkeep when he was sent down.”


“I’m still not convinced,” Barr declared as they pulled into Reid’s drive.


“Either way,” McCusker replied, “we’re about to have a very interesting conversation with the man in designer black, Mr Harry Reid.”


When they entered the house it was still a hive of activity, thanks to the conscientious work of the SOCO boys and girls.


Alan Henderson greeted them outside the study and informed the PSNI officers that his boss, having gained permission from the SOCO team to remove his precious White Swan, had retired with said precious item to the folly at the foot of his two-and-a-half-acre garden. The folly was a life-size replica of the Mussenden Temple. The eccentric earl, Bishop Frederick Hervey of Derry, built the original in Downhill, on the north Derry coast, in the eighteenth century. Like the original, Reid’s was built overlooking the water. Apparently Reid had also built his favourite space for meditating as a completely secure panic room. Henderson claimed his boss had informed him that until the police were out of the house, he’d feel so much more secure down there with McCool’s White Swan.


Henderson accompanied McCusker and Barr down the winding path through the mature garden. Due to the fact that the house had been built on a hill and the land between there and the folly dipped dramatically and was overgrown, in a cultivated way, with exotic trees and bushes, they didn’t actually see the folly in its fully glory until they emerged from the dense undergrowth.


They could clearly hear some activity as the folly came into view. It sounded like someone beating a loose-skin drum several times, then there would be a horrific-sounding splat, then silence for a few seconds and then the same sound pattern would repeat over and over again, growing in volume the closer they got.


Henderson announced himself on the outside of the solid antique wooden door. The noise continued, louder now, but they still couldn’t see what was creating it. Butumn, butumn, butumn, splat, silence.


Henderson clearly wasn’t used to being ignored by anyone, including his boss, particularly with witnesses present, so he resorted to banging on the door. Still there was no reply from within and still the mysterious eerie noise continued from either the other side of the building, or the inside, McCusker couldn’t be sure.


He climbed the thirteen steps to join Henderson on the threshold and put his hand on the antique bone door-handle. Henderson put his hand out to stop McCusker. The faithful DS Barr hopped up the steps in a heartbeat to restrain Reid’s PA.


The handle resisted McCusker’s efforts.


“It’s locked from the inside,” Henderson claimed. “He always locks the door from the inside when he’s meditating.”


McCusker pushed his shoulder against the door.


Henderson laughed.


“It’s solid oak,” the PA stated, “and then steel-lined on the inside.”


“What about the windows?” McCusker asked, wishing he hadn’t tested his shoulder so.


Henderson had just started to laugh again when they heard glass smashing on the other side of the folly.


“That’s totally impossible,” a breathless Henderson offered as they all ran around the folly in the direction of the noise. “All the windows are bulletproof.”


They all ran into each other as they reached the other side of the folly, the side from which they all thought they’d heard the sound of breaking glass. But the large window before them wasn’t even cracked. It was dirty, very dirty, but not broken.


They all looked at each other as they heard an almighty racket from within. To McCusker it sounded like a troupe of banshees squabbling over the departing soul of the last man in the universe.


Henderson summoned Harrison on his mobile and ordered him to meet them immediately at the folly with the spare key.


McCusker thought that his imagination might now be playing tricks on him because he thought he could hear Reid walking around the wooden floor inside the folly.


“Fair play to you,” McCusker said with a pat on the back to a hot and bothered Harrison three minutes later.


Henderson snapped the key from the head of security and ran, key first, at the door like a madman.


The key seemed to be meeting some resistance inside the lock as Henderson endeavoured to force it into its prime position. They all heard the other key, obviously on the inside of the door, fall to the floor. At the same time the noise inside the folly stopped.


Slowly Henderson turned the key and they all stood willing it to activate the tumblers in the lock and release the catch.


McCusker stepped up to the door, taking first place in the four-man queue. Henderson didn’t object.


As McCusker opened the door, he was hit immediately by the trademark metallic smell of blood.


It seemed to the detective that actual particles of blood as well as the smell were making their way into his nostrils.


He gingerly pushed the door open further.


Inside, the folly was in darkness, apart from the daylight coming in from behind them and the unnatural amazing white glow from the glass swan, which had been positioned on a large circular table in the centre of the folly. McCusker checked all around him. This time there was no enhancing ultraviolet light, yet still Finn McCool’s White Swan glowed.


Once McCusker’s eyes familiarized themselves to the internal lack of light, he thought he saw something move on the other side of the table.


Instinctively he drew the door back towards him so now he was the only one able to see inside.


The next time McCusker refocused his eyes, the shadow, or whatever it was he had seen, had disappeared. He tuned into the eerie silence in the room. Then he thought he heard footsteps again on the wooden floor. He reckoned they were too light to be Reid’s footsteps. They were more like the nimble pitter-patter of a large dog.


“Does Mr Reid have a dog?” McCusker asked, surprising himself that the question came out in a whisper.


“He can’t abide them, won’t let them near the house,” Harrison whispered back.


The sound of footsteps had now completely disappeared. After a few moments of silence, McCusker opened the door again. This time he opened it fully and, aided by the daylight, they could all see clearly, in the beam of red-dusty light, a body lying face down in front of the table.


It was the comatose body of Harry Reid.


Henderson ran over to his boss and knelt beside him. W. J. Barr and McCusker followed quickly to see if they could be of any assistance.


Harry Reid lay in an ocean of his own blood and solid matter.


Barr slowly turned him over.


Henderson was physically sick on the spot.


DS Barr was somewhat more discreet; he rushed to the fresh air provided by the open door.


The last time McCusker had witnessed such carnage on a human being was as a result of a bomb.


He was convinced he could hear the sound again of someone, or something, in the folly.


A shiver ran up his spine.


He un-hunkered from beside the remains of Reid and walked slowly, carefully, closer to the brilliant white swan.


Then he saw the reason for the noise.


It wasn’t the large dog he’d imagined he’d heard.


No, there before him was a deer, pacing proudly backwards and forwards on the other side of the table bearing the hallowed swan.


The deer looked up at McCusker.


Its giant eyes challenged the detective.


McCusker noticed blood generously, not to mention messily, splattered all around the deer’s mouth.


Just before the deer darted past McCusker into freedom and daylight, she licked her lips.


McCusker reckoned it wasn’t the lick of hunger or satisfaction of a hunger.


No, if McCusker had to describe the look in human terms, he would have said it was more the look of a woman desperate only to end the search for her man.





Darkling


Val McDermid


When the phone rings at seven minutes past two in the morning, I know I have to behave as if it’s just woken me. That’s what humans do. Because they sleep. “Whassup?” I grunt.


The voice on the other end is familiar. “It’s DCI Scott. Sorry to wake you, doc. But I know how you like a fresh crime scene.”


He’s right, of course. The fresher the crime scene, the easier it is for me to backtrack to the moment of the crime. That’s how I come up with the information that will help DCI Scott and his team to nail the killer. I’m a criminal profiler, you see. Once I realized my physical body was stuck in this place and time, it seemed like an occupation that would be interesting as well as being socially useful. It has the added advantage of having slightly vague qualifications and antecedents. And as long as I do the business, nobody enquires too closely about where I went to school.


I tell him I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. I could make it a lot sooner, not least because I’m already dressed. But the last thing I want is to be too astonishing. I need to survive until I can resolve my situation. And that means not arousing suspicion.


When I arrive, the usual crime scene slo-mo bustle is under way. Forensic rituals round the back of an out-of-town strip mall. Tonight, for one night only, it’s a theatre of the macabre.


The body’s a pitifully young male, barely out of his twenties I’d guess. He’s dressed in black, Goth hair to match. Silver in his ears and on his fingers. He’s pale as paper and it takes me a moment to realize that’s not make-up. It’s because he’s bled out from the two puncture marks on his neck.


“Vampires don’t exist, right?” Scott says gruffly. “That’s what I keep telling my girls. All that Twilight garbage.”


“This isn’t the first?”


“The third this year. We’ve kept the lid on it so far, but that’s not going to last forever.”


That’s when I notice the writing on the wall. It’s scrawled almost at ground level, but I can tell instantly it’s written in blood. It’ll take the technicians longer to confirm it, but I know I’m right. I crouch down for a closer look, earning a grumpy mutter from the photographer I displace. “Darkling,” it says.


I step back, shocked. “Is this a first?” I point to the tiny scribble. “Was there something like that at the other scenes?”


“Nobody spotted it,” Scott says. “I’ll get someone to go over the crime scene pics.”


I don’t need them to do that. I know already it’ll be there. I know because it’s a message for me. Darkling is where I am, where I’ve been since I found myself trapped in this place, this time, this body. Darkling. In the dark. A creature of the dark. But now I’ve had a message from my own side.


And now I understand how to fight my enemy. I need to erase this darkling existence. If I can wipe the word from human consciousness, I’ll be free again. Free to move through time and space in my full grace and glory, not the pale shadow existence I’ve had since I was jailed in this form. The murders will stop too. The three that have already happened will be undone, their victims back in their proper place in the world. That’s an unintended consequence, but a good one nevertheless.


I say something, I don’t know what, to get myself off the hook with Scott and melt into the night. I’m home in an instant, computer on, fingers flying over the keys. First recorded instance . . . Shakespeare. I can’t help but smile in spite of the seriousness of my plight. Shakespeare. How bloody predictable is that? I take a deep breath, spread my fingers against the side of my head and will the transference.


The room is small, lit by a trio of tapers. In the flutter of light, I see a man in his late thirties hunched over a small wooden table. There’s a stack of thick paper to one side of him. His sharpened quill is poised above the ink pot, his dark eyes on the middle distance, a frown line between the fine arches of his brows. His lips are moving.


“The hedge-sparrow fed the cuckoo so long,


That it’s had its head bit off by its young.


So, out went the candle, and we were left darkling,” he mutters.


If I was in my pomp, it would be no problem. Being physically present would offer all sorts of options for change and deletion. In extremis, I could kill. But I can only manifest as a voice. He’ll think it’s his own interior voice or he’ll think he’s going mad. Either way should serve.


“Not darkling,” I say. “Sans light. It’s the Fool speaking. Sans light, that’s what he’d say.”


He pauses, uncertain. “We were left sans light?” he says.


“Sans light,” I say. “Sans light.”


He twists his mouth to one side. “Not darkling. I cannot make a poet of the Fool. Sans light.”


He dips the quill and scratches out the word and I dissolve back into my body. I’m amazed. Who knew it would be so easy to edit the great bard of Avon?


Next up, John Milton and Paradise Lost. My consciousness emerges in a sunlit garden where the great man is declaiming. There’s no other word for it. But the poet is not alone. Of course he’s not alone. He’s blind. Somebody else has to write it down for him. There’s a younger man scrawling as he speaks. I need to move fast. We’re coming up to the line. Yes, here we go.


“As the wakeful bird sings darkling.” Milton gives himself a congratulatory smile.


“Birds don’t sing in the dark,” I say. The scribe looks around wildly, wondering if he’s just spoken out loud.


“Darkling,” Milton says, a stubborn set to his mouth.


“They sing at dusk or at dawn. Not darkling. Do you really want people thinking you’re an ignoramus? Think how it undermines the burden of your poem if the details are inaccurate. At dusk or at dawn, surely?”


“A correction,” he says. “As the wakeful bird sings at dusk.”


Two for two! I dissolve back into my body. These shifts out of body are exhausting. But now I’ve started I can’t stop. The promise of being myself again is too powerful. And so I continue. Keats and his nightingale – “Darkling, I listen” becomes, “Obscured, I listen.” Matthew Arnold’s darkling plain becomes “a twilight plain” and Hardy’s darkling thrush becomes “dark-bound thrush”. Star Trek Voyager now has an episode called “Gloaming”.


It’s almost dawn and I’m almost drained. Darkling, I only have one more to go. Dr Samuel Johnson, the great wordsmith, the dictionary man. If I can remove the word from his dictionary, it will disappear for good.


I generate my final focus and emerge by the side of a fat man with a cat and a pile of manuscript paper by his side. I can read the words he has written. “Darkling a participle, as it seems, from darkle which yet I have never found; or perhaps a kind of diminutive from dark, as young, youngling. Being in the dark. Being without light. A word, merely poetical.”


Then his eyes fix on where I would be if I was corporeal. “I’ve been expecting you,” he says in his sonorous growly voice.


“You can see me?”


He laughs. “I was the doctor long before you aspired to the mantle, sirrah. And I will be the doctor again. You’re trapped in a human life and when that body dies, so will you. I have fashioned darkling to hold you.”


But as he speaks, the ink on the page starts to fade. The word and its definition are disappearing before our eyes. “Not for much longer. There are no citations. It doesn’t exist anymore.”


He glances at the page. I expect fear or rage, but I get a great guffaw of laughter. “But darkle does. The back-formation comes into being in the next century. Already, other poets have formed darkling and employed it in their verse. There is no escape from the power of the word. Did you really think it would be so easy? Darkling has taken you, boy. You are darkling forever.”





The World’s End


Paul Johnston


The footsteps behind me increased in speed. The man with the empty eyes and the knife was coming. I was limping, panting, desperately trying to get to the main road, but it was at least fifty metres away and I wasn’t going to make it . . .


I was abroad for most of my thirties, the blood and spirit leaching out of me in the worst marriage since Charles Bovary’s. I escaped by getting funding to do a master’s in applied linguistics at Edinburgh University. I was born and raised in the city so it felt like I was going home, even though my parents had long moved away and I had to rent an attic room from the elderly sister of a family friend. I’d been teaching English as a Foreign Language for years and thought I’d improve my employment prospects by getting a degree in the subject. It turned out that the Edinburgh take on applied linguistics was much wider than language teaching, which I disliked intensely. I was able to study more challenging subjects such as literary stylistics, second language acquisition, bilingualism and psycholinguistics – the latter being just the thing for a budding crime writer.


It was June 1996 and we’d finished the taught part of the course – nine months of lectures, seminars, projects and exams. I was knackered because I’d also been rewriting my first crime novel since a positive meeting with an editor before Christmas, though no deal had been offered. The MSc was finished apart from the dissertation. I was pissed off because I’d missed a distinction on the course work by one mark. Still, I went out boozing with some of my fellow students – four Brits (two called Mark), a couple of Greeks, a Russian, a Japanese and a Hungarian; the male/female ratio was about equal, but I might be wrong. I only had eyes for beer.


We went to various student haunts, where we stuck out as we were a lot older than the other denizens. We ended up in the World’s End at the lower end of the High Street (you won’t get me calling it the Royal Mile), probably at my instigation. The place had become notorious not long after I’d left school because of the murders that had inaccurately assumed its name: Christine Eadie and Helen Scott, both seventeen, were seen leaving the World’s End after a Saturday-night pub crawl on 15 October 1977. They were found miles away in separate locations in East Lothian, both having been stripped, beaten, gagged, tied up, raped and strangled. Despite a huge investigation by Lothian and Borders Police – more than 13,000 statements were taken – their killers were never found. It was suspected that more than one murderer was involved as a witness had seen the teenagers talking to two men near the pub.
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