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Unable to sleep, she rose from the bed and went to the window.

It’s snowing, she thought, surprised, and it has been for a while.

Funny how a veil of white made everything seem beautiful. Even from here.

She shivered a little and thought of climbing back into the warm bed . . . soon to be for the last time.

It was at that moment the figure of a girl, dressed in a kilt and blue velvet jacket, arrived to tramp across the snow in front of the main gate. As though sensing someone watching, the girl stopped and turned to look over at her.

Marnie stood transfixed, then shut her eyes, her heart hammering.

She’s not real. It’s a waking nightmare. When I look again, she won’t be there.

And she was right. When Marnie forced her eyes open, the figure had gone, or more likely, it had never been there in the first place.

Except . . . there were footprints in the snow to prove otherwise.

Marnie dropped to her knees. What if it was a sign that her daughter, Tizzy, was alive and waiting for her outside these prison walls?
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He sensed the dark rather than saw it, his eyes barely able to open a crack. As for his mouth, it too had been stitched together with tight thread, which dug into the puffed-up lips.

That only left his ears, which were still resounding with the high screeching noise fed into them via the headphones, now, thank God, no longer in place.

He thought the room was empty, but as the ringing in his ears abated, he imagined he caught the whisper of laboured breathing.

Then again, it might be his own.

The sudden blast of cold air against his naked body, that he was certain of. A window had been opened or a door to the outside. He thought he felt the soft touch of wet snow on his lips and welcomed it hungrily.

The crash of glass when it came told him two things for sure: his hearing had returned; and there was definitely someone in the room with him. As the rush of cold air became stronger, it caught at his blood-matted hair and snowflakes swirled against his battered face.

Then he was moving, the chair he sat upon screeching across the floor, pushed solidly from behind. Instinct told him to try to stop it and he forced his feet hard to the floor, but the pressure on the chair’s movement could not be stopped.

He knew now where it was going, because he felt the approaching emptiness before him.

He would have screamed if he had been able to open his mouth, but it would have done him little good.

As he met the open air, his feet snagged on a jagged ridge of broken glass and he felt the warm escape of blood. Then he was tipping forward. There was a brief moment while he pivoted there on the cusp between life and death, before gravity came into play and he dropped like a stone into the swirling snow.
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The snow was getting thicker now. Ally raised his face and opened his mouth, relishing the touch of the snowflakes on his tongue.

Dreep, standing beside him, finally abandoned his attempts to ping stones off the supermarket trolley parked in the middle of the boating pond.

‘Fuck it. I cannae see it any more.’

‘You didn’t hit it when you could,’ Ally told him with a grin.

Dreep was shivering, his narrow shoulders quaking now that he’d stopped throwing stones.

‘I vote we get inside,’ Ally suggested. ‘Unless you want to head for home?’

‘No way!’ Dreep told him, jumping up and down in an attempt to keep warm.

Ally turned towards Kevin, who was putting the finishing touches to a slogan on the side of the nearby pavilion. ‘You coming, Kev?’

Not waiting for an answer, he and Dreep made for the high railings that surrounded the old farmhouse at the edge of the park.

Glasgow city council had done their best to keep them out of the derelict listed building, bricking up the doors and sealing the windows with metal sheets, but they hadn’t made it foolproof to Dreep, who, climbing up, over and through all obstacles in his way, had first gained them access to the upper room on the pavilion side.

Now, shimmying up the blackened and burnt trees next to the spiked metal fence, showing exactly how it should be done, Dreep was first to plop into the deepening snow cover on the other side.

Ally caught the list of expletives resulting from that. At least, that’s what he thought the swearing was about.

It turned out he was wrong.

Dreep’s frantic cursing continued in his half-smothered, high-pitched voice, sending a warning bell jangling in Ally’s brain as he followed his friend.

Had another gang found their way in and booby-trapped the place?

‘What’s wrong?’ he called, keen to avoid anything bad between him and the shadow of Dreep ahead.

Dreep’s sudden silence freaked him even more than the litany of curses that had preceded it. As he moved cautiously forward, he heard the sound of Kev landing behind him. The usually silent Kev asked him what the fuck was going on.

‘Something’s freaked Dreep. I don’t know what.’

Emerging from the intervening tangle of bushes, Ally was presented with Dreep’s back.

‘What the f—’ The unfinished expletive died in Ally’s throat as Dreep stood aside to let him look.

The naked shape of what might be a human was on its back, knees in the air. Ally’s eyes were drawn to the blood-soaked feet, the rigid hands tied to the arms of what looked like a metal chair. The head, flung back, seemed to be looking up into the falling snow, much as he had done himself back at the pond.

Dreep was pointing at the face, his own ghost-like. ‘Somebody sewed his eyes shut, and his mouth.’

As they contemplated the added horror of this, Kev said, ‘Is he alive?’

‘Of course he isn’t,’ Dreep said, open-mouthed.

‘Did you check?’ Ally asked, rousing from his own stupor.

‘How the fuck do I do that?’ Dreep squeaked.

Ally forced himself forward and reached for the neck, the way they’d done in First Aid in school. He tried to find a pulse like they’d been taught, but his shaking fingers were refusing to stay in position.

The sudden sound of a police siren heading along the nearby road ended his attempt.

Dreep took off first, his skinny legs like a deer springing through the undergrowth. He was up and over the green metal fence before Ally had taken a breath.

Even Kev got there before him and was over, almost as fast as Dreep.

By the time he’d made it out, the two of them were well on their way in their sprint across the snowy grass towards the park exit.

As he belted along behind them, Ally realized all three sets of footprints were clear evidence as to where they’d just come from. Worse than that was the memory of the faint pulse he’d felt beneath his fingers before he’d upped and run away.

The naked ginger-haired guy had been alive . . . just. But someone definitely didn’t want him to be.

He thought of Kev repainting their tag on the pavilion wall. He thought of the stuff they’d planked in the old farmhouse. Jeez, whoever tortured him must know someone had been using the place as a hideout.

His mind racing as fast as his feet, he thought of his fingers on the naked guy’s neck. Had he left his prints on him?

As he belted round the corner at the Vital Spark pub, he thumped into a smoker huddled against the wall. Gasping out an apology, he attempted to walk on, only to be wrenched back by the hood of his jacket.

‘What’s the big hurry, son? Polis after you?’ a gravelly voice demanded.

Ally took a breath. ‘Naw. Frozen, that’s all.’

The hood suddenly released, Ally staggered off and, picking up speed again, headed for the agreed meeting point if they ever got split up.

The pedestrian tunnel that ran under the Clyde from Govan to Partick was only yards from their own street. Racing through it on their bikes was a favourite pastime. Ally wished they’d spent the last hour down here rather than in the park.

On approach, it looked as though Kev and Dreep had already bailed, and he’d almost decided to do the same, when he heard Dreep call out to him.

Small for his age, Dreep seemed to have shrunk even more in the cold light of the tunnel.

Ally heard himself say, ‘It’s okay, Dreep, no one saw us.’

‘I dropped my phone.’ Dreep’s voice came out in a squeak.

‘I was running behind you. I would have seen it on the snow,’ Ally said, willing that to be true.

‘I took a photo of . . . him,’ he chittered. ‘When I heard the polis car, I ran and must have dropped my phone.’

There was a sudden screech of brakes as a fast-moving bike spotted them clogging the passageway. As they dived to one side, the cyclist let rip with exactly what he thought, before whizzing on past.

Ally, still trying to process what he’d just heard from Dreep, said, ‘You took a photograph of that man, then dropped your phone?’

Dreep nodded, his eyes huge with horror.

At this, Ally felt a peal of panicked laughter rise in his throat only to erupt like a volcano, and he had to lean against the tunnel wall to stop himself from falling over.

‘And I was worried about leaving my fingerprints on his neck!’ he gasped as he began to regain his wits.

‘We’re fucked,’ Kev offered solemnly.

‘We sure are,’ Ally agreed.
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The previous evening, Rhona had watched from the bay window of her flat as the big flakes of snow had dressed the surrounding Kelvingrove Park in a robe of glistening white.

Expecting it to be gone by morning, she’d been surprised to discover that a drop in temperature had turned the snow, on the grass at least, into a layer of frosted icing. The roads, however, didn’t share the sparkle, and any remaining snow there had been beaten to a slush by this morning’s rush hour, through which she had just driven.

Now entering the gates of the new custodial community unit for women, known as the Lilias Centre, Rhona was pleased to note that the cluster of attractive buildings before her bore no resemblance to the old Cornton Vale. She had visited the former women’s prison in Stirling on several occasions, usually to talk about her role as a forensic scientist or to encourage inmates to take the free online introductory course offered by Glasgow University.

This morning she was here at the Lilias Centre to congratulate the inmates who’d successfully completed the course and also to meet with the members of the Fine Cell Work group, who’d been learning needlework during their incarceration. Magnus, interested in the rehabilitation of female prisoners, had been conducting a study on the positive aspects of the sewing class on the group.

Drawing into the car park, Rhona checked to see if Magnus’s car might already be there, and found that it was. Professor Magnus Pirie was a man who operated in a timely fashion, unlike herself. Then again, he knew exactly when he would be called upon to give a lecture to his criminology students at Strathclyde University. She, on the other hand, never knew when the next call to a possible murder scene might occur.

Luckily, that hadn’t happened this morning.

Locking her vehicle, she double-checked she had brought the personally signed certificates of completion for the forensic course participants, then made her way to reception, where she found the tall blond figure of the Orcadian professor chatting to the officer on the desk.

‘Dr MacLeod, you made it,’ Magnus said with a smile.

‘I did.’ She approached the desk and signed in. ‘Are you coming to my forensic group first?’ she asked.

‘It seems the two groups overlap apart from one participant, Marnie Aitken, the star of the stitching class.’

‘She didn’t take the forensic course?’

He indicated not. ‘She’s coming along anyway. I understand there are to be awards?’

‘I had certificates made. It’s not much but . . .’

‘They’ll love that,’ Magnus assured her. ‘I hope you signed them?’

‘I did.’

‘Good. They may ask you to dedicate them too. For their kids.’

‘That’s a thing?’ Rhona said.

He nodded. ‘As an encouragement, I think.’

‘Or to warn them how easy it is to get caught nowadays,’ Rhona suggested.

At that point a young woman arrived and introduced herself as Dr Sara Masters, forensic psychiatrist at the centre.

‘Dr MacLeod?’ she said with a smile. ‘Professor Pirie and I have already met.’

Rhona decided that the super-friendly smile Sara now bestowed on Magnus suggested the two of them may have already met outside the confines of the correction unit. Something she would need to question Magnus about later.

The area they were now walking through had been painted in soft pastel shades of green, blue and pink.

‘This place is certainly an improvement on the old Cornton Vale,’ Rhona said.

‘And not just in looks,’ Sara told her. ‘There are only twenty-four women here and we use a gender-specific and trauma-informed approach to manage and support them. Plus hopefully better prepare them for their reintegration back into their communities.’

‘You’ve been coming here since it opened,’ Rhona said to Magnus. ‘Is it managing to do that, do you think?’

‘It’s early days but it’s a definite improvement on what was available before. The woman I mentioned as the star of the Fine Cell Work group?’ Magnus said. ‘She’s being released tomorrow after serving a long sentence. Being here has definitely helped her prepare for the outside world again.’

Sara nodded her agreement. ‘Marnie was incredibly withdrawn when she arrived. It took quite a while before she could be persuaded to join even the Fine Cell Work group. Then she turned out to be an excellent student.’

The door to the room stood open, the seven women seated round in comfortable chairs. One wall was lined with computer desks. The other held a display of some of the work of the Fine Cell Work group, framed embroideries and a selection of soft toys, one of which sat centre stage. It was a doll, dressed as a female Highland dancer. Even from where she stood, Rhona could see how beautiful it was.

That, she guessed, must be the work of the star of the class.

Fifteen minutes later, Rhona had happily dedicated the certificates to the various offspring of the women. After which she was questioned about her job and how she could possibly work on dead bodies, especially ones that had been buried.

It was a question she’d been asked numerous times, but she always made sure to answer it carefully and with respect.

‘I never think of them as bodies but as people, each one of them unique. I try to learn as much as I can from them, so that I might understand how they died and whether someone else was involved in their death. The loved ones of the victims have the right to know these things.’

She halted there as she saw a hand raised. The small, brown-haired woman, Rhona guessed to be in her late twenties, had been the only one not to receive a signed certificate, so must be Marnie Aitken.

‘Yes, Marnie?’ Rhona asked cautiously.

The voice that answered was soft, yet determined. ‘What if the police don’t find a body to examine?’

It was obvious from the faces of the other women that they knew why Marnie had asked that particular question.

When Rhona checked with Magnus, he indicated with a nod that Rhona should respond.

‘Then other forensic evidence must be brought to bear, sufficient to establish the likelihood that the missing person is dead and likely murdered.’

‘But what if they’re not dead?’ Marnie said. ‘What if they turn up alive later? That’s happened, hasn’t it?’

Rhona couldn’t lie. ‘It has on occasion,’ she admitted.

Marnie nodded as though reassuring herself of such a possibility.

As calm descended once again, Magnus switched their attention to the endeavours of the Fine Cell Work team.

‘Let’s show Dr MacLeod what you’ve been working on.’ He indicated that they should all approach the display.

‘You too, Marnie?’ he said, when she remained in her seat.

Marnie didn’t respond to his invitation but rose and left the room. Magnus didn’t remark on this but instead encouraged the others to tell Dr MacLeod about their own work and how it had helped them deal with their time inside.

As the women eventually began to drift off to their own rooms, Magnus asked Rhona if she had time for a coffee before she went back to work. ‘There’s a staffroom we can use.’

‘Is it about Marnie?’ she said.

‘It is,’ he told her.

Seated now with a mug of coffee, Rhona listened as Magnus gave her some background to the question Marnie had asked.

‘I was aware you weren’t involved with her case, because you didn’t recognize the name and it was six years ago. A four-year-old girl went missing during the Highland games on the Rosneath Peninsula. She was never found. Her name was Tizzy Aitken.’

‘Marnie’s daughter?’ Rhona said, surprised. ‘So that’s the reason for the Highland doll?’

Magnus nodded. ‘Tizzy was due to take part in the dance competition when she disappeared. Her body was never found, but both forensic and other evidence pointed to Marnie being involved in her disappearance and likely death.’

‘But what if they’re not dead?’ Rhona repeated Marnie’s words. ‘You think she believes her child is still alive?’

‘I think it may be easier for her to believe that than the truth.’

‘What forensic evidence did they have to convict her?’ Rhona asked, intrigued.

‘I don’t know the details, but I believe Marnie was psychologically assessed by social services earlier and was found to be a fit mother.’

‘When is she due to be released?’

‘Tomorrow.’

Rhona read his expression. ‘You’re worried about that?’ When he indicated he was, she said, ‘Will you be keeping in touch with her?’

‘She’s one of the women I’ve been studying for a report on women who kill, so yes, I hope so.’

The ring of Rhona’s mobile halted their conversation. ‘I have to take this,’ Rhona said. Answering, she found Chrissy on the line.

‘We’re wanted at the old farmhouse in Elder Park. The body of a man. I’ll meet you there.’ And she rang off.

‘Work I assume?’ Magnus asked.

When Rhona indicated it was and she had to leave, he suggested they might meet again soon to chat further regarding Marnie.

Rhona agreed; then, with a smile, she suggested that they might also discuss Sara Masters, at which Magnus looked moderately embarrassed.

‘You should have become a psychologist, Dr MacLeod,’ he offered.

‘I’ll leave that up to you,’ Rhona told him. ‘And Dr Masters.’
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Heading for the Clyde Tunnel, Rhona recalled the story of two male students from one of her classes who’d told a tale of walking through the pedestrian tunnel from Partick to Govan, only to find when they emerged that they were back in Partick. ‘Can forensics solve that conundrum, Dr MacLeod?’

Rhona had assumed strong drink had played a part in the story, but still hoped one day she might surface to find herself back where she started.

Today is not that day, she thought as she emerged on to Govan Road and the expanse of Elder Park, dressed decorously in white.

The Fairfield Farmhouse, Govan’s oldest surviving building and its only remaining link to its pastoral past, she knew as a listed building, now in very poor condition. It stood on the western side of Elder Park, near the boating pond and pavilion. The side closest to Govan Road had served as a community garden for a time but was now shut down.

If she hadn’t been aware of the location already, the obvious line of police vehicles told the story. That and the curious locals hanging about the pond and pavilion in the hope of seeing what was going on beyond the incident tape.

Spotting the forensic van, Rhona parked alongside, aware that Chrissy must already be on site.

Kitted up, she made for the gate to the grounds of the nineteenth-century farmhouse, now unpadlocked and lying open, with a scene-of-crime officer in place. Greeting Rhona, he waved her through, informing her that Chrissy was there and the tent already set up.

Once inside the perimeter, Rhona stood for a moment, taking note of her surroundings. There was a clump of trees close to the perimeter fence, their trunks burnt black from someone’s earlier attempt at a fire. Between the trees and the old stone building was a thick tangle of vegetation under which the snow still lay. Close to the farmhouse itself was a blue forensic tent.

As though sensing her arrival, a white hooded and masked head popped out to order her inside.

‘Come see this. It’s a humdinger.’

Her forensic assistant, Chrissy McInsh, wasn’t known for mincing her words. Although always respectful of the dead, she wasn’t afraid to comment on the crime scene.

Rhona had already decided the setting itself to be intriguing, but now inside the tent in the full glow of the arc lights, she had to agree with Chrissy’s summation of what lay before her.

The naked male body, wrists and ankles tied to the arms and legs of an upturned metal chair, would have been staring skywards had his eyes not been sewn shut with big black stitches, along with his mouth.

It was a horrifying image that was already conjuring up in Rhona’s brain what had been done to him before his death.

‘A gangland killing?’ Chrissy suggested.

‘If it is, we haven’t seen one like it before,’ Rhona said, circling the body, noting the mass of contusions, the bloodied feet, the stitching round the eyes and mouth. ‘Whoever did this to him, it’s unlikely to have happened out here in the open.’

‘My thoughts too,’ Chrissy said.

Rhona stepped outside again.

The lower windows of the old farmhouse, she’d noted earlier, were barricaded with metal shutters. Of the two windows on the upper floor, only one was boarded up, the other open to the elements, just a jagged rim of broken glass left.

‘Looks like he may have come from up there.’ Rhona pointed.

As they surveyed the scene, a tall and familiar figure, despite the suit and mask, arrived to join them.

‘You took your time,’ Chrissy informed him.

‘And good morning to you too, Ms McInsh.’ DS Michael McNab’s green eyes reflected the smile behind the mask. ‘Dr MacLeod.’ He gave a small bow in Rhona’s direction.

‘You’ve viewed the body?’ Chrissy said.

‘Not yet. Although I understand it’s interesting?’

‘Come see for yourself,’ Chrissy said, leading the way.

The expletives were for the most part swallowed by the mask, but Rhona heard enough to gauge McNab’s disquiet at what he saw. She also suspected the image of an auburn-haired tortured man tied to a chair brought back uncomfortable memories the detective would rather forget.

‘Recognize the handiwork?’ Rhona asked quietly.

‘If you mean what the Russian gang did to me . . . no,’ he said. ‘Solonik’s party piece was to press both your eyes into your head. Or alternatively to scoop them out and throw them away. As to stitching them shut . . .’ He tailed off.

‘Any idea who reported it?’ Rhona said.

‘A nearby nursery use this end of the park as an outdoor play area. One of the kids spotted something through the fence and told the teacher. She called it in at ten a.m.,’ McNab said.

‘Plenty of gang slogans about,’ Chrissy offered. ‘Maybe a feud over territory?’

‘As to who owns Elder Park?’ McNab joked. ‘Don’t think so. The victim is too fit and nicely tanned for any of the teenage gangs that hang about here. Seriously, though, this looks like a professional job.’

‘And a personal one,’ Rhona said. ‘The stitching up of the mouth and eyes would suggest a warning of some sort.’

McNab nodded. ‘But if it’s a Glasgow crime lord punishment, it’s new to me.’

‘I think he was probably pushed from that upper window,’ Rhona told him. ‘His feet are badly cut and there are glass fragments in the wounds. We’ll need to examine that room and the surrounding area once we’ve prepared him for removal to the mortuary.’

‘Okay, we’ll check for a safe way to get you up there,’ McNab said. ‘So how do you plan to deal with our victim?’

‘We won’t process him here for fear of contamination or loss of evidence. We’ll wrap him and the chair in plastic sheeting, ends twisted over to make a big Christmas cracker, which we’ll hold together with print-lifting tape. Also, we’ll need a transit-type van to transfer him to the mortuary,’ she finished.

‘Right.’ McNab looked relieved that she had it all figured out. ‘I’ll organize the van.’

‘Once he’s on his way, Chrissy and I will comb the surrounding area in case any other projectile landed with him,’ Rhona added. ‘After which we’ll tackle the upstairs room.’

‘On that now,’ McNab said.

It all sounded straightforward, even easy, but Chrissy’s expression confirmed it was anything but.

‘Christmas cracker, very seasonal,’ she said, with one of those looks only Chrissy could produce. ‘Better get to work, then.’

It took more than two hours before they could bid the victim goodbye and move on to combing the surrounding area.

Early afternoon now, the midwinter sun was already in retreat and the temperature dropping even further. Looking up at the dimming sky, the rumble of the traffic on Govan Road as backdrop, Rhona acknowledged how lucky they’d been that the weather had stayed dry with no more snow and, thankfully, no rain.

Their search of the wider locus had produced nothing of real interest, apart from fragments of glass that might or might not have come from the shattered window. Discarded Buckfast bottles and beer cans they’d found a-plenty, plus empty spray-paint cans, the favourite colours being red, yellow and black.

It was on their final circle that the eagle-eyed Chrissy spotted something caught in the roots of one of the trio of burnt trees close to the fence.

Extracting it from beneath the now-melting snow, she flourished it at Rhona.

‘A mobile?’ Rhona said in a mix of surprise and delight.

‘Could have been there a while,’ Chrissy said, turning it over in her gloved hands.

‘Or it landed here along with the body,’ Rhona said.

Using a Faraday bag, Chrissy secured it with the deference given to precious finds. ‘So now for the upstairs room.’

‘Something to eat first?’ Rhona said, aware of how hungry Chrissy would be by now.

Chrissy’s eyes brightened. ‘I brought along the breakfast rolls that neither of us got to eat. They won’t be hot, though?’

‘Who cares?’ Rhona said, conscious now of her own stomach’s rumblings.

Forty minutes later, replete and kitted up again, they were making their way up the narrow staircase in the old farmhouse.

As Rhona had surmised, the upper floor consisted of two small attic rooms, the one to the right showing signs of having been in use recently.

Now brightly lit, although seriously cold, the position of the chair and its tortured occupant was clearly marked by bloodstains and bodily fluids on the wooden floor. Obvious too was the chair’s scraped path across the wooden floor towards the window.

‘Could he have thrown himself out?’ Chrissy ventured. ‘Trying to escape.’

‘More likely he was pushed.’ Rhona indicated the footprints that followed the bloodied route to the window.

‘Why not just leave him in here to die of cold?’ Chrissy shivered, despite her layers of clothing and the forensic suit. ‘He might never have been found.’

‘Except it looks like someone’s been using this place,’ Rhona said, now over at the far wall where various items of clothing were heaped together with empty takeaway boxes and more Buckfast bottles.

‘No drugs paraphernalia, though,’ Chrissy commented. ‘So not a drugs den.’

‘Right,’ Rhona said. ‘We’ll photograph and video record as before, then we’ll bag everything in here and take it back to the lab. Then we’ll work the area where the chair was and its route to the window. Whoever was in this room will have left their mark somewhere.’
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From where he stood in the dimness of the park, Ally could see the blazing lights in the garden and also on the upper floor of the old farmhouse.

He’d hoped that when the body wrapped in plastic was taken away, the two women would go with it, but they hadn’t. Instead, they’d gone back inside the fence and started combing the ground.

Last night, he’d told Kev and Dreep that since tomorrow was half-day Friday he would take the morning off and try to find the mobile. He would, of course, not inform his mum of this fact.

Arriving bright and early, Ally had quickly realized he could only look around outside the fence because of the folk walking through the park. He’d never imagined it would be so busy at that time of the morning.

When the nursery group had arrived at their play area near to the fence, he could have cried, especially when one of them spotted something and shouted to his teacher.

Ally had stood transfixed as the teacher approached the fence and peered into the garden. It was obvious she’d seen the body because she immediately shooed the kids away, then made a phone call.

The next thing Ally heard was the siren. That’s when he knew for definite it was all over, because the phone was in there somewhere and they would no doubt find it with the body.

Now late afternoon, and fast getting dark, the police and forensic team were still here. What were they doing up in that room?

Bagging all your stuff, a wee voice told him. He tried to recall what they’d left up there. Fast-food cartons, empty bottles, even clothes. Jeez, everything would have their prints and DNA on it.

There’s no way they could know whose stuff it is, he tried to persuade himself. Unless they find the phone.

Thank goodness he’d persuaded Kev and Dreep not to come to the park with him. Dreep especially would have totally freaked out by now. It had turned out that the mobile was a cast-off from his older brother, Darren. According to Dreep, there was stuff on there that could lead the police to Darren, who already had form for possession. Plus he was in a real gang.

To stop himself imagining Dreep’s face when he told him about all of this, Ally took off for another run round the park. So as not to look like a permanent feature at the crime scene, he’d taken to running to the library in the far corner of the park and back again. He dearly wanted to go into the library to get warm, but he’d already done that once. They knew him in there, and would wonder if he kept coming back.

His most recent jog complete, he now made for the old stone portico, all that remained of the fancy mansion house that had once stood in the park. As he watched from there, he saw the two suited women emerge from the garden to load three big black bags into the back of the forensic van.

They were chatting to one another and he could hear them laughing. As they rid themselves of their forensic suits, he saw that the one doing most of the talking had pink hair.

As though conscious of his gaze, she suddenly glanced his way and he had to duck behind the portico, but not fast enough apparently.

‘Hey,’ she shouted cheerily. ‘Can you tell us where the nearest chippy is?’

At that moment one of the two remaining uniform officers appeared and Ally realized if he didn’t respond it might look suspicious, so he emerged from behind the stone arch.

‘Over here,’ the pink-haired girl ordered with a smile. ‘We don’t bite.’

His heart hammering, Ally did as commanded.

Giving him a quick up-and-down look, she said, ‘I take it you’re from around here?’

Ally nodded and waved vaguely in the Linthouse direction.

‘Well, I’m Chrissy and this is Rhona.’ She waited as though expecting a reply.

‘Ally,’ he muttered.

‘Right, Ally, me and my boss here are ravenous. So where do we go for a good Govan fish supper?’

There was no way he was going to direct her towards the local chippy, so close to their meeting place at the tunnel, so he pointed in the other direction. ‘Leo’s Fish and Chips, further along Govan Road.’

‘Nothing on your side of the park, then?’ She was eyeing him quizzically as if she already knew the answer.

‘Aye, but Leo’s is better,’ he said with a manic grin.

The other woman was watching their exchange with interest. Now she spoke.

‘Is this where you normally hang out?’ She gestured towards the pond and pavilion and eventually the old farmhouse.

He knew he could hardly say no, so muttered, ‘Sometimes.’

‘So which gang slogan’s yours?’ The one called Chrissy pointed towards the pavilion.

‘None of them,’ he lied.

She laughed as though she didn’t believe him. ‘But you come here to eat Leo’s fish suppers?’

Ally suddenly understood what she was getting at. The bags they’d brought out were likely full of stuff from the upstairs room. Their stuff. And that would include carry-out cartons from Leo’s.

He swore internally; then, with a quick glance at his non-existent watch, said, ‘I’ll have to go, sorry.’

He imagined he could feel their eyes on his back as he jogged towards the west gate.

The one called Chrissy had read him like a book, he realized. He would have to stay away from the park. All three of them would have to stay away from the park.

But if they’d found the phone, a small voice said, the police would come looking for them soon enough.

And the first person they’d come for was Dreep.

Or, even worse, his brother.
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Now that the body had gone and Rhona and Chrissy were about finished upstairs in the farmhouse, he could leave. McNab found himself strangely reluctant to do so. The image of the dead man had imprinted itself on his brain and was stirring up old memories. Ones he’d tried hard to bury.

The victim hadn’t really looked like him, but the auburn hair and the evidence of torture had been enough to make him recall how it had felt to be strapped to a chair, and had conjured up the huge mountain of a man that was Solonik staring down at him, his expression blank as he contemplated what he might do next.

McNab still bore the scars of that encounter, although the most prominent of all, the bullet to his back, he’d had covered by a skull tattoo, inked by Ellie.

The Ellie he’d eventually driven away because he always put the job first.

The buzz of his phone thankfully interrupted that depressing train of thought. Glancing at the screen, he registered that it was his partner in crime.

‘DS Clark, what can I do you for?’ he said, trying to sound upbeat.

‘How goes it in Elder Park?’ she asked.

‘Weird and nasty,’ he admitted. ‘A naked guy, strapped to a chair, his eyes and mouth sewn shut. Looks like he may have been launched from the upper floor of the old farmhouse.’

‘Jeez,’ Janice grued. ‘Gang related?’

‘Never seen retaliation like this before and we’ve seen plenty,’ McNab said honestly. ‘Rhona’s wrapped him and the chair and sent it off to the mortuary. She and Chrissy are working the farmhouse now.’

‘So you’re finished there?’

‘For the moment,’ McNab said, hearing something in his partner’s voice that suggested there was another reason for her call. ‘What is it?’ he demanded.

‘Your Harley’s been stolen.’

‘My Harley’s been stolen,’ he repeated, thinking his partner was taking the piss. ‘From outside the police station? Aye right,’ he added disbelievingly.

‘It has.’ Janice’s tone didn’t suggest she was having him on.

McNab, realizing she was definitely in earnest and his much-loved motorbike had been taken, swore under his breath. ‘I assume this was caught on CCTV?’

‘The duty sergeant saw it happen. Whoever took it was dressed in black leathers and a helmet. He said he thought it might be female. Have you pissed off any women recently?’ she asked, with more than a hint of irony in her voice.

McNab, ever more perplexed, chose not to answer that question. ‘Okay, I’m coming in.’

‘No you’re not,’ Janice said. ‘You’re to meet me at the Hidden Lane instead. Soon as.’

He’d heard of the Hidden Lane but had never attempted to find it. Apparently it was trendy and lay somewhere off upper Sauchiehall Street near Kelvingrove Park and Rhona’s flat.

‘Why on earth are we meeting there?’ he demanded.

‘An American film crew in the vicinity reported one of their actors missing.’

McNab made a sound that indicated how underwhelmed he was by that. ‘And there’s no one else available to go and play nursemaid to the bloody Yanks?’

Ignoring the question, Janice told him she would see him there in twenty minutes. ‘We can have chai tea and scones in the Hidden Tearoom after we do the interview,’ she said sweetly.

Pretending not to hear that, McNab rang off.

Today could not get any weirder, he decided. The see-and-speak-no-evil naked man in the chair, whose injuries had freaked him out. Followed by some woman stealing his Harley from outside the police station.

He thought of Mary Grant, wife of his once-mate Davey Stevenson, who’d given him the bike as a gift after Davey had been sent to prison. The gift had been Mary’s way to keep them in touch, something he hadn’t kept his promise on. Might she have reclaimed it because of that?

Or maybe Ellie, a keen Harley rider herself? Might she have kidnapped his bike? If so, why? She’d been the one to end their relationship. Although he’d been the one to ruin it. Another thought he didn’t like to dwell on.

Preparing to draw away in the car, he noted that Rhona and Chrissy had emerged, and were now talking to a boy of about twelve or thirteen who looked as though he might have been hanging about the crime scene.

Something about the exchange made McNab wait, engine ticking over, while Chrissy gave her full attention to the lad. Chrissy’s interrogation techniques were legendary. If she was questioning the boy, she had reason to.

Whatever was being said, it came to an abrupt halt when the boy suddenly took off in a sprint towards the park exit on the Linthouse side.

‘What the hell?’ McNab muttered as he shifted into gear and took off in pursuit. A runner was always worth a follow and the lad might just know something if he spent his time hanging about the park.

Exiting the big gates with traffic lights ahead, McNab caught the tail end of the boy heading west on Govan Road past the Vital Spark pub.

If he continued into the housing scheme on the other side of the expressway, McNab decided he would follow. Maybe find out where the boy lived. Then if Chrissy indicated he might be a witness of some sort they would know where to locate him.

His hope of doing so was short-lived as the running boy instead turned down the ramp that led into the pedestrian entrance to the Clyde Tunnel.

McNab drew to a halt. Had the boy realized he was being followed and taken himself down there to get out of sight? Or was he planning a walk through the tunnel to Partick? Whatever the reason, McNab decided he wasn’t about to park then follow him on foot to find out. He had a meeting in the Hidden Lane to go to. And his partner didn’t like to be kept waiting.

When McNab finally located the entrance to the Hidden Lane, he realized how hidden it was. Not dissimilar to Ashton Lane where their after-work hang-out of the jazz club lay, this place had a different feel to it. Whereas Ashton was mainly dedicated to pubs, this cul-de-sac felt more sedate. Hence maybe why the tearoom DS Clark had mentioned was situated here.

Having parked the car outside on the main street, he walked in, noting the long flat stones edging the rough cobbles, there no doubt for the cartwheels in past times.

Folk from outside thought of Glasgow as an industrial city, which it was and had been, but it was also home to over ninety parks and miles of lanes behind the more gracious tenements, once used for access or stables, which now bloomed in spring and summertime like country lanes. One such lane was visible beyond the hotchpotch of low buildings painted in blues and yellows.

He halted for a moment, registering a camper-van parked to the right alongside various items of equipment, suggesting this was where the camera crew were set up, a line of tape separating it from the rest of the lane.

Two guys stood this side of the tape, chatting to his partner in what appeared to be a friendly exchange. Reading their body language, McNab smiled to himself. Coming on to Janice is a waste of time, lads. She’s happily married, and to a woman.

Janice turned and, by the look she gave him on approach, he knew she was well aware of the situation and was in fact being entertained by it.

‘Jerry Borstein, Ragnar Ryan, my partner Detective Sergeant Michael McNab.’

Jerry, McNab thought, looked to be in his mid-twenties. He was tall, blond, tanned, with hair shaved at the sides, and a serious beard, a definite shoo-in for some Viking movie. Ragnar, the one whose first name actually sounded Viking, was around the same age, but the opposite in appearance, being short and slimly built with a mass of dark curly hair.

When both fell to scrutinizing him as though sizing up how he might look on camera, McNab found himself inadvertently straightening up, which resulted in Janice throwing him one of her looks.

‘A Scottish redhead,’ Jerry nodded. ‘Haven’t seen many of those since we arrived.’

At this point Janice coughed to smother a laugh, and McNab decided enough was enough.

‘Right, what’s the problem here, sir?’ he said firmly.

‘We’re missing one of our actors.’ Jerry indicated the camper-van as though it somehow played a part in the story.

‘Your actor was staying there?’ McNab said.

‘No. We’re all in a hotel nearby. The camper-van’s used between takes.’

‘Your actor’s name?’

‘Jason Endeavour.’

‘Jason Endeavour,’ McNab repeated, feeling himself sliding into the ‘Aye right’ realm again. ‘And what does Jason look like, sir?’

‘Six feet tall, hair your colour, works out, tanned, twenty-seven. He’s on the up,’ Jerry added as if for emphasis. ‘Two million followers on TikTok.’

McNab chose to ignore the TikTok reference and asked when they had last seen their actor.

‘As I already told your colleague, it was yesterday afternoon. We stopped shooting when the snow came on. Being from California, we think the snow is great,’ Ragnar said with a smile. ‘Me and Jerry went to the big park nearby, Kelvingrove, to take some snow shots there.’

‘And what did Jason do?’

Ragnar shrugged. ‘Went into the van. Said he wanted a nap. Hasn’t got over the time zone change yet. Anyway, he wasn’t here when we got back and he never came back to the hotel last night. He wasn’t answering his phone and we were scheduled to shoot again today. When he didn’t turn up for that we began to get worried.’

‘Could he just be out on the randan?’ McNab said.

When they both assumed a puzzled expression, Janice translated. ‘Could Mr Endeavour just be out on the town? Getting to know Glasgow?’

‘Oh, he knows Glasgow already,’ Ragnar told them. ‘He comes from here. Studied at the Conservatoire. Came to LA six years ago.’

‘I take it Endeavour’s not his real name, then?’ McNab said, keen to clear that up.

‘Stage name,’ Jerry confirmed.

‘So what is his real name?’

‘Lewis McLean.’

McNab ran the name through his memory banks. Had he ever encountered a Lewis McLean back in the day? In any capacity? The search came up blank. He looked to Janice. A small shake of the head confirmed she was also a no. But they could easily check up. Find out if the missing actor had ever been on their radar during his youth or student days in Glasgow.

‘I’d give it another twenty-four hours,’ McNab said. ‘A Weegie back in his home city is liable to be celebrating that fact, especially if he’s become famous in the interim. I suspect he’s met up with some old pals. You could of course post his picture on social media. Try to locate him that way,’ he added.

The two men looked at one another in concern. The idea of alerting their actor’s fans to his disappearance obviously didn’t appeal.

‘It’s what Police Scotland would do,’ Janice explained. ‘We’d put a photo of him up on social media with where he was last seen and a description and number to call if you’ve seen him.’

‘Do you have a photograph we might use?’ McNab persisted, keen to be done with the encounter and thinking even a pot of tea and a scone in the nearby Hidden Teashop would be better than standing here with these two plonkers.

At a nod from Jerry, Ragnar flicked through his phone, then handed it to Janice. ‘That’s Jason.’

Janice took a look then passed the mobile to McNab.

As McNab studied the photo, a troubling thought entered his head. One he decided not to voice.

‘Are you happy for us to put this up?’ he said. ‘Or would you prefer to wait a little longer for Jason to reappear?’

Checking with Jerry, Ragnar said, ‘We’ll give him until tomorrow.’

McNab nodded. ‘Can you send me a copy of this? If he hasn’t turned up by, say, tomorrow lunchtime, we’ll post it up with a request for information on his whereabouts.’

The exchange done, they said their goodbyes, the two Americans immediately heading for the trailer, talking in a worried fashion.

‘What do you think?’ Janice said when they’d both disappeared inside.

‘I think we should leave this place,’ McNab said firmly.

‘So no tea and scones, then?’ Janice said with an enquiring look.

‘Something stronger is required,’ McNab told her firmly as they regained the main street.

‘Why?’ Janice said. ‘Because of your Harley being stolen?’

McNab shook his head. ‘Because, going by that photograph, I think there’s a small but possible chance Jason Endeavour might just be the dead bloke we found in Elder Park.’
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Ally had spotted the police car leave the park immediately after him. He had no idea if he was being followed, he just ran as though he was.

Crossing the dual carriageway, he headed down the slope into the pedestrian tunnel and waited, his heart pounding.

He should never have shown himself. He should never have spoken to those women. The one with the pink hair knew what she was doing. All friendly and it’s only about a local chippy. Aye right.

When he was satisfied the driver following him out of the park hadn’t ditched his vehicle and was following him on foot, he let out the breath he’d been holding. It didn’t matter that they weren’t coming for him now, because they would be in the future. They must have found the phone. Isn’t that what forensic folk did? Examine the dead body and search the surrounding area for clues?

They wouldn’t have missed a mobile lying near the body. No chance of that.

He banged his head against the tunnel wall, swearing at his stupidity for getting spotted. Knowing it didn’t matter anyway because the lost mobile made sure the police would come calling and soon.

Waiting a few more minutes during which two bikes shot past, he then sent Kev a text to meet him here with Dreep. Now he had to work out a way of telling Dreep that he didn’t get the phone and telling them both that their den at the farmhouse had been examined and bags of their stuff removed by two white-suited women.

Who managed to corner you and get you to mention Leo’s chippy. The one called Chrissy latched on to that right away.

Kev’s reply ‘On our way’ arrived minutes later. Kev and Dreep lived on the same street, but Ally suspected they’d likely spent the day at Kev’s waiting for him to summon them.

As he walked up and down to keep warm, a text came in from his mum, ordering him home for his tea. He answered saying he’d be there in ten minutes. Her response when it came was ‘NOW’ in capital letters.

Defeated, he decided to walk towards home and meet Kev and Dreep on the way. He wouldn’t say much. Just that he didn’t find the phone. Maybe suggest it could have been spotted inside the fence by an early passer-by going to work. Which could be true, he assured himself. Hopefully it had been someone who would keep it for themselves.

Not when they saw the pic of a dead naked bloke strapped to a chair, they wouldn’t.

Emerging from the tunnel, he headed up the path towards the road, aware that he didn’t have long before his mother would be on the phone again. Seconds later, he spotted Ally and Dreep running towards him like they’d just escaped a burning building. Whatever had happened, it wasn’t good.

When they reached him and saw his expression, both their faces assumed a look of further terror.

‘The police found the phone?’ Dreep wailed.

‘I don’t know,’ Ally said honestly. ‘All I know is I never found it. Plus they’ve searched our room and taken away all our stuff.’

He expected them to be really freaked by that last bit of news, but it seemed they had something worse in store for him.

‘Darren wants his phone back,’ Kev said. ‘And Dreep told him he loaned it to you.’

‘What!’ Ally said in horror.

‘It was all I could think of,’ Dreep said. ‘Sorry, mate.’

‘Don’t sorry mate me,’ Ally warned him. ‘I just hung about that park all day for you and you rat me out to your big brother?’ He stopped there, seeing Dreep shrink into himself at his fury.

As his own mobile buzzed another message, he said, ‘That’ll be Mum about my tea. I have to go.’ He took off at a sprint before Dreep and Kev had time to respond, glad to get away from them and give himself time to think. In truth, he was more afraid of Darren than of his mum and at least at home he was safe from Dreep’s big brother.

Reaching the gate, he composed himself before slipping his key in the lock. He’d decided the story of his day on the way back, aware he should stick to the truth as closely as possible.

His mum wasn’t a detective, but she could be. She was like the pink-haired lassie, who could wrestle stuff out of you and scent a lie almost before it came out of your mouth.

‘I’m home, Mum,’ he shouted in advance of reaching the kitchen.

Entering, he found his mum at the table, opposite the figure of a man who had his back to the door. As his breathing stopped in fear at who it might be, his mum looked up at him and smiled.

‘Brian’s big brother’s here to see you.’ She always used Dreep’s real name. ‘Something about Brian’s mobile?’ she said, not looking worried at all.

At this point, the dark-haired head of Darren McGowan turned towards him with a smile that would have cut glass.

‘Dreep said he lent you my old phone,’ he said. ‘I need it back, I’m afraid.’

He definitely wasn’t afraid, but he’d made sure by those eyes that Ally definitely was.

Words failed to materialize in Ally’s mouth although he heard them form in his head. Eventually his mum ended the silence.

‘Well, Alistair. Do you have the phone?’

He shook his head and the lie tumbled out. ‘I’m dead sorry, Darren. It must have dropped out of my pocket last night in the park. I’ve been searching for it all day.’

Darren’s eyes were now shooting bullets at him. Ally could almost feel the pain as they met his chest.

‘I’ll try again tomorrow,’ he promised. ‘There were bits of the park near the boating pond I couldn’t get to because of the police cordon.’ Why he said that, he had no idea, but was glad he had as Darren’s threatening look now moved to one of concern.

‘Why are the police in the park?’ his mum came in.

‘I think they found a body,’ he found himself saying, ‘near the old farmhouse.’

His mother looked shocked. ‘I hadn’t heard anything about that.’

‘It’ll maybe be on the news tonight,’ Ally offered.

Scraping the chair back, Darren got to his feet. Ally made a move towards his mum, in case Darren propelled him out the door with him.

‘Right, Mrs Feeney. I’ll be off,’ Darren said, before nodding to Ally. ‘Want to see me out?’

Ally didn’t want to, but he hadn’t much choice as his mum gestured at him to do as he was asked.

Out of sight of the kitchen, Darren opened the front door and, grabbing Ally’s arm, shoved him out first.

‘Right, you wee shite.’ He poked Ally sharply in the ribs. ‘Where the fuck is my phone?’

‘I told you. I dropped it somewhere in the park. I’m sorry, Darren.’

Darren eyed him for a moment, before he hissed, ‘If the polis find it and come looking for me, you’re a dead man. Do . . . you . . . understand?’ He stabbed at Ally’s chest again, then stood back and stared pointedly at him.

‘Just like that naked dead guy they found.’
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The snow cover was fast disappearing as they left the park, only grey slush left on the tarred exit road and churned mud on the surrounding grass.

Chrissy led the way in the forensic van, Rhona tailing her. They would have to safely store all the material they’d recovered at the lab before finishing for the day. As for the body, that would be the responsibility of the mortuary staff until tomorrow when it would become the centrepiece of the secondary crime scene examination.
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