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      “Dr Slater, he won’t stop crying. Should I let him out?”

      Dr Slater didn’t look in the least bit concerned with what his assistant had told him. If anything, he appeared pleased.

      “That’s to be expected,” Dr Slater said. “Did you make him comfortable?”

      His assistant shook his head. “No, I did everything you told me to do.”

      “Good, keep it that way. Now stop panicking and get back to work.”

      The assistant scurried out of Dr Slater’s office with a look on his face that said he was as helpless to do anything about the situation as the four-year-old boy he’d locked in a cell.

      Dr Slater’s office was on the top floor of a building built on the grounds of Cambridge University. He’d recently moved his office from the ground floor because the cries of the children on the receiving end of his experiments were making too much noise for him to concentrate. There were still cardboard boxes in his new office full of files for the experiments programme and some of his personal belongings. He went over to his office door, locked himself in, and closed the blinds that covered the window that overlooked the top floor.

      He rubbed his neck, then bent over and took out a bottle of gin from one of the cardboard boxes on the floor. He let out a groan as he rose back to standing straight and looked down at his belly that had grown over the years to the extent that he couldn’t see his feet unless he was sitting down.

      Dr Slater walked over to his desk and sat in his chair. He poured the gin like it was water into the glass on his desk, then took a gulp and shut his eyes for a moment whilst he took stock of everything. When he opened his eyes again, he fixed them on a photograph of him with his wife and young daughter took the previous summer on a day out at the beach.

      There was a knock on his door.

      “What?” Dr Slater asked sharply.

      “It’s the same child,” his assistant said on the other side of the door. “He’s hitting himself now.”

      “It’s a one-man band in this place,” Dr Slater muttered.

      Dr Slater downed the rest of the contents of his glass, then got himself out of his chair and went to the door. With a sigh and a frown, he opened it.

      “You’re a behavioural psychologist, Kaminski, not a bleeding nanny.”

      “But Dr Slater, the boy’s clearly distressed. Haven’t we seen enough to stop this experiment? I’m worried about him and what the long-term consequences could be for his psyche.”

      Dr Slater narrowed his eyes. “Do I look like Mary Poppins to you?”

      Dr Kaminski shook his head and broke eye contact with Dr Slater. “No, sir. I-I know we’re not supposed to have empathy for the children we’re experimenting on. I understand that it could get in the way of what we’re trying to achieve, but it’s hard not to.”

      “I’ve told you before, Kaminski, that the children in Project T are not to be viewed as normal children. You need to get into the mindset that when you walk through the door of this building, your perception of what is right and wrong stays outside of it. You’re here to do a job, and remember, you’re doing your bit for society. You’re disturbed because you’re still viewing what we do here through the eyes of a member of the public.”

      Dr Slater came out of his office and closed the door, then walked in the direction of the stairs.

      “The public wouldn’t thank us for what we’re doing,” Dr Slater said. “They’d be outraged. But if the general population weren’t so dim, they would get down on their knees and kiss our feet for helping to protect the next generation from murderers, rapists, and everything in between.”

      “I know. It’s just difficult to remember that sometimes, especially on days like today.”

      They got to a door, and Dr Kaminski took some quick steps to get in front of Dr Slater so he could push the door and hold it open for him. When Dr Slater was past him, Dr Kaminski followed him down the stairs.

      “I hate to say this,” Dr Kaminski said, “but sometimes I fear that we’re no better than the Nazis.”

      Dr Slater let go of the bannister and threw his stout frame around to face Dr Kaminski, his eyes bulging in anger. “Don’t you dare call us Nazis! The Nazis didn’t have a clue what they were doing, and they were barbaric animals who indulged in their sick fascination with twins. On the other hand, we are sacrificing ourselves for the greater good. Do you think I don’t have trouble sleeping at night sometimes? Don’t you think I find it challenging to go home and sit at the dinner table with my wife and daughter whilst they tell me about their sheltered lives?”

      Dr Kaminski turned his head to his right towards the bannister and only had enough courage to glance at Dr Slater before looking away again. “I-I’m sure you do, sir.”

      “Do you think I’m a monster?”

      “No, no, of course not. I’m just having a bad day.”

      Dr Slater scrutinised Dr Kaminski, searching for even more weakness than was already leaking from his assistant. “Don’t give me any more reason than you already have to terminate you from Project T.”

      Dr Kaminski froze in terror as if he was being held at knifepoint by his boss, and with the daggers Dr Slater was shooting, he might as well have been.

      “I won’t, Dr Slater. I’m sorry. I can do this. I promise.”

      When they got to the bottom of the stairs and went through the door on the ground floor, they were in an expansive office. The only light in there was from artificial sources because there were no windows. They were hiding in plain sight on the grounds of the university. No one asked any questions. The official line was that it was a lab for scientists who the government employed. Dr Slater and his small team kept themselves to themselves as they were ordered to do.

      There was another room at the back of the office, and as they got closer to its door, they could hear the crying boy more clearly.

      “Let’s see what’s the matter with the young chap,” Dr Slater said as he turned the handle on the door.

      The room was divided into four cells. A cell at the far right of the room had a metal door on it with a man in a white lab coat standing in front of it holding a clipboard, and beside it was a soundproofed cell with a wooden door that looked normal from the outside. Next to that, there was another cell with a metal door, and the final soundproofed cell was beside that one, in front of where Dr Slater and Dr Kaminski stood. They closed the door and walked over to the cell on the far right, where the crying was coming from.

      “They make such a racket that sometimes I think we should put the short straws in the soundproof rooms,” Dr Slater said.

      “But then we wouldn’t be able to hear when they’re distressed,” Dr Kaminski said.

      “Yes, I know, but it gets tiresome.”

      “What’s the problem, Dr Eades? Dr Kaminski’s all worked up.”

      Dr Eades was almost grimacing. “It’s bad, Dr Slater. He won’t stop crying at the sight of blood.”

      Dr Slater stepped closer to Dr Eades and looked up at him. “Key.”

      Dr Eades gave his boss the key to the cell, and Dr Slater looked through the observation window on the cell door, then unlocked the door and went inside. The cell floor was made from rubber, and the walls had white leather padding. Both old and fresh smears of blood marred it.

      There was nothing else in the cell except a four-year-old boy dressed in shorts and a T-shirt. He was sitting on the floor in a pool of urine with his face scrunched and tears streaming down his cheeks as he wailed.

      “Mummy, I want mummy!” the boy screamed.

      “Mummy’s picking you up soon,” Dr Slater said. “Let me see you.”

      Dr Slater walked over to the boy, hunkered down, and lifted his arm to inspect it. “It’s bled through the bandage. Get some fresh dressing.”

      “Yes, sir,” Dr Kaminski said, then left the doorway.

      “You’re okay, Luke,” Dr Slater said. “Calm down; there’s a good boy. It’s only a bit of blood. We’ll have you home before you know it, eating plenty of sweeties. You’ve done well today.”

      Dr Slater stood up and went back to the doorway to speak to Dr Eades. “You’re doing a fine job, Dr Eades. How’s his brother doing? Is there any sign that he’s picked up on his brother’s pain at all?”

      “No, he’s playing with his toys next door without a care in the world. So far, he’s developing into a well-behaved little boy, unlike Luke.”
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      It was March, and two months had come and gone since my disciplinary hearing had gone my way. Or at least, that’s how I was supposed to look at it. For most people, being allowed to keep a job that you’ve spent virtually your entire professional life cultivating only to trample over twenty-three years of service, with a public meltdown on national television, would be seen as something that had gone your way. However, the feelings of disillusionment that I’d harboured towards the police force in the past year meant that when I was told I could keep my job, I wasn’t as overjoyed as you’d think I would be.

      What had begun as a healthy fascination about what happened to my dad when he disappeared twenty-odd years ago had slowly turned into an obsession that led me down a rabbit hole. One I’d willingly dived headfirst into and was unable, or perhaps unwilling, to return from.

      After the conversation that Sofia and I had in January with a reticent Dr Kaminski, I was getting ever closer to finding out what had happened to my dad. Dr Kaminski spoke with the raw truth of a dying man. The things he’d done when he was part of Project T visibly haunted him and no doubt caused him more pain than his cancer was.

      I don’t want this to come off the wrong way, but I couldn’t wait for Dr Kaminski to kick the bucket. Not because he was morally reprehensible for the part he’d played in Project T, but because Sofia and I had assured him that we wouldn’t go public with the recorded interview we did with him at his home in London until he was dead.

      And by “dead”, I mean death by natural causes and not the kind of death that too many people who had tried to uncover the truth and expose the atrocities of Project T had had.

      I’d stayed in regular contact with Sofia since my stint living with her in London whilst my suspension ran its course, then I returned to Inverness. Though I looked forward to seeing her again, I had some guilty romantic feelings about her, like she was my best friend’s wife or something.

      Technically, I had no reason to feel guilty. After all, I was a single man and had been since Lena flew out of Inverness airport using the fake passport that Sofia had sorted for her. I had no idea if I’d ever see Lena again, and I tried to tell myself that whether our paths would cross in the future was irrelevant because it wasn’t like I had time to indulge in something as distracting as a romance.

      Still, I was human, even if, at times, I felt numb to the normal range of human emotions.

      I didn’t take myself to get officially diagnosed with PTSD. No point in that, really, when you considered that I was immersed in a world of paranoia, fear, and the constant threat of violence for the forcible future. That’s not something I could tell a doctor.

      With Lena gone, my only true confidant was Sofia. After I decided to distance my mum, Fletcher, and Dunnel from Project T and stop telling them what was happening with my secret investigation into it, we became increasingly isolated from each other. I hadn’t seen Fletcher and Dunnel since the day of my disciplinary hearing, and I didn’t look forward to the encounter that we were about to have.

      On top of that, the conditions on my return to work didn’t make me happy. Having to do a piss test twice a week was gonna be a pain in the arse, but being transferred to Glasgow made my return to work all the more daunting.

      I parked my car outside the station in Inverness and then looked at my reflection in the rear-view mirror. I’d grown some stubble that was getting close to beard territory in my time off. The last time I had such facial hair, I was in my thirties, and back then, my dark brown hair wasn’t under siege by grey hairs like they were now. Aside from my salt and pepper appearance, I looked the best I had in a long time. I put that down to the four months that it had been since I’d last had a drop of alcohol. Despite my healthier skin, I thought the dark circles under my eyes were there to stay.

      Without the crutch of my frenemy whisky to knock me out at night, I hadn’t been sleeping much, but overall, that was a good thing because I’d have more of a chance of hearing agents sent from MI5 to snuff me out.

      But who in MI5 would send them? That was still a question yet to be answered. Even though Lena was a former MI5 agent on the run, she had told me that she didn’t know who in MI5 had allegedly co-founded Project T with William Black, the current Chancellor of the Exchequer. The wheel was turning, and I was determined to stay on it long enough to expose Black and his co-conspirators’ evil deeds to the world. Sofia and I just needed more evidence.

      I got out of my car and walked with purpose to the station entrance. I had my head up and my shoulders back. Fake it till you make it and all that. If I could convince myself that I wasn’t embarrassed to show my face back at the station, then I thought that maybe I wouldn’t be.

      I was wrong.

      “Hi, Jack, how have you been?” I asked.

      Jack’s awkward expression as he stood behind the reception desk and watched me walk up to him told me everything I needed to know about whether people had moved on with their lives in the wake of my incident.

      “I’ve been okay, MacBain, same old. You?”

      “I’ve been keeping my head down.”

      “I think that’s for the best.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Come on, MacBain, I think we both know what that means.”

      What a prick, I thought.

      “You’re a bitter wee man, aren’t you, Jack? Just because you never made it past that desk. I know I had the arse up of all arse ups, but I’m doing my best to move on. As for you, enjoy pushing paper.”

      I didn’t wait for a response, but I got one anyway, as I was nearly at the door to the stairs that would take me to the office.

      “Enjoy Glasgow,” Jack said sarcastically. “I’ll miss you.”

      I was worried about what reception I would get from Fletcher and Dunnel if the welcome I got from that also-ran Jack was anything to go by. I never did like Jack; people like him use other people’s misfortune as fuel to help them feel better about themselves. I suppose I couldn’t really call what I did “misfortunate”, though.

      The office was as I remembered it. Like me, the worn blue carpet had seen better days, and the cream-coloured walls could have done with a fresh lick of paint. There were a dozen or so desks, with one swivel chair each and a colleague behind them. Though there was a coat stand on my immediate right, I didn’t bother hanging my jacket on it. I planned to be in and out of there as soon as possible. Still, I noticed Fletcher’s red coat, and the nerves in my stomach that I’d fought to suppress on my drive over returned.

      Fletcher wasn’t at her desk. At the back left of the room, Dunnel’s office door was closed, and I wondered if she was in there with him.

      “There’s a blast from the past,” Mary said.

      “It’s not been that long, has it?”

      “I’ve not seen you for,” she blew out some air whilst she thought, “three or four months. Are you well?”

      “Well enough, I suppose. I see you’re in a suit now.”

      Mary straightened her jacket. “Yeah, I got promoted. No more patrolling the streets and breaking up drunken brawls for me, and I can do proper police work like you now.”

      “Congratulations. Have you seen Fletcher?”

      “She’s in Dunnel’s office.”

      “Thanks.”

      My warmer exchange with Mary gave me hope that things might go okay with Fletcher and Dunnel, but there was only one way to find out.

      Knock!

      Knock!

      I waited outside Dunnel’s office for a verbal response, but instead of getting one, the door suddenly opened.

      “Fletcher,” I said, secretly analysing her face for a micro-sign that would give away what she was thinking.

      “Alright?” Fletcher asked.

      “Alright.” It wasn’t great, but it was a good start, considering how it could have been. “You look good,” I noted.

      “Thanks, and you’re looking better than I remember.”

      “That wouldn’t be hard. One of the last times you saw me, I was trying to nurse the worst hangover in history in a holding cell downstairs.”

      I watched to see how the memory of that terrible morning was sitting with her after three months, but all I got was a slight nod of the head.

      “Are you off the booze now?” she asked.

      “Yeah, I have been for three months, ever since the incident.” I leaned in the door and looked to my left at Dunnel. He sat behind his desk like he usually did and still sported his designer grey stubble.

      “Hi, sir,” I said.

      “MacBain, come in and close the door.”

      I didn’t get a smile or a frown from Dunnel. He was as neutral as he’d been when I last saw him at my disciplinary hearing.

      “Take a seat,” Dunnel said.

      I sat down on one of the two chairs that were opposite him.

      “I’ll leave you to it,” Fletcher said.

      I turned around to face Fletcher, and she’d already opened the door back up.

      “Fletcher, can you stay? I’d like to speak with both of you in private.”

      “I don’t know why,” she muttered. “I thought there was nothing else for us to say.”

      “Please, just sit with me.”

      Fletcher shrugged her shoulders nonchalantly, closed the door, and then came over and sat beside me.

      “Have you done something different with your hair?” I asked.

      “Cut the crap, MacBain. You didn’t ask me to stay so we could discuss my hair.”

      I was sure Fletcher’s long black hair wasn’t looking quite as long as it usually did, but she was right. I was stalling as the nerves threatened to get the better of me.

      “As yous know, I’m off to Glasgow today,” I said. “I came back to get my things and see both of you.”

      “I put your things in a box for you,” Fletcher said. “It’s underneath your desk.”

      “Oh, thanks very much.” I couldn’t decide if Fletcher had been nice to me or if she was desperate to get me out of the office as soon as possible. “I don’t think I’m wrong in thinking that, well, let’s face it, I know that I’ve hurt both of you. I understand why yous feel that yous can’t trust me anymore. If I were in your shoes, I would probably feel the same.” I sighed. “If it’s any consolation, I hope that one day when this is all over, we’ll be able to come together, and you’ll both know in your hearts why I kept yous away from the Project T investigation.”

      Dunnel furrowed his brow. “I’ve heard it all before from you, MacBain, but there’s nothing you can say or do that will rebuild the bridges you’ve burned. I don’t care how noble you think your cause is. You turned yourself into a laughingstock with your drunken antics over at Clark Roberts’ golf resort, but worse than that, you became someone I can’t trust.”

      “The same goes for me,” Fletcher said.

      I sighed and glanced at the floor. “I understand that, I do. I think I turned into someone that I can’t trust as well. By that, I mean I couldn’t trust myself not to fall completely over the edge, and I drank to try to bring balance into my life. When you’re on edge for so long, it gets difficult to function if you can’t take blunt it every once in a while.”

      I didn’t know what I was trying to achieve by raking up the past. Maybe I was in search of some sort of closure.

      “I know you’re a good man,” Dunnel said. “If I didn’t think that, I wouldn’t have gone to bat for you with Clark Roberts when I asked him to drop the charges.”

      If only you knew the real reason why he dropped the charges, I thought.

      “But you made it impossible for me to consider having you around me, MacBain. I can trust you with my life, but you’ve got too many secrets.”

      “I never got a chance to thank you at the disciplinary hearing for putting in a good word for me with Roberts, so thank you, sir.” I looked at Fletcher and then back at Dunnel. “I also want to thank both of you for not going public with what I’ve uncovered so far with Project T. I’m glad you’re taking the threat that these people pose seriously.”

      Dunnel held my gaze. “If I hear that you’re causing even a hint of trouble down in Glasgow, threat or not, an anonymous phone call will be made about Project T. I appreciate that you’re working to uncover something massive, and you already proved it to me after who DI Carter turned out to be that it’s not necessarily safe to report the findings of your investigation. But I won’t turn a blind eye again.” He folded his arms and leaned across the desk towards me. “Either find something concrete or give it up.”

      I’d had blinders on with my investigation into Project T and my dad’s disappearance, so much so that I hadn’t stopped to consider the magnitude of the predicament that I’d put Fletcher and Dunnel in. I’d been very concerned about their physical well-being and how it could be jeopardised if they spoke out about my secret investigation, but I hadn’t spent enough time dwelling on the mental toll it would have taken on them.

      “I’m sorry,” I said with all earnestness. “Take care of yourself.” I looked at Fletcher, whose eyes had softened. “I’ll miss you, Fletcher. We’ve been through some tough times, and I’m sorry that some of them were as tough as they were. I’m sorry to both of you for putting yous through so much.”

      They both had a hint of sadness in their eyes, but there was nothing else we could say that we hadn’t already said on the issue.

      “I’d better be heading off,” I said.

      “What’s your new place like?” Fletcher asked.

      “Just a wee modern flat I’m renting in an area of Glasgow called Merchant City. I’ll be right in the heart of the city, surrounded by people. I thought that would be the safest option.”

      “What about your flat here?”

      “It’s gonna be sitting empty for the time being. I paid the mortgage off a few years ago, so it's no burden. I might rent it out, but I don’t think I will. I don’t wanna remove my anchor from Inverness. Hopefully, one day I can return.”

      I was homesick before I’d even left home.

      “Look after yourself,” I said to Fletcher, then hugged her.

      She didn’t hug me back, but she didn’t push me away either.

      “Sir,” I said, holding out my hand.

      Dunnel gave me a subtle nod then shook my hand, but he didn’t make eye contact with me.

      I left Dunnel’s office and went to my desk to pick up my box. I could feel the rest of the room staring at me, and my feelings were confirmed to be accurate when I took in my surroundings one last time at the office’s doorway. Instead of saying anything, I waved whilst holding the box.

      “See yous,” I said quietly.

      With the time it took me to get home to my apartment in Inverness to pack up the last of my things and have a goodbye with my mum, it was the early evening when I arrived in Glasgow. It was the first time I’d been back to Glasgow since the nationwide manhunt for Timothy Vass the previous year. I parked in the underground car park of the apartment block that I’d chosen to call home for the foreseeable future. It had four floors, and I was on the first.

      With the recent attempts that had been made on my life, there was no way I would live on the ground floor, but I didn’t want to be trapped several floors up either, so the first floor seemed like my best bet.

      It had been a long day, and I was tired from the three-hour-plus drive. The car park was secure, but I felt anything but secure when I got out of my car, and my eyes swept the area. There could have been anyone lurking in the shadows of my dimly lit surroundings or behind one of the many cars. Being in a new city didn’t stop my unwanted flatmates, paranoia, fear, and anxiety from stowing away to Glasgow with me.

      After my car was written off a few months earlier by the hitman from MI5 who had been sent to kill Lena and me, the insurance company gave me what they said was enough money to buy a like-for-like replacement for my BMW, but it wasn’t, and I ended up sticking with something similar to the hatchback of Notre Dame that the insurance company had temporarily supplied me with and bought a silver Renault Clio. It was a fall from grace, but I didn’t see the point in getting something better with my track record of fender benders.

      I took my duffle bag from the boot and walked briskly to the lift. Anticipating that I’d be tired, I’d packed my coffee in my duffle bag so I could have one of my four teaspoon specials when I arrived before I began unpacking.

      The flat was fully furnished, and it was in as good a condition inside as it was outside. There were two black leather sofas in the living room, with a modest-sized flat-screen TV in the corner. A glass coffee table in the middle of the room and a door at the back of the living room led out to the small balcony. As I gravitated towards the balcony, I slung my bag onto the three-seater nearest me to my left.

      When I slid the glass door to the side and stepped out onto the balcony, my PTSD flared up as flashbacks of Stevie Jenson falling to his death from the high-rise a few months earlier rushed into the forefront of my mind and refused to leave it. I peered over the edge, half expecting to see Stevie’s mangled body splattered on the ground. Of course, I didn’t, but he was there in spirit.

      I could do with a drink, I thought.

      That was the last thing I could do with, but when intrusive thoughts like the ones I was having made their appearance, having a drink to silence their voices was usually the next thing I thought about.

      “It’s not happening, Callum,” I muttered.

      I leaned onto the brick-built wall of the balcony, taking in the city. Glasgow was a lot busier than Inverness, and I could see tall office buildings and more modern apartments and the hustle and bustle of people going about their business.

      Sofia asked me to call her once I got settled. I was premature in that regard, but I thought a phone call with her might distract me enough from my thoughts to help me settle in. I went back inside, sat down on the sofa next to my bag, and called her.

      “Hello.”

      “Hi, Sofia. I’m in Glasgow.”

      “What’s it like?”

      “Busier than Inverness, which, as you know from my time living with you in London, I’m not a fan of. But Glasgow’s a village compared to London, so it could be worse. How are you?”

      “I’m pleased because I’ve got some good news for you.”

      “Oh yeah? Is this why you wanted me to call you?”

      “Yup.”

      “Well, put me out of my misery, then.”

      “Dr Kaminski’s dead.”

      “Natural causes?”

      “As far as I know. He didn’t die from a gunshot wound, anyway.”

      “I’m surprised he lasted this long. When we interviewed him, it looked like his cancer was ready to take him.”

      “It didn’t take him soon enough.”

      “I agree. He was a piece of shit for what he did in Project T, but at least he felt a shred of guilt at the end, although I think he was just hedging his bets in case God’s real. He wanted to put his best foot forward in an attempt to get through those pearly gates.”

      “Whatever happens to him, he can rot,” Sofia said coldly. “Now that he’s dead, we can take what he said in his interview with us to Dr Slater and see if he’s developed a guilty conscience, too.”

      “Are you still surveilling him?”

      “Yes, he appears to be living a regular retired life. He leaves his house every morning at eight with his Jack Russell, and they walk each other around the park. Then he buys a paper and occasionally some milk from the local corner shop. He gets a Sainsbury’s delivery every Wednesday, and sometimes he takes his wife out for dinner.”

      “I’m looking forward to introducing ourselves to him.”

      “When can you come down?”

      “Eh, I’m not sure, Sofia. It’s not a good look if I ask for a day off tomorrow on my first day at my new place of work. Maybe at the weekend.”

      “That should be fine. I’ve got my hands full for the next couple of days, anyway. I’m meeting up with David Lancaster tomorrow, and I’ll ask him to record William Black secretly.”

      “That’s a risky move.”

      “This whole thing’s risky, Callum. I’ve got Lancaster scared. After agent Cornish was killed, he became paranoid that Black was aware that Cornish contacted him about Project T. He might be right to be paranoid, and we don’t want them getting to Lancaster before we do.”

      “Do you think Black will talk about Project T with Lancaster? I can’t see that happening.”

      “He will if the right amount of pressure is applied.”
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      The White Horse in the East End of London was night and day compared to Strangers’ Bar in Westminster, but David Lancaster MP didn’t have any say on where he and Sofia would meet. Sofia had him by the balls, and he knew it.

      Lancaster thought it was a good move politically when he aligned himself with William Black, the Chancellor of the Exchequer. But that was before the whistleblower from MI5, Anthony Cornish, approached him and gave him a hint of what he’d stumbled upon in the agency. Being the slimy politician that Lancaster was, even with something as shocking as Project T, he would look the other way if it meant furthering his career. Still, Sofia had ensured that looking the other way wasn’t an option for him.

      Sofia was already in The White Horse when Lancaster got there, playing the fruit machine in the corner of the pub. It was lunchtime, and it was so dead, you wouldn’t have guessed the pub was even open. Apart from Sofia, the only other patron who was in was an old-timer half asleep at the bar as he nursed a pint of Guinness.

      Lancaster had dressed in a navy-blue suit and kept his briefcase close. He looked around the pub with cautious evaluation, then clocked Sofia. He walked over to Sofia, and when he was nearly by her side, Sofia turned her head to her right and saw him.

      “I never win with this stupid thing,” Sofia said.

      “Why do you play it then?”

      “The law of averages. I’m due to win soon, but I won’t make back what I’ve already put in.”

      “I say cut your losses.”

      “Hmm, I’d say the same to you about the situation you find yourself in.”

      “Why did you ask me here?” Lancaster looked around with a haughty expression. “I presume it wasn’t so I could try the breakfast menu.”

      “Don’t be so stuck-up. Remember what I have on you. I’m sure the breakfasts in prison are worse than Sheila’s out-of-date pork scratchings.”

      The corners of Lancaster’s eyes creased with concern. “Keep your voice down.”

      “You’re in no position to tell me what to do. Get me a drink and come over to the table.”

      Sofia had a glint in her eye as she walked past a frustrated but submissive Lancaster and sat at one of the circular wooden tables.

      With her back against the red-painted wall from her chair, Sofia kept her dark brown eyes on Lancaster at the bar. If he wasn’t so sleazy and corrupt, she might have felt sorry for him. He was out of his depth with William Black and Project T, and his survival instincts and political ambition hadn’t been enough to prevent Sofia from wrapping him around her finger.

      Lancaster came back with two drinks.

      “Gin and tonic, alright?” he asked as he placed the glass in front of Sofia on the table.

      “No, go and get me something else.”

      “Oh, give me a break, will you?”

      “Relax, I’m just breaking your balls. A G and T will do nicely.”

      “Good.” Lancaster pulled out the wooden chair and sat down. “I’m not sure about meeting here in a place so public.”

      Sofia quirked an eyebrow. “Take a look around you, David. There’s more chance of finding life on Mars than there is in this place.”

      “Well, you’ve got me here, so what do you want? I know it can’t be good; it never is with you.”

      “Don’t blame me for your chickens coming home to roost. You wouldn’t know me if you didn’t indulge in your pay-to-play scheme.”

      “Sometimes I wonder if it would be less grief for that political scandal to come out than what I find myself caught up in now.”

      “Don’t try to wriggle out of helping me with my Project T investigation. It’s moved on too far now for you to find a way out. When I investigated you and discovered that you were running that scheme with business people in your constituency, I could have pulled the plug on your political career overnight if I’d published my story. You know why I didn’t.”

      “You didn’t because you wanted to blackmail me instead. I had nothing to do with Project T!” Lancaster realised he was loud, looked over his shoulder with concern, and then lowered his voice. “I’m only in my late forties, Sofia. Project T was founded in the eighties, for Christ’s sake. Don’t involve me with this. I don’t deserve to die for William Black’s crimes!”

      “Calm down, David. You’re slipperier than a fish and as slimy as a slug, but I know you’re no evil mastermind. Unfortunately for you, though, if you can’t motivate yourself to do the right thing, I’ll have to motivate you myself.” Sofia took a sip of her drink and continued. “Anthony Cornish came to you because you’re in William Black’s inner circle. Anthony made a brave decision to blow the whistle on MI5 when he accidentally came across some Project T documents.”

      Lancaster’s eyes bulged. “And he was murdered! Why don’t you walk away from this? Look, I’ve got kids. If what Anthony thought he found is true, then my heart truly bleeds for all the children who were affected by Project T—”

      “Affected? That’s one way of putting it. Those children were subjected to horrific experiments in a programme founded by your friend, who, as you know, is in line to be the next Prime Minister.”

      Lancaster took a drink and then put his glass back down. “I know, I know. It’s an absolute disaster.”

      “It’ll be a disaster for you, David, if you don’t get on the right side of history with this. We’re closing in on Black, and when we get enough evidence to go public with this, you don’t want to be seen as someone who, as a father of three, knowingly looked the other way and was complicit in the cover-up.” Sofia raised her eyebrows. “Do you?”

      Lancaster put his elbow on the table and scrunched his hair in his hand. “No, I-I don’t want that, but what can I do? They’ll kill me! I’m sure they’d have done me in by now if they knew I was talking to you, an investigative journalist.”

      “I’ve got an exit strategy for you, David, that hopefully won’t involve a premature trip to the morgue. We’re going to try something that we’ve tried before, but this time, the stakes will be higher because they must be.”

      “No, I’m not doing it; I won’t! I’m not wearing a recording device again.”

      “I need to know who the person from MI5 who co-founded Project T with William Black is, and the sooner I find that out, the sooner we can prove their involvement, have them put on trial for their crimes, and you can walk around without looking over your shoulder all the time.”

      “Sofia, this is, I-I’m not the kind of person who can do this sort of stuff.”

      “Don’t put yourself down. I’ll give you credit where credit’s due. You’re as two-faced as they come.”

      Lancaster’s eyes widened.

      “And that will be to your advantage when talking to Black.”

      “How do you propose I do it? I just strike up a conversation about Project T and say, ‘William, old boy, I know you formed a secret branch of the government in the eighties to harvest data from the most vulnerable people in society to take their children off them, so you, alongside MI5, could run a series of experiments on twins, all for national security purposes.’ Will that do you, Sofia?”

      “You’re so dramatic, but I like that you’ve got a grasp of the situation. Putting your sarcasm aside, you’ll need to be more subtle. You won’t be alone, though; I’ll be coaching you on what to say through a hidden earpiece that you’ll be wearing.”

      Lancaster shook his head and sighed. “I’m just not sure. I’ve never spoken to William about any of this before. How do I even begin to broach the subject?”

      “Put him on the back foot. Tell him that an agent from MI5 approached you with information about Black and his involvement in Project T. We know that’s already true. Say that it happened last week, and he’ll think they have another whistleblower to contend with. He’ll know it couldn’t have been Cornish because they had him killed months ago.”

      “But then they’ll kill me for knowing.”

      “Not if you play it right, they won’t. Come on, Lancaster, engage that political brain of yours and your inner snake. Tell him that you’re on his side, and you’ll do whatever it takes to help him eliminate the threat that this latest whistleblower poses because you want a top job in his cabinet when he wins the upcoming general election.”

      Lancaster took another sip of his drink and pondered what Sofia had said.

      “There're no ifs or buts with this,” Sofia said, “you’re doing it.”

      “When?”

      “The day after tomorrow, take Black out for one of your liquid lunches, and I’ll be parked in a car near whatever restaurant you choose. Text me in the morning when you have a time and location for me, and make sure you’re wearing this.”

      Sofia took out a grey tie from her handbag and put it on the table.

      “It’s got a tiny hidden camera and microphone fitted on it; you switch it on here.”

      Sofia turned the tie over and revealed a little switch in the stitching of the knot.

      “This is your earpiece. Press the button here, and you’re good to go.”

      Lancaster didn’t speak for a moment whilst he stared at the gadgets. “This is real, isn’t it? I’m going to have to do this.”

      “You know you don’t have a choice. Get it done.”

      Sofia tossed back her drink, stood up, and hooked her handbag over her shoulder.

      “Good luck,” Sofia said, then left Lancaster with everything he needed for his unwanted mission.

      With a look of defeat, Lancaster watched Sofia leave the pub, then put his briefcase on his lap and popped it open. He placed the tie inside it, on top of his paperwork, then clipped it shut and stood up. He put the earpiece in the handkerchief pocket of his blazer, then picked up his drink, slugged it straight back, and walked out of the pub.

      Lancaster waited for the little green man to show on the traffic lights, then crossed the road. Thirty feet behind him, a man also dressed in a navy-blue suit with a phone in his hand walked across the street in the same direction as Lancaster.

      “He’s on the move?” the man said. “No, it’s just me here. He’s following the woman. Yes, sir.”

      The man put his phone in his pocket and continued to follow Lancaster, who stopped walking down the street and looked both ways as he waited to cross the road again to get to the tube station on the other side of it. When Lancaster looked in the man’s direction, the man kept walking toward him but didn’t look at him. Lancaster didn’t give the man a second thought. He blended in with the other people on the pavement, and he’d never seen him before.

      Lancaster hastened across the road with the coast clear of oncoming traffic and went into the tube station. The man followed him in, and he wouldn’t let him out of his sight.
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      It had been a long time since I’d had a first day at work, twenty-three years in fact, but I was calm about it as I walked towards the station’s reception area in Glasgow. I wasn’t lucky enough to only have first day at work nerves to contend with.

      I went through the motions by accepting the transfer to Glasgow to keep my job. I had a feeling that I wouldn’t be there for long. My heart wasn’t in it, but for me, it was either continue as a DCI or do what?

      The only investigation I was interested in was the one I was conducting with Sofia, which none of my colleagues was supposed to know about. I’d found out the hard way the previous year, with DI Carter, that not everyone I worked with was who they said they were. It was bad enough trying to figure out who I could and couldn’t trust when I was in Inverness, with people whose backstories I at least knew something about. Trying to do that in Glasgow, where everyone was going to be a new face to me, was going to be a lot more challenging.

      “DCI MacBain, you’re really here!” said the young male officer who was standing behind the reception desk, with a grin on his face that I couldn’t tell was friendly or not.

      I gave him an uncomfortable nod. “That’s me. What’s your name?”

      “Gregory. This is Lynn,” he said, throwing a thumb in the direction of the portly middle-aged woman who was standing beside him.

      “Hi, Lynn.”

      “Hi,” Lynn said, with that same kind of grin that her younger colleague had just greeted me with.

      “I’m pleased to meet you, alright,” Gregory said. “You’ve just made me a tenner.”

      “I have?”

      “And you’ve just lost me one,” Lynn said.

      They exchanged a mischievous glance that confirmed I was right to be suspicious of their grins.

      “How’s that then?” I asked.

      “Lynn said you’d be a no-show,” Gregory said, “but I thought I didn’t. I should have put more money on it now, but after what you did on that morning TV show, I wasn’t completely convinced that you’d have the guts to show up.”

      I was starting to regret accepting the transfer. I wasn’t naïve enough to believe that my embarrassing meltdown on live television wouldn’t follow me to Glasgow, but I didn’t expect to be confronted with it within my first few steps inside my new workplace.

      “And have I affected anyone else’s finances with my presence?” I asked.

      “Probably a few, to be honest. You’ve been the talk of the station for weeks ever since we heard that you were gonna be working here.”

      “Well, contrary to what you might think about me, after what you’ve all no doubt seen, I’m not looking for any attention here, and I just wanna keep my head down and do my job. Can you let Chief Superintendent Gibson know I’m here, please?”

      “Aye, go and take a seat; I’ll give her a call.”

      I sat on one of the chairs against the wall on the right side of the entrance door and waited for my new boss to come down. With how things had gone so far, I was nervous about what Ch Supt Gibson would have to say to me. It didn’t take me long to find out because she was there a couple of minutes later.

      She looked younger than the picture that I’d seen of her.

      Note to self, I thought, don’t tell her that.

      She must have been a few years younger than me and maybe just about in her late thirties. I stood up when she walked through the door to the left of the reception desk and got ready to introduce myself, but there was no need for me to do that.

      “DCI MacBain,” Gibson said as she walked towards me with her arm extended, “I’m Chief Superintendent Layla Gibson.”

      She gave me a warmer smile than I’d been anticipating, and as I reached out to shake her hand, I noticed her red nail polish. The rest of her appearance was polished, too; she was wearing a black dress with a black suit jacket and high heels that made her not far off my height. Her strawberry blonde hair was in a bun, and I thought she had the glamour of an American news anchorwoman.

      “I’m pleased to meet you, ma’am. I’ve been looking forward to getting started.”

      That’s a white lie, I thought.

      “I’m pleased to have you here?”

      Is that a white lie?

      “We’ve got our hands full. I could do with a good detective like you on the team. Come with me, and I’ll introduce you to who you’ll be working with day-to-day.”

      I followed Ch Supt Gibson through the door that she came from, and we went along a corridor, through another door, and up the broad set of stairs to the office.

      The overall vibe of the large office was much the same as the office in Inverness, only the blue carpets and white paint on the walls weren’t quite as tired looking, nor were the staff. The young men and women were neatly turned out in suits. Some were diligently typing away on their keyboards at their desks. Others were discussing whatever was on their paperwork with a bright-eyed focus that made me feel slightly out of place, despite my extensive experience. I found myself adjusting my tie as we approached a couple of them standing over a desk.

      “This is DCI MacBain,” Ch Supt Gibson said.

      DI Bell looked up from the green paper folder that he and his male colleague had been studying. Both DI Bell and the man he was with were in their late twenties or early thirties and had brown hair, and his pal’s was slightly darker, and they had a short back and sides with enough hair on top to put some sort of product in it. DI Bell had a widow’s peak threatening to turn into a full-blown receding hairline.

      “It’s an honour to meet you,” DI Bell said with a smile.

      “You say that now, but wait until you get to know me.”

      “I already feel like I do know you. I’ve been following your work since I was a teenager. I’m not just saying this, but if it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have become a detective.”

      “Really?”

      “Eh, yeah! Some of the murders you’ve solved have been legendary.”

      “Not as legendary as disgracing yourself on national television,” his pal said.

      Bell shot a glare at him. “Don’t talk about that! We all make mistakes, and if you don’t treat DCI MacBain with the respect he deserves, that will be your mistake,” Bell said, pointing his finger in his pal’s face.

      “Shut up, Bellend,” his pal said.

      “Don’t call me that! Ma’am, he’s not allowed to call me Bellend. You told him.”

      Ch Supt Gibson crossed her arms and shook her head. “It’s not my job to fight your playground battles. I told you, if you react, then it’ll encourage more behaviour that you don’t like.”

      “Yes ma’am,” Bell said.

      “Stop calling him that, Crawford,” Gibson said.

      Crawford nodded with an arrogant smirk, then walked away.

      “Sometimes I feel like I’m running a crèche,” Gibson said to me.

      I politely smiled as it dawned on me what I’d got myself into.

      “DI Bell is your new—”

      “Can I tell him?” Bell asked Gibson.

      “Give me strength,” Gibson replied. “Okay, on you go.”

      Bell’s eyes were feverish with excitement. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I am your new partner.”

      Shoot me, I thought.

      “Great,” I said with a closed smile.

      “It really is! I’m your biggest fan.”

      “I don’t have any fans. I’m just a detective.”

      Bell shook his head. “Oh no, you’re more than just a detective; you’ve proven that.”

      “Is he always like this,” I asked Gibson.

      “Not as bad. He’s just a bit excited to be working with you.”

      “I can see that.”

      “I’m sorry if I was OTT. I’ll work on not doing that in the future. Like ma’am says, I’m just excited to be not only working with you but also getting to be your partner.”

      Being paired up with Bell made me feel like I’d been put at the children’s table at a wedding.

      “I put you with Bell, MacBain because I want him to benefit from your experience to help him work on two recent murders in the city,” Gibson said. “We’re not sure if there’s a connection between the two, but it’s rare for two women to be murdered in Glasgow within three weeks of each other.”

      “What were the circumstances?” I asked.

      “I’ll fill you in after we’ve had a chat in my office. Come on.”

      Ch Supt Gibson went off in the direction of an office in the top left corner of the larger office we were.

      “See you soon,” Bell said. “I’ll be here waiting for you, and I’ll give you the tour.”

      In Gibson’s office, the first thing I noticed was the smell of jasmine perfume. It was the same fragrance but more potent than the one I’d noticed from Gibson when we met, and it was a welcome change from the stale smell of Febreze that Dunnel’s office had. That wasn’t the only thing that was markedly different from Dunnel’s office; Gibson’s folders and paperwork on her desk were more neatly arranged. There were several large photographs in frames on the walls of what looked like Scotland’s great outdoors. There wasn’t a cereal bowl or long-life milk carton in sight either.

      “Take a seat, DCI MacBain,” Gibson said.

      “Thanks, but please, can you call me MacBain if you don’t mind? It’s what I’m used to from back in Inverness.”

      Gibson sat on her chair behind her desk opposite me and fixed a cold stare at me. “You’re not in Inverness anymore.”

      “Of course, ma’am, whatever you like.”

      “I’m pulling your leg… MacBain.”

      “Ah, right,” I said with an awkward chuckle.

      “I’ll call you whatever you want, as long as you work well for me. Let’s just get it out in the open. I didn’t ask for you, and I’ll admit that it did not thrill me when they told me that I’d be getting you.”

      “I appreciate that. It wouldn’t thrill me either if I were in your position.”

      “I won’t kiss your arse as Bell did out there, but I know how good you were. What I don’t know is, are you still good? Or are you nothing more than damaged goods?”

      “To be honest with you, ma’am, I’ve got a few issues that I’m trying to work through, but you don’t have to worry about me doing anything ever again that’s remotely like gate-crashing Clark Roberts’ live interview on TV, and making a drunken spectacle of myself. That will never happen again. You’ll know that I have to do two piss tests a week here to prove I’m not drinking.”

      “I wouldn’t have had you here if that wouldn’t be the case. I’ve seldom been to Inverness, and the last time I was there was about five years ago to take some photographs of Loch Ness. They didn’t make it onto my wall, but I’ve got them saved somewhere.”

      I turned my head to the right to look again at the photographs on the wall.

      “Did you take those?” I asked.

      “Yup, I’m an amateurish photographer.”

      “There’s nothing amateur looking about them.”

      “Thank you. I’ve been doing it for the best part of twenty years, so I’ve become quite proficient. I dabbled in photography when I was at uni, and as time went on in the police, I kept going back to it more and more. Getting out of the city and into nature is a great way to relieve stress and escape the pressures of the job. I put some of my photos on the wall to remind myself that no matter how tough it gets here and how grim things can be, I’m only ever a few days away from being able to get back out there and reset. What do you do to escape the job now that you’re not drinking?”

      Just investigate corruption within the government and MI5 and try not to get killed in the process, I thought.

      “Not a lot really. I’m not one for hobbies.”

      “My advice to you, MacBain, is to get one. Over the years, you solved some big cases in Inverness, but Glasgow’s a different game altogether. It’s much easier for criminals to melt away here. You’ll find the job more frustrating in Glasgow, and you’ll have to work well as part of a team.”

      “That’s not a problem, but no offence, why did I get partnered up with that one out there? I don’t suffer fools, and he seems like he’s got village idiot potential.”

      “Bell can be a pain in the backside, there’s no question about that, but he’s got good detective potential as well. He’s only been a DI for less than a year.”

      “I suppose his welcome was a bit better than the one I got downstairs.”

      “What happened?”

      “I found out that people were taking bets on whether I would show up here. I guess they thought I would be too embarrassed to do that. I don’t wanna get anyone in trouble, and I’m not bothered by it. I brought all this on myself.”

      “That shouldn’t be happening, but you’re going to have to work harder than most to prove yourself. People, myself included, will already have formed an opinion of you based on you know what.”

      There was a knock on the door.

      “Come in,” Gibson said.

      The door opened, and I recognised the man standing in the doorway as soon as I saw him. “You’re… Max,” I said.

      “MacBain!” he said, with a wide-eyed expression followed by a smile. “I heard you were coming to my nick! I didn’t think I’d see your face again, or any face for that matter.”

      “How do you two know each other?” Gibson asked.

      “MacBain saved my life two years ago when we were on an armed response mission together in Inverness.”

      I got out of my chair and shared a friendly embrace with Max.

      “Max was one of the many officers who were drafted into Inverness from all over Scotland to help bolster our security when Arthur Henderson attacked our station.”

      “MacBain threw me into a hole in the ground after I got shot and helped stop my bleeding.”

      “He threw you into a hole in the ground?”

      “It wasn’t that deep,” I said, “but it was deep enough to stay out of sight from the sniper who was shooting at us. We lost a lot of men that day.”

      “Thanks to you, I wasn’t one of them,” Max said.

      “It’s good to see you,” I said. “I never told you at the time, but I didn’t think you were gonna make it.”

      It was good to see a friendly face and someone who had seen first-hand what I was all about. I hoped Max would help fast-track the rebuilding of my reputation.

      “It’s a small world,” Gibson said. “A belated congratulations on saving Ferguson’s life.”

      “Max Ferguson,” I said, “I never did get your last name.”

      “What did you want, Ferguson?” Gibson asked.

      “We’ve had a tip-off from an informant that The Choirboys are getting a shipment of heroin that’s landing in Greenock this afternoon. I’m putting a team together to go and catch them red-handed.”

      “That’s a positive development. What time are we talking?”

      “Anytime between twelve and three, ma’am, unless our informant is giving us the round around to create a distraction.”

      “There’s every chance of that. Be careful, though, The Choirboys have a history of using firearms.”

      “I know.”

      “Why are they called The Choirboys?” I asked.

      “Because their gang leader, Craig Wilson, and his right-hand man, Kevin Duncan, used to be choirboys once upon a time,” Max replied.

      “I wonder what went wrong?” I mused.

      “With a bit of luck, they’ll be asking themselves the same question after we’ve busted them.”

      “Good luck, Ferguson,” Gibson said.

      “I hope this isn’t too forward,” I said to Gibson, “but I’ve got a firearm’s licence, and if you could do with an extra person on the team, I’d love to help.”

      Gibson quirked an eyebrow. “You? You’re a detective; that’s not your wheelhouse.”

      “With all due respect, ma’am, it’s been my wheelhouse many a time. Our resources are stretched in Inverness, and sometimes we’ve got to go on armed response missions.”

      “Our resources aren’t stretched, and I want it to stay that way.”

      “Ma’am,” Max said, “I, for one, would feel a lot better about our chances of having a successful mission if MacBain was on my team.”

      I gave Max a nod and a closed smile to acknowledge his support.

      “And it would be a good opportunity for me to set out my stall here and show people that I’m not a washed-up joke like they think I am,” I said.

      “We don’t all think that mate,” Max said.

      “I’m sure plenty of people does, though, eh?”

      Max glanced at the floor and nodded gently.

      Gibson let out a disgruntled sigh. “Fine, let’s see what you’ve still got left, MacBain.”
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      The two women who’d been murdered within three weeks of each other intrigued me, and I was eager to learn more about the circumstances of their murders and to establish if they were connected. If they were, then we were only one more murder away from having a serial killer on our hands.

      Just what’s needed on top of everything else, I thought as I was sitting in the back of an unmarked police van on the way to Greenock.

      Greenock is just under an hour away from Glasgow if you’re driving at average speed, and we were. If Max’s informant wasn’t telling us porkies and there was a large shipment of heroin about to exchange hands, then we had to be careful not to spook them.

      So far, it appeared that the informant was telling the truth because Border Force confirmed that a big blue trawler matching the informant’s description was motoring past Dunoon in the direction of Greenock and the pier we were about to park around the corner from. There was an unmarked police boat in the Clyde a safe distance from the trawler, and if the heroin were on board, they’d have absolutely no chance of outrunning the police RIB if they tried to mount an escape.

      Max was the only person I knew, and since I’d met him in Inverness, he’d been promoted to chief Authorised firearms officer. He was sitting in the front of the van, and I had five other officers for company in the back. We were all kitted out in our protective uniforms, which consisted of black overalls and body armour. I couldn’t get my helmet adjusted as I wanted, and it was pinching the skin underneath my chin. I’d fiddled around with it long enough and didn’t want to look like I was rusty by persisting with it any longer, so I pretended that I was comfy.

      Thanks to Max putting in a good word for me, they’d been quite pleasant with me so far, which was good considering that my mission was as much about fitting in and making a good impression as it was about arresting some heroin dealers.

      “Tell me, MacBain,” a burly AFO sitting on the other side of the van asked, prodding me in the leg with the end of his rifle, “what was it like to kill Robert Henderson? Did he beg for his life?”

      I frowned at him, more so for prodding me with his gun than his inappropriate question.

      “Firstly, don’t touch me with your gun again. Secondly, I’m not gonna answer that question. Have some respect.”

      He raised his eyebrows and looked around the van at the other officers for support as his touch paper was lit. “Keep your knickers on! The safety’s on, and it’s only a question. The Henderson name’s no a popular one in these parts. I just wanted to picture what he was like when you took his life.”

      “He wasn’t popular with me either. He kidnapped my mum, but I don’t wanna relive taking his life.”

      He was staring intently at me whilst chewing gum, with his mouth open in an arrogant manner. “It sounds like it was personal between you and Henderson, and I think you wanted to kill him. What do you think, lads? Did MacBain just happen to be alone in the woods when he blew Henderson’s brains out? Or was that the plan all along?”

      A smirk formed on his face.

      “What’s your problem? I didn’t plan to be alone with Henderson, and he was gonna kill me. It was him or me.”

      I knew his problem; he was an overgrown jock who was overcompensating for some deep-rooted personality flaw, by trying to assert his dominance over me in front of his peers.

      “I don’t trust you with that rifle,” he said, “not after how unhinged I’ve seen you.”

      “We’re on the same team here, and we’re about to go into a potentially life-threatening situation, and you’re talking shit at me.”

      He sniggered. “It’s you who talks shit, buddy. I’ve got the evidence here. Look.”

      You big prick, I thought.

      He pulled out his phone from his pocket.

      “This gets me every time,” he said.

      He got YouTube on his phone and played the footage of my infamous incident.

      “Listen tae him, lads, what a tool!”

      Some of the other officers in the van started to laugh along with him.

      “Put that away, or I’ll shove it up your arse!” I snapped.

      “Aw, what’s wrong? Are you gonna have another meltdown?”

      “I’m telling you, put it away!”

      My temper was getting the better of me, which only made him laugh harder.

      “You’ve had it,” I said.

      I laid my rifle on the floor, then launched myself at him, grabbed the phone from his hand, and threw it onto the van’s floor. It bounced up and hit the van’s back door before returning to the floor, no longer playing the video. My antagoniser couldn’t handle that I’d stood up to him, so he threw a punch at me, but I lowered my head, so my helmet took the blow instead of my face.

      “Argh!” he exclaimed as his fist bounced off the hard surface of the helmet.

      He leaned forward to try to get me, and I went around his back, then locked my right arm around his neck. Even though I was angry, I remembered being warned at my disciplinary hearing that if I so much as parked on a double yellow, then I’d be a goner from the force for good. With that in mind, I didn’t want to mark him up with punches, but I had to eliminate his threat.

      “Are you gonna behave yourself, you prick?” I asked.

      I got a garbled response, but his body language was clear. His arms were still flailing around aggressively.

      “Stop that,” I said, “or you’ll be going to sleep.”

      I didn’t want to choke him out, but that’s how it was heading. His pals were trying to pull me off him, but I wasn’t gonna let go. That was until the van came screeching to a halt. The jolt made us fall forward against the front panel of the van, then fall backwards. We couldn’t see the van’s front seats because of the panel, but I heard the driver’s door open after the van stopped. I released the officer from my hold, and thankfully we were all on the same page, that being, don’t get into any bother. We managed to clamber back up onto our seats just before the van’s back door opened.

      “What the hell’s going on back here?” a scowling Max asked the group.

      I glanced at everyone unsure if someone would break our unspoken vow of silence.

      “I want an answer?” Max demanded.

      “It was—” I said before my antagoniser interrupted me.

      “It was my phone, sir; I was making sure it was off, and it fell on the ground. I went to pick it up, but—Did you go over a pothole?”

      Max looked at him with bemusement. “No.”

      “Really? It felt like it back here, didn’t it, lads?”

      The rest of the group, including me, went along with it and agreed, and then he continued. “When I went to pick it up, I fell forward, and it created a domino effect, and we all fell.”

      “I heard shouting,” Max said.

      “That was me, sir,” I said. “He landed awkwardly on my leg.”

      Max wasn’t buying it, but with the newfound unlikely alliance that I was part of, there wasn’t much he could do.

      “Make sure all your phones are off,” Max said. “We’re nearly there.”

      He closed the door, got back in the van, and we set off again. My antagonist rubbed his neck and gave me a wounded look.

      “You didn’t have to strangle me,” he said.

      “Truce?” I asked, holding out my hand.

      “Truce,” he said as he shook my hand.

      After some more driving, I felt the van slow down and take a double left, and then it stopped.

      The door opened back up.

      “Out you get, lads,” Max said.

      One by one, we left the van. We’d parked behind a lorry put there by the police for cover. The Clyde was a couple of hundred yards away from where we were standing, and I could see a red trawler tied to the side of a pier, but I couldn’t see the blue trawler that was en route.

      “Gather round, lads,” Max said. “We’ve got a team in that red trawler at the pier. It’s a waiting game to see if The Choirboys are feeling nautical. If they are and they board the boat, our team on the red trawler will move in and arrest them. I don’t expect our lads on the boat to have any difficulty carrying out their arrests, but we’re here to assist in the unlikely event that they do. I’ll be in that silver Merc on the street, and I want everyone else to stay behind the lorry unless I tell you otherwise.”

      Max hadn’t dressed in the uniform that we were. He looked like a regular member of the public with jeans, trainers, and a baggy jumper that concealed a bulletproof vest and his pistol.

      With Max off to sit in the car, the rest of us huddled around in between the back of the lorry and the van we arrived in. I leaned my back against the white tarp of the lorry whilst we waited for the potential call on our radios to come.

      The team fell silent as we got ourselves into the right frame of mind. The wind was blowing an empty crisp packet around the car park. We were shielded from the wind, but I was concerned about what the conditions would be like on the water.

      We waited there for the best part of twenty minutes before our radios crackled into life.

      “This is Foxtrot one,” Max said. “We have a visual on their boat. Hold your position. Foxtrot one out.”

      More minutes went by, and I imagined what the men on board the boat we were waiting for were doing and if they had any inclination that we were on to them. Your imagination can get the best of you in those situations when you’ve got nothing to do but wait. When confronted with an armed response unit, most people capitulate pretty quickly, but from time to time, you get that odd maniac who’s seen Scarface one too many times, who, when faced with the scenario of yet another long stretch in prison, snaps and decides to go out on their terms.

      “This is Foxtrot one. The boat has docked, but there are no Choirboys yet. Continue to hold your position. Foxtrot one out.”

      “I don’t think they’ll come,” one of the officers I was waiting with said. “Someone’s probably tipped them off.”

      Five minutes later.

      “This is Foxtrot one. Craig Wilson and Kevin Duncan have parked their black Land Rover and have got out of the vehicle with three other men. They’re boarding the boat. Await further instruction, Foxtrot one out.”

      “The Choirboys are gonna get it,” the officer I’d fought with said.

      He was annoying, and I didn’t think he took the situation seriously enough. When there’s a big team, and the mission seems straightforward, at least one eejit often gets complacent.

      “This is Foxtrot one. Our team on the boat has moved in to make their arrests. Foxtrot one out.”

      I heard shouts of “armed police” coming from the direction of the pier, followed by sounds that you never want to hear after that.

      BANG

      BANG

      BANG

      BANG
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      The gunfire was furious. We didn’t have to wait for Max’s order to advance; it was evident that something was going wrong.

      “This is Foxtrot one. Advance and support, advance and support!”

      Max was too flustered to sign off, and by the time he’d finished with his order, we were already nearly at his car, and he was getting out of the front passenger seat with his pistol in hand. We legged it across the road that Max’s car was parked on.

      BANG

      BANG

      BANG

      The gunfire was going off like firecrackers. My mind was racing as fast as my legs, assessing my best entry point. There appeared to be only one way onboard, and that was over the gangway that was on wheels that were sliding up and down with the motion of the waves. It sloped up to the deck from the pier. The trawler was a big one, at 50 or 60 feet. There were either a lot more people on board than the half dozen crew that we thought there were, or they had bunkered themselves in and were putting up a fight.

      On the rare occasions when those kinds of missions turn to gunfire, it’s usually fast, deadly, and done, but it kept going.

      I was the third to step onto the gangway. We all had our rifles pointed forwards, ready to fire, and from where I was, I could see the taffrail and the tall wheelhouse towering over it as well as the gangway that I was struggling to keep my balance on.

      BANG

      The officer at the front of the gangway took a bullet to his right shoulder. The force of the impact pushed him against the handrail to my left of the gangway, and he nearly fell over it and into the choppy water beneath. Me and my colleague, who was directly in front of me, aimed our guns to the right in the direction of where the gunfire came from, but the shooter, who had popped out over the taffrail, had ducked out of sight by the time we got our rifles trained on his position.

      BANG

      The officer who got shot on the shoulder was hit again, this time on the back of the neck from the left.

      “I’ll take the left shooter,” I said, so the officer in front of me continued to keep his gun aimed at the spot where we’d last seen the gunman on the right. “Get him to safety,” I said to the officer behind me.

      I tentatively edged forwards, as did the officer in front of me. When I got past the maimed officer, the three officers behind me dragged him down the gangway.

      We made it onto the deck without being shot at again, and when we were aboard, the gunmen who’d fired at us weren’t there anymore. I signalled to the officer who had been in front of me for us to go in separate directions. He went off to the right, towards the stern, and I took the bow.

      Spikes of fear pierced through my psyche as I carefully and slowly walked along the wooden deck. Fear turned to horror when I was nearly at the boat’s bow when I saw an officer in front of me lying on the ground in an unnatural shape. I wanted to rush over to him, but I had to keep my eyes peeled for the people responsible for the unfolding bloodbath.

      When I got to him, I saw that most of his face was missing because it had sustained at least one bullet. Near his body, there was another slain officer. He was lying behind creels and fishing tackle, over on the other side of the boat from me. I got to him, hoping for a better outcome than I’d just had. I saw that his bulletproof vest had absorbed a bullet, but unfortunately, so too had his throat.

      I could hear a speedboat approaching the stern of the boat. It was the black, unmarked police boat. It would still take them two or three vital minutes to join us on board, and I carried on along the deck. I heard footsteps approaching from where I’d just come from, and I spun around, ready to shoot. It was Max; he was looking at the horrible sight of the officer who’d had his face blown off, and when our eyes met, Max’s face was scrunched, and he had a pained expression.

      I stayed where I was, altering the aim of my rifle, and waited for Max to get to me.

      “They were shooting at us, but I’ve not seen any of them since I’ve been on board,” I said. “I’ll check the wheelhouse before we go below deck.”

      I looked at the steel steps that went up to the wheelhouse door and started to go up them. I could feel my legs shaking, not because fear had taken over, but because my adrenaline was powering through my body.

      BANG

      “Drop your weapon,” came a shout from below deck, “drop your—”

      BANG

      I looked back at Max, and I could see that he was in two minds about staying to assist me or going down below.

      I was within reaching distance of the blue metal door. There was no window on the door, so there was only one thing for it. I gestured with my hand for Max to stand to the side out of sight, and he walked forward out of my eyeline. I rested the muzzle of my rifle on the steel platform, drew my pistol, and stood back against the railing as much as I could. I then swung the door partly open and used it as a shield.

      BANG

      BANG

      BANG

      After the three rounds of rapid-fire, there was a pause of silence. I didn’t want to stick my arm out past the door and start wildly shooting in the unlikelihood of an officer being inside, so I darted my head out from behind the door with my pistol pointing in front of me and my finger already applying pressure on the trigger.

      I just had enough time to see a man snarling at me. He wasn’t in uniform, and he wasn’t on our side. He fired at me when he saw that I was the police.

      BANG Ping

      BANG Ping

      His two shots ricocheted off the steel door. Keeping my head and body behind my make-do shield, I stuck my right arm past it and fired my pistol in his direction.

      I then reappeared in the doorway and saw his dying body. I’d hit him twice in the chest.

      “Max,” I called.

      Believe it or not, you’re meant to administer first aid to someone you shoot if they’re still alive, even if they’ve just been trying to kill you. He was about to slip away, though, and I couldn’t help him.

      “Max,” I called once more.

      BANG

      Another shot rang out from below the deck. I left the wheelhouse and got back onto the deck. Max wasn’t there, and I thought he must have gone down the metal steps that I was now standing ten feet away from.

      “MacBain,” called the officer I’d been fighting with back in the van.

      He was nearly at the steps and was coming towards me from the stern. There were two other officers behind him.

      “Richards didn’t make it,” he said.

      “Whose Richards?” I asked.

      “The one who got shot on the gangway.”

      My heart sank, but I couldn’t afford to stay in a remorseful mindset.

      “Did Ferguson pass you?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “He must have gone below deck.” I let out a sigh, wondering if my last breaths on earth were down to single figures. “Let’s go.”

      We both glanced at the top of the stairs, then back at each other. I was closer to them, so I went first.

      Those stairs were steep and narrow. Only half of my size eleven boots fitted on them, and in my eagerness to get down and find cover, I slipped when I was nearly at the bottom. I was lucky not to twist my ankle, and it was a twist of fate. My sudden fall threw me to the ground in a heap, but out of the line of fire from one of the shooters who was waiting below. The officer I’d been fighting with was directly behind me, and he took the bullet instead. After the shot knocked him back, he slid down the remaining steps, bumping his arse off them until he joined me at the bottom, on the floor.

      “Where were you hit?” I asked.

      “Vest.”

      We were both lucky, but there was no time to count our blessings.

      BANG

      I heard an almighty smash from further down the boat, and a bullet implanted itself in the wood-panelled wall that was just to the back of us next to the steps. We pushed on towards the stern and ended up in a narrow hallway in front of a galley. There was nowhere to take cover from where we were. From down on the floor, I could see into the galley. There was a table with a box of beer on the top of it that had been blown apart, and beer was spilling out of it and cascading onto the floor.

      Then I saw the gunman raise his hand above the table. He was holding a pistol a couple of feet away from the box of beer and was about to shoot. I couldn’t get a shot at his head because he kept everything, but his hand tucked in below the table.

      I tried to shoot his arm, but I missed. He returned fire and also missed, then brought his hand back underneath the table.

      “We’re sitting ducks here,” I said.

      I got up and advanced. Now that I was on my feet, I could aim my rifle at the top of the table at an angle. I shot into it three times, and then the shooter’s body slumped out from underneath it.

      By that point, my colleague was also up, and he followed me deeper into the living quarters of the boat, and two other officers ventured down to join us.

      I heard more shouts of “armed police” coming from above.

      The support team from the boat must be on board, I thought.

      They were too late to save the day, and so were we. In the galley next to the stove, there were two dead officers. To the right of the table where I’d shot the gunman, another passageway was about twenty feet long, and there were wooden doors on either side of the wood-panelled walls that went down it. The place reminded me of a caravan.

      “Armed pol—” shouted the officer behind me.

      “Don’t speak,” I interrupted. I looked at the officer who was furthest away from me and spoke quietly. “Go up and tell the support team to wait upstairs. We don’t want any bulls in a China shop.”

      He turned around and went back up the steps, and then I focused on the officer I’d been fighting with earlier and again spoke quietly. “I never did catch your name.”

      “Collins,” he replied.

      “And what about you?” I asked the last remaining officer who was with us.

      “Hartley.”

      “Listen to me then, Collins and Hartley, The Choirboys and their pals are either in one, some, or all of the rooms down here. They’re ready to fight to the death, and they’re waiting for us to crash in so they can pop us off. There’s a high chance that the three of us are the only officers left alive. We’ll open a door quickly, and then whoever’s inside will shit themselves and fire off some rounds. I’ll be on my hunkers, and the moment they stop shooting, I’ll go in and wipe them out.” I looked at Collins. “If I’m shot, you go in immediately after me and take them out before they have a chance to react to you. Hartley, you keep an eye out for anyone coming out of the other rooms.”

      Collins’ eyes tensed together, and he nodded. Hartley was like a rabbit in the headlights and gave me an unconvincing nod. He was trying to assure himself more than me that he was ready.

      All the doors looked like they were closed entirely over, and as quietly as we could we steadily advanced towards the first door on the left, with the malty, metallic smell of beer and blood filling my nostrils as I stepped over the unappealing cocktail that had formed on the floor.

      I went to the right side of the door and got on my hunkers, then put my back against the wall so that when the door opened, hidden from any gunman on the other side of it. Hartley was standing at the start of the passageway just in front of the dead gunman near the table, and Collins had his back to the wall on the left side of the door.

      I pointed at Collins, then gestured for him to open the door. He gave me another nod and looked at me with a pure focus instead of that haughty look he’d given me back in the van. Then, with the blink of an eye, he pushed the door open and got back to the relative safety of the wall.

      The announcement of our arrival at the room was greeted with a hail of bullets that destroyed the wall I was looking at through narrowed eyes to protect me from the splinters and debris flying around. Sure enough, a pause in the manic firing came, and it was my turn when it did. I pivoted out from behind the wall, and from my low position, I saw two gunmen standing in front of a bunk bed, and I shot each of them once in the forehead.

      “Stay here,” I said, then got up and went into the room to ensure there wasn’t anyone else lurking inside or an officer requiring medical assistance.

      The room was only big enough to fit the bunk bed and a wardrobe to my immediate left. My heart skipped a beat when I opened it, but apart from some clothes on hangers, it was empty.

      BANG

      “He’s down,” Hartley said.

      I went back out of the room and saw that Hartley had shot a gunman who was lying towards the end of the passageway.

      We checked the following two rooms using the same process, and there was no one in them. Then when we hit the penultimate room, we saw there were two dead officers in it who’d been mangled by bullets. One was on the floor, and the other had fallen forward onto the single bed.

      “Get out; he’s got a grenade!” Max shouted from the room at the bottom of the passageway.

      I exchanged a worried glance with Collins as it dawned on us that Max had been taken hostage.

      “You’ve got nowhere to go,” I shouted. “We’re not gonna kill you.”

      “I’ll blow yous all up! You think I care!” shouted an unfamiliar voice back at me through the door.

      “I’m gonna open the door,” I said, “but I’m not gonna shoot. No one will shoot; I just wanna talk.”

      “Stay out!” shouted the unfamiliar voice.

      “Just leave MacBain,” Max said.

      “Craig, we’ve lost. Let’s surrender,” a voice said from inside the room.

      “Listen to him, Craig,” I said, “call it a day. There doesn’t have to be any more bloodshed.”

      “I’m warning you, stay out!”

      “I’m putting my gun down; then I’m coming in.”

      “MacBain, no!” Max said.

      I put my rifle on the floor, then tucked my pistol into the back strap of my bulletproof vest and stood to the side of the door. I gestured for Collins and Hartley to get out of the way of any incoming gunfire that could have come our way.

      “This is DCI MacBain; I’m opening the door now.”

      I turned the handle and opened the door slowly, bracing myself for the gunfire that never came. Once the door was opened a few inches, and considering they didn’t opt to shoot at me straight away, I stood in front of the door, finished opening it, and then put my hands up.

      It was the captain’s cabin and was bigger than most people’s living rooms. Max was standing holding his leg on the left side of the double bed. Blood ran from it that had formed a small pool on the brown carpeted floor. Craig Wilson was standing a foot behind him. I recognised him from the photos that Max had shown me earlier that day. As Max had said, he was holding a grenade.

      Another man was standing to my immediate left, ten feet away from Max and Wilson. He was pointing a pistol at me.

      The last two men stood to the right of the bed next to a wooden cabinet with an old box TV on top of it fitted inside wooden shutters to stop it from sliding off. I recognised one of the two men from Max’s photos as Kevin Duncan. Duncan pointed a pistol at me, and the other had a sawn-off shotgun trained on me. There was another dead officer to my right in front of them.

      “See,” I said, “I’m not gonna shoot.”

      “Don’t talk to me,” Wilson said, “this ends on my terms.”

      “And what terms are those? You kill everyone here, including yourself, and leave our families to pick up the pieces?”

      “Don’t try to get sentimental on me, or I’ll get mental on you.”

      “Armed police!” shouted multiple voices coming from the other side of the passageway.

      “Stay back,” I shouted. “For Christ’s sake, stay back!”

      The sound of them bounding along the passageway grew louder. Wilson’s eyes widened.

      “I’ll do it!”

      It looked like he would.

      I tried to get through to the others. “Put your guns down. They’re not gonna save you; they’ll only prolong the inevitable.”

      “I’m no dying for some smack,” the man next to Duncan said.

      He lowered his sawn-off shotgun onto the floor and put his hands up.

      “What are you doing, man?” Duncan asked.

      It sounded like the rest of the armed response officers were nearly at the door.

      “Don’t come in,” I shouted.

      They didn’t listen.

      “No, no, no!” I exclaimed.

      Wilson pulled the pin on the grenade and tossed it over at me. As it was flying through the air, I shot him in the head before he could shoot Max or me, then turned and shot Duncan in the chest. Before he hit the floor, he fell back against the cabinet and knocked the TV off its place, and it fell onto the floor and smashed beside him. The man who had been holding the sawn-off shotgun was cowering in the corner, unable to do anything other than shit himself; not literally, although I wouldn’t be surprised if he did; I was on the brink of doing so.

      It all happened so quickly, and when the grenade landed on the floor six feet away from me, I dived toward it. The last remaining gunman, who was to my left, was shooting at me as I was doing that. I was still holding my pistol with my right hand, and when I got my left hand on the grenade, the rest of the police had started to fill the room. One of the officers took care of the gunman, and I was left holding the grenade.

      Max instinctively opted to throw himself to the floor in the far corner.

      “I’ve got a grenade!” I yelled.

      The officers’ stubbornness escaped them, and they retreated with it out of the room. Still holding the grenade, I ran towards Max and hurled myself over the side of the bed. As I was falling towards the edge of it, I tossed the grenade in the direction of where the cowering man who’d been holding the sawn-off shotgun was. In the end, he’d chosen to do the right thing, but the grenade had to go somewhere.

      When I landed on the edge of the bed, I bounced off it, and when I was a foot from the floor on the other side of the bed, the grenade went off.

      I’d never heard such a deafening noise, and for a moment, I didn’t know if my ears and the rest of my body had been blown apart.

      My ears were ringing, and I was discombobulated. I’d instinctively tucked myself up into a ball, and when I lifted my head, I saw Max lying on the floor in front of me with his hands on the back of his head. His lips were moving with no sound that I could hear. Whether that was the shock or because my ears were damaged, I don’t know, but once I realised that I was still in one piece, the sound of his voice slowly became clear.

      “We need to get out of here!” Max said.

      He slid towards me in a way that looked unintentional, and I felt myself fall back against the side of the bed. It was like I was in an optical illusion room; the sidewall appeared to be moving upwards, and then I figured out what was happening; the boat was sinking.

      “MacBain, get up!” Max said.

      He tucked his hands underneath my bulletproof vest and helped me to my feet. Using each other to balance, we staggered to the door. The grenade had blown a hole in the corner of the boat. The water was gushing in, and the incoming sea’s weight was taking its toll on the trawler.

      I was nearly at the bedroom door when I felt myself beginning to fall, so rather than fight it and end up on the floor rolling towards the source of the flood, I shifted my body weight towards the door frame and latched onto it. With Max still holding onto my arm, I smacked my head off the frame when his body bounced off mine.

      I could see the last officers leaving the kitchen at the end of the passageway, heading for the stairs, and Max and I scrambled down the passageway and made it to the kitchen. What had been left of the box of beer on top of the kitchen table had fallen onto the floor with more bottles smashed and the beer and blood sloshing around next to the gunman I’d killed. We slipped on it and nearly fell as we continued to advance towards the stairs.

      We got to the stairs, and along with the rest of the boat’s bow, the stairs were leaning over to our left and towards the pier as we climbed them in an ungainly manner. The boat was creaking, and when we made it to the top of the stairs, I could hear the side of the trawler scraping off the pier.

      It had been tied off to two big rusty cleats on either side of the pier, and the thick ropes coming from the bow and stern were strained and in danger of ripping the cleats from the concrete. The rope on the cleat going to the boat’s stern was especially taught.

      “Are you hurt?” I asked Max.

      “No, keep going.”

      We ran around the boat’s bow as fast as we could without falling. The last of the officers were getting off the gangway that had one side of its wheels off the pier and in the air at an angle. By the time Max and I got to the gangway, it was starting to buckle and looked like it could twist and snap at any moment.

      “Go first,” I said to Max.

      “No, you go.”

      “Get down it!”

      I practically pushed Max onto the gangway, and he managed to keep his balance as his body leaned perilously against the slanted handrail on his left and towards the water beneath. The choppy waves, combined with the violent way the boat was being pulled down, meant that he would have been crushed between the boat and the side of the pier if he fell. He made it and was helped off by the officers waiting on the pier.

      It was my turn.

      Shit!

      It was too late for my turn. I watched as the aluminium gangway gave way and snapped in two like a hard-baked pretzel. There was nothing else for it; I had to jump. If the boat hadn’t been so lopsided, it wouldn’t have been hard to make it, but the combination of the large swells rolling into the sinking boat, and the prospect of being flattened against the pier if I fell, made it a hell of a lot more challenging.

      I moved backwards until my heels were touching the side of the wheelhouse, then pushed myself off, powering my legs towards the edge of the boat, and took my leap of faith.

      I hit the side of the pier with a thud and landed on my feet, but did so with such momentum that I fell forwards and scraped my hands off the concrete as my crash landing concluded.

      Max and Collins helped me up, and we watched the cleats give way under increasing pressure and get ripped from the pier. There was already a chunk missing from the pier due to the blast, and we all ran away in case it crumbled beneath our feet. Almost all the boat sank to the seabed, leaving only the bow sticking up; the water wasn’t deep enough to consume all of it.

      As far as first days on the job go, that was about as eventful as you could get. It did have the desired effect of fast-tracking getting respect from my new colleagues, but it was yet another reminder that my shelf life in the job was rapidly nearing expiration, and if I was to stay alive long enough to solve my Project T investigation, along with my dad’s disappearance, then maybe being in the police wasn’t a good idea after all.
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      The day I was murdered started like any other day. I dropped my two-year-old son Archie off at my mother-in-law’s on my way to work. If I’d known that would be the last time I saw him, I wouldn’t have been annoyed at him for getting chocolate all over the car. When I dropped Archie off, I told him I loved him, just like I always did when I said goodbye to him.

      There were a lot of tragic consequences that came from my murder. Still, my darling boy growing up not being able to remember his mum and not feeling the overwhelming and unconditional love that I had for him were the most soul-crushing ramifications of all.

      I worked as a vet in Shawlands, and I got there at half eight, half an hour before my shift started. I’d had a rough experience the day before when I had to put a dog down. He was a handsome red and white boxer called Taz. The poor fella had jaundice, probably due to cancer that had spread. He’d not eaten or drunk anything for days, and he was wasting away. He’d made it to eleven, and according to his owner, he’d had a great, fulfilling life full of reciprocated love. Putting Taz out of his misery was the kindest thing to do.

      His jaundice reminded me of my granddad on my mum’s side. He died of liver failure due to his habitual excessive drinking. He always liked a drink, but my granny kept him on the straight and narrow most of the time. When she died of cancer in her sixties, though, that killed him, he gave up trying and lost himself. I think, in a way, he was trying to kill himself so he could get to her sooner. It took him eight years of hard-drinking before he joined her in heaven.

      As for me, I was always a well-behaved girl. I had a purpose since I was a wee girl because I knew I wanted to be a vet, and I couldn’t wait to be one. I started by helping out at a farm in East Kilbride when I was thirteen, and when I wasn’t doing that, I was working hard in school. I was a straight-A student, and when the time came, I was accepted into Glasgow University.

      I was from Wishaw originally, and my friends used to tease me by saying that I was going to develop a dreaded Glasgow Uni accent, but there was no way I would let my voice turn into making me sound like some self-important, upper-class wannabe. I didn’t go out drinking much when I was at uni. It wasn’t because I had a front-row seat to my grandad’s downfall; it just wasn’t my thing.

      I met my husband, Ross, at uni when he was studying economics. At the time of my murder, we’d been together for five years and married for three. I’d arranged to meet Ross for lunch at twelve that day because he would be in Shawlands then.

      I finished up vaccinating a well-behaved cat. Then, once I’d seen him and his owner out of my treatment room, I washed my hands, got changed out of my blue scrubs and back into my jeans and jumper, and waited for Ross to text me to let me know he was outside. I didn’t like to wait out in the waiting area; I tried that once, but I ended up getting my ear chewed off by a cat owner about every Google-inspired theory as to why her not so well-behaved cat would lash out whenever she tried to pet her. With her as an owner, I had a theory of my own that I kept to myself.

      My phone vibrated.

      I’m outside Xxxx

      I left my treatment room, locked it, and met Ross, waiting in his car with his engine running, next to the pavement right outside the door. As usual, he gave me a big warm smile. Even when he’d had a stressful day at work, he never changed how he treated me, and that was one of the many reasons I loved him.

      I got in the car, sat next to him, and gave him a quick peck on the lips.

      “How’s your day been?” Ross asked.

      “So far, so good. I’ve not had to put any more animals down today, so I can’t complain.”

      Ross had an empathetic look in his hazel eyes. “I don’t know how you do it.”

      “I know, it’s difficult. It’s not what I imagined being a vet to be when I was wee, and I’ve got Disney to thank for that.”

      “You should have watched Watership Down. There was nothing sheltered about that.”

      Ross drove away.

      “My mum wouldn’t let me; she was determined to keep us sheltered. Once, my brother Tom wanted to watch Batman Returns. It’s a fifteen, and he was thirteen, so my mum watched the VHS on her own first, then scrubbed the tape at the bit where Catwoman fries someone to death with a taser.”

      “Your mum’s a nut job.”

      “Hey, she’s not a nut job; she’s just a protective mother.”

      “I know, I’m only kidding.”

      “I used to think she was a bit nutty, though, but when Archie came along, I got it. Sometimes it keeps me up at night, worrying about the pitfalls that await him twenty years from now.”

      “He’ll be fine, Vanessa. He’s a good boy, and with our guidance, I’m sure, at the very least, he’ll grow up to be a good man.” Ross rubbed my shoulder. “He’s got a great mum to help him with that, that’s for sure.”

      I smiled at Ross. “Thanks; you’re a great dad too.”

      “I don’t know about that. I do my bit, and I try my best, but the way you communicate with him and nurture him is so natural.”

      “You’re not buttering me up with compliments, so I pay for lunch, are you?”

      “Come on now, you know I wouldn’t let you pay for lunch or any meal when we’re out. I promised you that on our first date, and I’m keeping my promise.”

      Ross was a modern man in many regards and was more than happy for me to continue with my career when Archie came along. He was just an old-school gentleman.

      After lunch, Ross dropped me back off at work, and I finished the rest of my shift. I got held up at work with my last appointment. Of all the things that could have stopped me from getting out on time, from life-saving surgery to an emergency call out to a farm, trimming a rabbit’s toenails did it. She was a shy wee thing and had a panic attack and wriggled about in my hands whenever I tried to get to one of her paws.

      It was twenty-five past six when I got out of work. Either Ross or I would usually pick up Archie around that time from my mother-in-law’s, but Ross was on a plane to London for work there for the next two days, and it was my turn to be the vet on call that night. Emergency calls didn’t usually come in, but because there was always a chance that it could happen, Archie was staying the night at my mother-in-law’s.

      Rosemary was a good grandmother to Archie. He was her first and only grandchild, and she doted on him. This might sound silly, but when I got home, I already missed him, even though I thought that I’d see him again the next day. I would have FaceTimed Archie, but it was nearly seven by the time I got home, and I knew that Rosemary would attempt to get him to bed soon.

      Good luck with that, I thought.

      Home for the Milnes’ (that’s my surname, by the way, or it was) was a three-bedroom maisonette near Byres Road in a 19th-century beige sandstone building. It was lovely, and we’d had the place since before we got married. It was an ideal place to live for a young couple who liked to enjoy the restaurants and relaxed vibe that Glasgow’s West End offered. When Archie came along, though, Ross and I agreed that we’d set up and live somewhere more suburban before Archie got old enough for school.

      After reheating some of the previous night’s pasta in the microwave, I dared to run a bath. If I got a call out when I was in the tub, I could get out of the house within four minutes. My clothes were neatly piled on a chair against the open bathroom door. I thought I would miss that place when it came to selling it. I loved the high ceilings, the ornate floral plaster cornice, and the varnished wooden floorboards. Most of all, though, I adored my bath. It was the bathroom’s centrepiece and was freestanding on top of the brown tiles. My five-foot-two frame could be submerged in that deep white tub from head to toe. That’s exactly what I was doing when I thought I heard a knock at my front door.

      I re-emerged from the water, pinching my nose. I used my other hand to wipe the water and bubbles from my eyes, then turned my head to the left in the direction of the door.

      Knock

      Knock

      Knock

      “Bugger!” I muttered before putting my hands on the sides of the bath to pull myself up. I leaned over to the towel rail and got the old scruffy towel that I kept for nights when I was on call and fancied a bath. It dried me the quickest and a lot faster than the overly soft towels we had. I started to dry the top half of my body rapidly.

      Knock

      Knock

      Knock

      “Hang on, please!” I called.

      This better not be a cold caller, I thought.

      I lowered my shoulder-length hair onto my towel, vigorously rubbed it, stepped out of the bath, and dried my legs.

      Knock

      Knock

      Knock

      “I’ll be there in a minute!”

      I flung on my pants, then put my jeans on, and not bothering with my bra, I threw on my T-shirt and jumper. My phone was also on the chair where my clothes had been, and I picked it up and checked it. I was worried that Rosemary had been trying to call me about Archie, and I’d somehow missed the call, but there wasn’t a new call or text. Finally, I took my hair tie from the chair, tied back my still wet but not unbearably damp hair, and scuttled out of the bathroom at the end of the hallway and down to the front door.

      My front door was made from thick wood and was painted black. It didn’t have any glass on it; the only way to see out on the other side was through a spyhole. I looked through the spyhole, and a man was standing there in a suit. I groaned, thinking he was some sort of salesman. From what I could see, he looked respectable enough, and the thought of danger didn’t even cross my mind when I answered the door.
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      The man was working predominantly on his own that day, which was fine by him. He was getting sick of the jibes and the lack of respect at work he was getting from his co-workers. It was always that way for him; he never quite fitted in. It wasn’t for the lack of trying, but for whatever reason, he was a square peg in a round hole kind of guy.

      He looked at his place of work getting smaller in his rear-view mirror, then took the turn off onto the motorway and pondered why he was such hard work. His nostrils flared with anger whilst he thought about things that had gone wrong in his life. When he felt like that, thoughts of his mother were never far from his mind.

      “Bitch!” he shouted. “Shut up, shut up, you fat wanker!”

      The man wasn’t fat, and he’d never been fat. Insulting himself with his Tourette’s-like outbursts was a way that his self-loathing manifested itself.

      He hated thinking about his mother, but he couldn’t help himself. What she’d done and what she hadn’t done had left him with a wound that only got bigger and more infected as the years went by. Loving him was undoubtedly something that she never did. The crazy bitch was obsessed with having a baby girl, but after she gave birth to him, her first child, she was unable to have any more children.

      Instead of accepting and loving her son, she developed postnatal depression, which turned into resentment for him. His dad was never around; he didn’t have a clue who he was, nor did his mother. To save money on a taxi fare after a night out, his dad opted to go back to his mother’s, where they had a one-night stand. That was all he knew about him.

      It started with the colour pink. She painted his room baby pink before his first birthday and was calling him the female equivalent of his first name by the time he was two. Then the dress-wearing started, and she grew his hair long like a girl and put it in pigtails. When he was still small enough for her to pass him off as her little girl, she took him to the park in a dress. Now and then, people would look twice, but for the most part, his mother got away with living out her fantasy.

      When the man was old enough to start school, the trips to the park as a little girl with his mother stopped, and he was sent to school under strict instruction to keep their secret between themselves. He didn’t dare defy his mother. If he did, he would be beaten with a belt that stayed hooked over his bedroom handle as a reminder of the consequences of him so much as coughing without his mother’s permission.

      Although their public facade of normality was upheld, behind closed doors, the man came to loathe his unofficial sister’s alter ego as much as his mother detested him. He was forced to become her each night after school and every weekend. He wasn’t permitted to leave the house, and no friends were allowed over.

      The “no friends” rule that his mother enjoyed reminding him of was a cruel reminder that he didn’t have any friends to invite, even if he could. He couldn’t relate to the other children, and he withdrew.

      When the man was nineteen, for the first time, he had the briefest moment of happiness when his mother died of a brain tumour. He thought it ironic that a cancer could succumb to cancer herself. Her death gave him the opportunity to attempt to salvage some sort of existence from his poisoned life, and he went to Glasgow University, where he made something resembling friendships and learned to navigate most social scenarios without getting burned too badly along the way. Despite never fitting in, he did manage to get on in life enough to graduate from university and get himself a good job. He had a strong work ethic, and people thought he was harmless enough.

      Idiots, he thought, as he mused about how many monstrous secrets he was keeping about himself.

      Amongst his terrible secrets were two recent ones: the murders he’d committed of two young women in Glasgow. They’d been all over the news, and the speculation that Glasgow had a serial killer on its hands was mounting. As he drove to Shawlands, the man intended that it would.

      He looked at the clock on his car dashboard. He wasn’t due back at work for another fifty minutes, but he was already planning his excuse as to why he wouldn’t be able to make it.

      There was a large car park, a DIY store, and a supermarket opposite the vets where Vanessa worked. The man drove into the car park and parked between two parked cars facing the vets. He was 100 feet away from the vets, and his silver Audi blended in with his surroundings. He was expecting Vanessa to come out for her lunch break, as she usually did at twelve o’clock, and make the five-minute stroll to her favourite sandwich shop.

      He was ten minutes early, just in case Vanessa’s day wasn’t running like clockwork, as was sometimes the case. The excitement was building in the man. The thrill he got from stalking his prey was a newfound feeling that he enjoyed, but that was just a starter compared to his main course of murder. He took out his phone and got ready to take a picture of Vanessa coming out.

      Why are you here? he thought.

      Vanessa’s husband, Ross, drove up to the curb outside the vets and parked his car, then waited inside it. The man clenched his jaw in stifled frustration. He’d had a close call with Ross a week earlier when he was following Vanessa whilst she drove home after work, as he had done every night that week. From his living room window, Ross had noticed that the same silver Audi had stopped a few cars back from Vanessa for the third night in a row, then drove off when she got inside their flat. On the fourth night, when he saw the man’s car again, Ross ran outside to confront him, but knowing he’d been rumbled, the man drove off before Ross could get to him.

      The man slid down his chair as if he wanted to melt into it. He didn’t want to risk turning on his engine and driving away in case Ross noticed him. All he could do was stay where he was and hope that he wouldn’t be spotted.

      Unfortunately for Ross, he was only looking at his wife and was completely focused on her when she came out of the vets with a spring in her step and exchanged a smile with him. The man breathed a sigh of relief when Vanessa got into Ross’s car, oblivious to his presence. Ross pulled away and headed off down the street. The man was intelligent, and his head told him to pack it in for the day and go back to work, but his poor excuse for a heart demanded that he carry through with why he was there and follow Vanessa. He drove out of the car park and was careful to keep two or three cars in between his and Ross’s car.

      After ten minutes of driving, Ross found a space on Kilmarnock Road in Shawlands, a short walk from the restaurant where he was taking Vanessa for lunch. The man opted to take an immediate left onto the road to get more distance between himself and Ross’s car. He drove up the road, which got steeper as he went along, and parked near the top of it. He was sure that Ross hadn’t seen his face when he nearly got caught outside of their flat, so he felt safe from detection being on foot.

      There was a fruit and veg store a few doors down from the restaurant, and the man walked on the opposite side of the street from the eatery and waited longer than he had to before crossing the road, so he could stare in through the window of the restaurant. He couldn’t see them to begin with, but when he crossed the road, he could see past the glare from the sun and spotted Vanessa and Ross sitting at a table four tables away from the window, looking at menus. Stephen hadn’t eaten since breakfast, but he wasn’t hungry; Vanessa was all he could think about.

      He got to the pavement on the other side of the road and desperately wanted to go inside. He fantasised that the restaurant was in the middle of nowhere, in a desert with no customers or staff, just him and Vanessa, where screaming and begging for her life would be a pointless endeavour. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead as he marinated his mind in that fantasy. He stole one last glance from the corner of his eye as he turned and faced the fruit and veg stall, with his right side facing the restaurant window.

      The man pretended to be interested in the produce at the fruit and veg stall, then ambled along the street until he got to the bank, which was a couple of hundred feet away. From there, he noticed a bus stop back on the other side of the road, so he went there and sat on the bench, keeping his eyes on the restaurant door for Vanessa and Ross to leave.

      When Vanessa and Ross emerged, the man hot-footed it back to his car and followed them at a safe distance again. He watched Ross drop Vanessa off at work, then, instead of waiting around in the car park for the best part of five hours until she finished her shift, he decided to follow the biggest threat to the plans he had for Vanessa and drove in pursuit of Ross.

      “Where do you work?” The man asked under his breath, wondering what kind of person Ross was.

      He got a pleasant surprise just over twenty minutes later. He’d followed Ross to Glasgow Airport. Instead of going into the car park with Ross and running the risk of being spotted, the man parked his car opposite the airport, where he had a visual of the entrance. Five minutes later, he saw Ross walking inside the airport, wheeling a suitcase in with him. The man smiled to himself, closed his eyes, and clenched his fists. The anticipation of what the night had in store for him and Vanessa was bubbling to the surface and spilling over.

      Knock

      Knock

      Knock

      Answer your door, you deaf bitch, the man thought.

      He was standing on the stone steps outside Vanessa’s maisonette. Whilst he waited, he casually turned on the spot, one hand stuffed inside his trouser pocket and the other holding a briefcase. He wanted to make sure the street was still as quiet as when he’d walked around the corner onto it, from where he’d parked his Audi. He observed that there was still no one on the street. At that time of the evening, it was dark, and most of the professionals who lived in the area were winding down for the night, chilling out in front of the TV before bed.

      Knock

      Knock

      Knock

      “I’ll be there in a minute!” Vanessa called from the other side of the door as she hurried to get to it, still damp from the bath.

      The man cleared his throat and maintained his composure for his upcoming nice guy performance. He heard the keychain sliding off the door, the main lock being unlocked, and then the door opened. Vanessa was standing in front of him, with one hand on the side of the door. Her shoulder-length brown hair was visibly wet and tied back, with some strands of her blonde highlights that she had at the front of her hair, hanging by the side of her face, having been missed when she tied her hair back in a rush.

      Interest lit up Vanessa’s green eyes. “Hi.”

      The man smiled broadly. He was already in danger of playing the nice guy card too strongly. Even as a man in his late twenties, he was still nervous when talking with women, especially attractive women like Vanessa.

      “Hi, I’m with the Scottish Environment Protection Agency,” The man said and held up a fake ID that looked convincing. “I’m going door to door in the area because most of the properties’ windows aren’t up to environmental standards.”

      A crease appeared on Vanessa’s brow. “Sorry?”

      “It’s your single glazing; they’re not environmentally friendly enough. I’m sure you’re aware of the government’s commitment to be net-zero by 2045.”

      “No.”

      “I appreciate it’s a long way away, but we won’t hit our target unless we put in the work now, and that means I’m afraid to say that your single glazing will have to be replaced with double.”

      “I-I’m busy right now. I’m on call for my work. I don’t have time for this.”

      “It’ll only take five minutes to get the ball rolling. I know you probably wish that you hadn’t answered your door to me, but it’s a good thing that you did because to encourage people to commit to installing double glazing, we’re giving grants to everyone who signs up for the commitment now.” He lifted his briefcase slightly. “I’ve got the paperwork here.”

      “Who did you say you were with again?”

      “The Scottish Environment Protection Agency.”

      This time, he gave his fake ID to Vanessa to inspect, and she studied it and then gave it back to him.

      “If I can just get some details from you, I’ll leave you to it,” he said.

      “Can’t you email me?”

      “If you wish to take advantage of the government grant, I’ll require a signature from you.”

      He gave Vanessa a closed smile and let a pause turn into an awkward silence.

      “Okay, but if I get a call, you’ll need to come back some other time.”

      “Absolutely, yeah.”

      Vanessa opened her door as far as it would go and stepped to the side to let Stephen in.

      “What is it you do?” he asked.

      “I’m a vet.”

      “That’s marvellous. I wanted to be a vet when I was a boy; I love animals. I bet it’s fulfilling.”

      Vanessa closed the door. “It can be. You can go through to the kitchen. It’s the second door on your right.”

      The man went into the kitchen, where the air was thick with the smell of garlic.

      He took a deep breath in through his nose. “Hmm, it smells good in here.”

      “It’s last night’s pasta.”

      “I bet you cook some fabulous meals here; it’s a cracking kitchen.”

      There was a kitchen island with a white marble countertop and three white stools on the side furthest away from the kitchen work surface. The work surface was also made from white marble, and there were white cabinets above it, with a stove in the middle and an American fridge freezer with a water and ice dispenser built into it.

      “When I have the time, which I often don’t.”

      “I imagine you’ll have your hands full being a vet and a mum.”

      Vanessa looked at him with a hint of alarm. “How do you know I’m a mum?”

      He gestured towards a photo in a frame standing on top of the kitchen island. “The photo.”

      Vanessa felt relieved. “Of course. Let’s get on with this, then. Take a seat.”

      Vanessa gestured towards the kitchen stools.

      “Thank you.”

      The man walked around the island and pulled out the kitchen stool in the middle to ensure that Vanessa would have no choice but to sit beside him.

      He patted the top pocket of his suit jacket. “I don’t believe this. I left my pen at the last house I was in.”

      “I’ll get you one.”

      “That’s good of you, thanks.”

      Vanessa left the kitchen, and the man popped open his briefcase, placed it on the countertop, and made sure his knife and cable ties were still hidden underneath the A4 sheets of paper inside it. Everything was still in place as he left them, and he waited for Vanessa to return.

      “Here you go,” Vanessa said as she handed him a fountain pen.

      “Thanks. Your boy looks lovely, by the way. He reminds me of my nephew; he looks about the same age as him. Is he two?”

      “He is, yeah.”

      “The terrible twos. I’m impressed that you’ve managed to get him to bed. My nephew would still be running around like Chucky causing mayhem.”

      “He is probably causing mayhem, just not here. He’s at my mother-in-law’s tonight because I’m on call.”

      “Oh, right.” He looked at the paper in his briefcase. “Take a seat, and I’ll go through the paperwork with you.”

      The man slid out the stool that Vanessa was standing closest to, and she sat on it. Then he took out a piece of paper from the top of the pile.

      “Start by reading this,” he said.

      He placed the paper on the countertop, with the blank side facing up, and using his left index finger, he pushed the paper over to Vanessa and said, “The writing’s on the other side.”

      Vanessa picked up the piece of paper and turned it over. As she read what was on it, she gasped in horror.

      This will be the last thing you read before I gut you like a fish.
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      It had been two days since the baptism of fire I’d had on my mission to arrest The Choirboys. I’d been on similar missions like that where things had gone pear-shaped, but a suspect detonating a grenade below the deck of a trawler was a first for me. I’d been given the day off to recuperate from the exertion of it all, and I was looking forward to the upcoming weekend.

      The plan that Sofia and I had made to interview Dr Slater about his involvement with Project T was only a day away from happening, but thoughts about what approach I would take with him during our interview were thrown out of my mind when I went into the office at work.

      “Have you heard yet?” DI Bell asked with wide-eyed excitement.

      “I don’t think so?”

      “It’s official, not strictly official, but it looks like Glasgow has a serial killer.”

      “There’s been a third murder?”

      Bell nodded excessively.

      “Try not to look so excited about it,” I said.

      “I’m not excited, not in the conventional sense, but as terrible as it is to say this, every time the killer kills, he increases the chance of him being caught.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know. I’ll give you a tip, Bell.”

      “Yes, please,” he said, like a dog eagerly awaiting a treat.

      I hadn’t been in the station for five minutes, and my new partner was already irritating me.

      “There’s nothing wrong with looking at the puzzle of a murder like a game of chess, as long as you never forget that the moves we make directly impact the lives of human beings. You shouldn’t let the job affect you to the extent that you take it home with you,” hypocrite Callum, I thought, “but the second that you’re not upset about the murder of an innocent person, is when you shouldn’t be in the job anymore.”

      Bell looked crestfallen. “I’m sorry if I came across as insensitive. I’m still struggling to come to terms with the great DCI MacBain being my partner.”

      “Let me give you another tip,” I said sternly, “stay the hell out of my arse; it’s clean enough as it is. I don’t need any more praise or uncomfortable moments created by you overpaying me with compliments.”

      “I-I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay, but it stops now. What do you know so far about the murder?”

      “MacBain, in my office,” Ch Supt Gibson said.

      Just like Ch Supt Dunnel used to, Gibson was sticking her head out of her office door with an expressionless face, giving nothing away about what I was being called into her lair for, I mean office. I thought about it as a lair due to the number of times I got my arse chewed in Dunnel’s office.

      “Wait for me here,” I said to Bell.

      Gibson was as well-turned-out as she was when I met her a couple of days earlier. Her strawberry blond hair was in a bun, and she was still going for a bold choice of bright red lipstick that matched her nail colour. I imagined she had a fun side to her that she only allowed those closest to her to see, but there was still a hint of that side breaking through her professional exterior.

      “Did Bell fill you in about the latest murder?” Gibson asked.

      “He said there’d been a murder, but I didn’t get a chance to get any details on it. All he said was, it looks like it’s linked with the other two recent murders, which by the way, I’m yet to know anything about.”

      “We’ll get that changed this morning.” Gibson let out a long sigh, then shook her head and bit her top lip whilst she broke eye contact with me. “The words ‘crime scene’ doesn’t do justice to what it’s like in the victim’s home. It’s like a window into hell.”

      I’d seen plenty of hellish things before, and I wondered if perhaps the younger Gibson wasn’t as battle-hardened as I was.

      “Do we have any photos of the crime scene back yet?” I asked.

      “No, the victim was only discovered two hours ago. I’m just back. I had to see it for myself; I’ve never had to deal with a serial killer before. I’ve got a team there right now. I want you and Bell to go there, but I’m warning you, it’s stomach-churning.”

      The crime scene in question was on a street that was a stone’s throw from Byres Road. I learned that Byres Road was the main street in Glasgow’s West End, and it was on a long hill and had an abundance of upmarket restaurants, appealing pubs, and cocktail bars, and now a murder on its doorstep. Although the street where the victim lived was just around the corner from the hustle and bustle of Byres Road, it was a quiet corner where the only people that would usually be there were those who lived in the beige sandstone buildings.

      The street had been cordoned off on each side with police tape. There were two police officers on either side, making sure that the only people apart from the police who could access the street were the residents of the surrounding properties of the victim’s maisonette.

      Bell insisted that we take my car. He said that he was from out in the sticks, and the place where he passed his test only had three sets of traffic lights and a couple of mini-roundabouts, and he never quite got to the stage of feeling comfortable driving in the city unless the route was well practised.

      We parked on the same side of the street as the victim’s property, and when we got out of the car, I saw that on the right side of the street, towards Byres Road, one of the two officers was telling the crowd of captivated students to stay back. They must have felt like they were watching a Netflix true-crime documentary playing out in front of them. As for Bell and me, there’d be no editing of what awaited us inside.

      The big, thick, wooden black door at the front of the victim’s property was open when we got to the stone steps at the bottom of it. The scenes of the crime officers were walking past each other in their white overalls, with one of them taking an evidence bag out with her.

      “Morning,” I said to her.

      “Brace yourself for being in there,” she said.

      How bad can it be? I wondered.

      “You’ve only been a DI for a year, haven’t you, Bell?” I asked.

      “That’s right.”

      “Have you seen many murders?”

      “Just the two that we think are linked to this one.”

      “Well, it sounds like it’s gonna be bad in there, so if you feel like it’s too much for you when we get inside, tell me, and you can leave. There’s no shame in doing that, okay?”

      “Sure thing, MacBain.”

      We went up the steps and into the property. I tried but didn’t manage to quiet my mind from thinking about the gruesome images I imagined would be in there. I told myself that imagination is often worse than reality, but I didn’t have much hope that on that occasion, it would be, after how much I’d been warned about how bad the crime scene was.

      Apart from all the police inside it, there was no indication that something horrific had happened in the hallway. The comings and goings came from the room two doors down on the right. I went in first, with Bell following me closely behind. I had just walked into the kitchen and the crime scene.

      Gibson was nearly right when she said that the crime scene was like looking through a window to hell, but it was more like walking through a portal to hell because we were right there in it. A couple of feet behind the kitchen island, a wooden clothes airer had been pulled to the top of the high ceiling with its white ropes, and there weren’t any clothes on it. Instead, in the middle of the airer on the wooden racks, there was the body of a female hanging by her hair.

      Whoever had put her up there had used her hair like rope, clumped it together on the right and left sides of her head, and tied her hair in a knot around the wooden bars of the rack. That wasn’t the worst of it; her stomach had been cut open, and her insides gutted for us all to see on the kitchen floor.

      After saying to Bell outside that he could leave the crime scene if it got too much for him, it was I who was hit the hardest. I felt saliva filling my mouth, and then my gag reflex kicked in. Thinking I would throw up, I ran out of the kitchen and turned right, then went to the bathroom at the end of the hallway and crashed down on my knees over the toilet bowl. I took several deep breaths to try to convince myself not to vomit. The toilet smelled of bleach and citrus, and my eyes were watering from all the dry heaving I was doing. Eventually, I got myself under control and sat on the bathroom floor.

      “Do you need to take five?” A crime scene officer in her white overalls asked.

      “It’ll be okay. I wasn’t prepared for that. I was warned it would be bad, but I wasn’t expecting ever to see that again.”

      “Again? You mean that’s not the first time you’ve seen someone tied to a clothes pulley by their hair with their insides on the floor?”

      I closed my eyes and ran my hand down my scrunched face. “That’s right. There was a murder just like that in Inverness about ten years ago. I mean, it was exactly the same. The victim was tied to a pulley by her hair, just like the woman in there with her guts on the floor below her.”

      “Jesus, Mary!”

      “What’s wrong?” Bell asked as he appeared in the hallway. “Apart from the obvious.”

      “I was saying to—Sorry, what’s your name?” I asked the crime scene officer.

      “Mandy Stinson, I’m the head scene of the crime officer.”

      “Sorry, we couldn’t meet under more pleasant circumstances. I’m—”

      “DCI Callum MacBain,” Mandy interjected.

      “It appears that everyone here knows who I am.”

      Mandy raised her ginger eyebrows. “You did come to us with somewhat of a reputation.”

      “I should get off the floor. I don’t want people to think I can’t stomach a crime scene. Anyway,” I looked at Bell, “I was saying to Mandy that the scene in there is virtually exactly the same as a murder that happened in Inverness ten years ago.”

      Bell’s forehead creased. “Are you sure, MacBain?”

      “Of course, I’m sure. Sights like that stay with you. I’d never seen someone murdered like that before, and I didn’t think I would again.” I took a deep breath. “I’m going back in.”

      The sight of the poor woman wasn’t much easier for me to handle, despite knowing what to expect the second time I went into the kitchen.

      “It can’t be a coincidence that both murders are so similar,” Bell said.

      “But we got the right man,” I said. “It took us a while to catch him, but the DNA evidence against him was irrefutable when we did.”

      “I’ve got it here,” Bell said whilst looking at his phone, “a news piece on the Inverness murder. It’s the same circumstances!”

      “I know it is,” I said, “I told you that.”

      “Sorry, MacBain, it’s just hard to believe that there could be such a similar murder. It says here that Elizabeth Warren, thirty-one, was found slaughtered in her kitchen, hanging by her hair from her pulley clothes airer, with her insides gutted. Oh my God!”

      “If Bell could find that article so easily,” Mandy said, “then so could anyone. It might be a copycat killer who’s responsible.”

      The thought had already crossed my mind. I’d never dealt with a copycat killer before, but the unique nature of the way the victims were killed led me to believe that there was a genuine possibility that it could be a copycat killer behind the Glasgow murder.

      “In Elizabeth Warren’s murder,” I said, “the killer left a note in the victim’s underwear drawer.” I looked at Mandy. “Has anyone been through the rest of the victim’s home yet?”

      “No, just the kitchen so far.”

      I took out a pair of blue rubber gloves and started to put them on.

      “For God’s sake,” I muttered.

      The gloves were squashing my fingers together.

      “My old partner gave me these,” I said. “As you can see, her hands are quite a bit smaller than mine.”

      “I’ve got a spare pair if you want,” Bell said.

      “No, it’s okay, thanks; they’re on now. Where’s her bedroom?” I asked Mandy.

      “The last door on the left, next to the bathroom.”

      We went through to the bedroom. It was surreal to be in such a pleasant, well-presented room, only a few steps away from the bloodbath in the kitchen. The double bed was neatly made, the cream carpet was clean with not a drop of blood on it that I could see, and the curtains were drawn with the morning sun shining in through the window. There was a mahogany chest of drawers against the back wall nearest the bedroom door with three big drawers and two smaller ones on top, half the width of the more oversized drawers.

      “This doesn’t feel right doing this,” I said, “but if it is a copycat killer, there’s a high chance there’ll be a note in there if that’s where the victim kept her underwear. That detail was on the news and in the papers at the time.”

      I walked over to the chest of drawers with trepidation, pulled open the first of the smaller drawers on the left side, and saw that all it contained were boxer shorts.

      “The victim lived with a man,” I said. “Was she married?”

      “She’s got a husband, yeah,” Bell said.

      “Who reported the murder?”

      “Her mother-in-law. She found her when she came over this morning after the victim didn’t pick up her son from her house like she was supposed to. Her son saw his mum like that too.”

      “Dear God,” I said. “Where’s her husband?”

      “He was working in London. He’s on his way back up now.”

      I turned my attention back to the chest of drawers and pulled open the smaller drawer on the right. When I saw what was inside it, the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end.

      “There’s a note. It’s the same as the note from Elizabeth Warren’s home, word for word.”

      

      Sorry about the mess in the kitchen. I got caught up with something.
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      It was time for yet another liquid lunch between David Lancaster MP and his mentor, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, William Black. The restaurant that Lancaster chose to ply Black with as many gins and tonics as it would take to get him to talk about his involvement with Project T was within spitting distance throw from Westminster. Lancaster picked The English Grill for that reason. There’d be a strong police presence in the area should things take a turn for the worse for him, and Sofia could park her car on the street outside.

      That day, to his colleagues, Lancaster looked as he always did to them, professional and well dressed in a tailored suit, only there was something different about his grey tie that matched his grey suit. Lancaster wore the tie with the hidden camera and microphone that Sofia had given him two days earlier in The White Horse.

      Lancaster had made sure that he got to the restaurant early for his lunch with Black, which he’d wished he wasn’t having. He was in the gents’ bathroom, sitting on a toilet with the lid down in one of the cubicles, and was dabbing the sweat from his brow with his handkerchief.

      “Get it together, David,” Lancaster said under his breath. “They’ll kill you if you don’t.”

      Thinking about the consequences of his task going wrong only made Lancaster more anxious. He tilted his head back and stared at the ceiling before attempting to loosen his tie.

      “What are you doing?” Sofia asked Lancaster, her voice coming through the hidden earpiece he had.

      “What?” he asked, looking at the knot of his tie. “Oh damn, sorry, I momentarily forgot that I was wearing this tie, and I wanted to loosen it for a second. I’m feeling hot.”

      “You can’t loosen it; it’s a clip-on tie.”

      “I know, I know.”

      “Don’t do that again; the camera went funny.”

      In real-time, Sofia was watching what Lancaster’s hidden camera was picking up on a laptop in her car near the restaurant.

      “I-I-I’ll try to be more careful. Have you ever had a panic attack, Sofia?”

      “No. Are you having one?”

      “I think I-I might be; I don’t know. I’ve never had one before.”

      “Get a grip on yourself, David!”

      “Don’t you think that’s what I’m trying to do?! You’re so bossy, and I’m old enough to be your father. Where’s the respect?”

      “That’s got nothing to do with anything, and no, you’re not. I’m thirty-eight.”

      “You look a lot younger.”

      “I don’t; you just look like shit. If you keep your head and do a good job today, your stress will soon be over.”

      “I’ll try Sofia; I really will. God, it’s hot in here.” Lancaster took off his suit jacket and put it on his lap. “What if Black finds out what I’m doing? I can’t cope!”

      The door to the gents opened. Lancaster lowered his chin and brought the knot of his tie to his mouth. “Someone’s come in. Hang on.”

      The footsteps got closer to Lancaster’s cubicle, nearest the door, then stopped. His face was frozen, and his eyes were bulging. He quietly got up from the toilet seat, stood on the toilet's lid and crouched. The footsteps began again, and the cubicle door next to Lancaster opened, then he heard the door close, and the person locked it. Lancaster looked up to the top of his cubicle wall, anticipating a face appearing over the edge, staring down at him. As disgusting as it was, to his relief, Lancaster heard an almighty bowel movement coming from the cubicle next door. He closed his eyes, let out a long breath, and then left the toilet before the smell that would surely accompany the explosive sounds reached him.

      When Lancaster was out of the bathroom, he spoke quietly to Sofia. "False alarm. It was just someone whose lunch didn’t agree with them."

      “I heard.”

      The English Grill is a quintessential slice of the English upper class. When Lancaster was there, it had brown carpets with blue curvilinear patterns, carved designs on the plaster ceilings, and blue velvet chairs around numerous tables throughout the open-plan floor, with a wooden bar in dark varnish at the back of the restaurant.

      Lancaster went to his table that was near the middle of the room, with his eyes darting around at the other patrons, trying to detect if anyone knew what he was up to. He pulled one of the blue velvet chairs out and sat down. He looked at his Rolex and saw that there were still ten minutes to go before Black was due to arrive.

      A male waiter with black trousers, a black waistcoat, and a white shirt came to Lancaster’s table. “Your menus, sir.” He gave Lancaster a menu and placed the other one opposite Lancaster in front of Black’s chair. “Would you like to order a drink?”

      “Make it a soft drink for you,” Sofia said.

      “I’ll have an Old fashioned.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Get me a gin and tonic for my guest as well.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The water left.

      “What are you doing?” Sofia asked with an angry tone of voice. “You’ve got to keep your wits about you.”

      Lancaster picked up the extensive menu, which was in a brown leather folder, opened it, and held it up over his face. “My wit won’t be worth shit if I’m a bumbling, sweaty train wreck. I need a sharpener.”

      “Don’t have any more than that.”

      Ten minutes and two Old-fashioned’s later, Black arrived at the restaurant. Like Lancaster had planned, he was alone, and Black stood to Lancaster’s left and then tapped him on the right shoulder.

      “Argh!” Lancaster exclaimed, then looked over his right shoulder before checking his left side and seeing Black, who burst out laughing.

      “What are you so scared about?”

      Lancaster was holding his chest. “Nothing, you just gave me a fright.”

      “I can see that. You’ve started drinking without me.”

      “I was early. I got you a gin and tonic.”

      “Good, I could do with one.”

      Black sat in his chair and put his briefcase underneath the table by his feet. Black was well-dressed in a dark blue suit with a striped blue tie.

      “You’re looking well,” Lancaster said.

      “Standard practice.”

      Black was used to getting compliments on his appearance. He’d maintained a skin-tight grip on his jawline since he was a young man, with no noticeable excess fat on his body either, and for a man in his late sixties, the thickness of his salt and pepper head of hair was something that many twenty-one-year-olds would be envious of.

      “I can’t say the same about you,” Black said. “Have you got a temperature? You’re sweating like a whore in church.”

      “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I think I’m just too hot.”

      “It’s not hot in here. You better not have a virus; otherwise, I’m leaving. I’ve got a full schedule ahead of me. I’m all over the country on the campaign trail.”

      “No, don’t go; I-I’m fine, just hot.”

      “Change the subject,” Sofia said.

      “How’s the campaign going?” Lancaster asked.

      “As well as I could expect it to, or in other words, bloody marvellous. The public’s buying into my manifesto. They’re terribly dense. A disabled monkey could work out that what I’m proposing to do with the NHS and education won’t work. The money’s not in the coffers, but once I’ve ascended to the throne, I’ll create distractions and excuses to stop me from fulfilling the impossible promises I’ve made.”

      “You’re going to need to come up with loads of excuses.”

      Black chuckled, and Lancaster followed suit.

      “With the abysmal job the current PM is doing,” Black said, “I could do the job in my sleep when I’m elected and still be head and shoulders above him.”

      “I don’t doubt it.”

      “What’s new with you, Lancaster?”

      “Quite a lot, actually.”

      “Oh yeah? I bet it involves me offering you a seat in my cabinet when the time comes.”

      Lancaster feigned a smile. “Perish the thought. That’s your decision to make, William. Something’s come up of a very sensitive nature.”

      Black quirked an eyebrow. “You’ve not been attending those sex parties in the West End again, have you?”

      “No, it’s not that. God, I wish it was that.”

      “You randy old dog.”

      “No, I mean, a scandal like that would be nothing compared to what I’ve been told is coming your way.”

      Black’s features were set in concentration. “Who’s come out of the woodwork?”

      “This is it,” Sofia said.

      “I am hot!”

      Lancaster took a white napkin from the table and dabbed his forehead.

      The waiter returned to the table. “Are you gentlemen ready to order?”

      “Piss off for a minute,” Black said to the waiter without looking at him. The waiter looked upset but submitted and left.

      “Talk to me,” Black said.

      “You know I’ve always thought of you as a mentor to me, don’t you?”

      “Yes, Lancaster, but spit it out, man, you’ve got me agitated now.”

      “William, I want you to know that what I’m about to tell you was hard to believe when I was told it, but after careful consideration, I decided that your secrets are safe with me.”

      “What secret?”

      “Seven months ago, I was approached by a man who claimed to be from MI5. When he said he was from MI5, naturally, I was suspicious of him, but I later verified that he was indeed who he claimed to be. He told me he’d discovered files at MI5 that he wasn’t supposed to and that they incriminated you.”

      “Me? How so?”

      “He said there’s evidence that proves in the 1980s you created a secret branch of government and worked with someone from MI5 on something called Project T.”

      Black was so calm under pressure that he could have passed a lie detector test, and as he listened to Lancaster, his face gave nothing away.

      “Does that mean anything to you?” Lancaster asked.

      “Have you been smoking crack?”

      Lancaster flashed a nervous smile.

      “Don’t give up, David,” Sofia said.

      “I’ve never heard so much tosh in my life,” Black said. “What did this ‘MI5’ agent say Project T was about?”

      Lancaster dabbed more sweat from his forehead with the napkin. “He said that you created the secret branch of government when you were the Secretary of State for Defence, as a response to a Russian billionaire who bought a large private company and then gave the British public’s personal data that the company possessed to the Russian government. That compromised national security and threatened to damage the country’s banking system.”

      “That’s correct, but there’s nothing wrong with what we did. I created that branch of government so we could acquire sensitive information from private companies that could be highly damaging in the wrong hands, and so we could ensure that access to that sort of data was restricted.”

      “I wouldn’t waste your time going over old ground like this if there wasn’t more to it than that. The MI5 agent also told me that someone in MI5 approached you when he knew that you’d created that branch of government and had acquired all that data.”

      A steady calm remained in Black’s eyes. “This is absolute rubbish, man! You’ve got me here, Lancaster, and I’ve still got some of my gin and tonic left, so I’ll stay a little longer, but I’m too busy for ridiculous conspiracy theories.”

      “You’re losing him,” Sofia said. “Tell him what you know about Project T.”

      “I’m duty-bound to tell you this, William. He told me that this person in MI5 was inspired by his counterpart in the CIA and the CIA’s findings in a study into the nature vs nurture debate into what makes a psychopath and a criminal mind. Apparently, the MI5 were interested in the findings of that study and wanted to do their own version of it with twins.”

      “And you believe this tripe, do you?” Black asked with a dismissive frown.

      “I didn’t believe it at first, but as I said, the agent from MI5 who came to me with this information checked out, all his paperwork and proof of employment were in order, and before you tell me that it was fraudulent, he was in the news recently when ISIS killed him in that warehouse in London. You must remember that story?”

      “Yes, it was a surveillance mission gone wrong, and he didn’t know he was going to be joined at the warehouse and outnumbered by knife-wielding terrorists. Tragic.”

      Black shook his head.

      “That’s what they wanted you to believe. I have it on good authority that he was killed because he knew too much.” Lancaster leaned in towards Black and lowered his voice. “Talk to me, William. I won’t go to the police with this, I promise you. I’m on your side, as I’ve always been. You can trust me. You’ll need a man you can truly trust when you’re at the top. Let me prove my loyalty to you.”

      Black stared intently at Lancaster and took a sip of his gin and tonic without breaking eye contact. “I don’t know what’s got into you, Lancaster, but this poppycock has put me off my lunch. Come back to my office. We can talk more in my car.”

      “Go along with it,” Sofia said, “he might slip up.”

      “Okay,” Lancaster said.

      Black’s driver was waiting outside the restaurant in Black’s dark blue Jaguar. When Black and Lancaster were outside, they turned left and had a short walk along the pavement to get to Black’s car. Sofia could see them leave the restaurant with their backs to her and get into Black’s car from where she was parked. She closed her laptop, put it on the floor of the front passenger side, started her car engine, then drove away and followed them.

      Fifteen minutes later, Black and Lancaster arrived at Black’s office’s building. There was a security barrier with security guards who only allowed authorised personnel into the car park. Sofia noticed that and had no choice but to drive past their car as they were waiting for security to let them in.

      After security came over to their car, they lifted the barrier, and Black and Lancaster were driven into the car park, where Black’s driver parked.

      The building where Black had his office was nondescript and built with plain grey stone blocks. It contained various civil service departments within its walls. Black liked having an office there because it was out of the glare of Westminster.

      Security guards greeted them on the other side of the revolving glass door and patted them down before they were allowed in past the double doors on the left that took them to a room where the final part of the security process took place.

      There was a high level of security in the building, like the security you get in an airport. Through the double doors that Black and Lancaster passed, there was a conveyer belt with blue plastic boxes piled beside it. Those who entered the room who wanted to get into the central part of the building had to place any metal-containing personal possessions into one of the boxes. Everything in the blue box went through an X-ray machine. There was a security guard sitting on a chair next to the conveyor belt, looking at a screen that showed the items on the X-ray. There was also a door-frame-shaped metal detector that people had to walk through next to the conveyor belt.

      No! Lancaster thought when he saw the security setup.

      “Shoes off and anything with metal in the box please,” the security guard said, who was sitting at the X-ray screen.

      Lancaster bent down and took off his shoes, and with no one watching him, he pretended he was rubbing his ear, took out his earpiece, and subtly put it under the conveyor belt.

      Black took off his shoes. “This is a pain, but it’s better than another terrorist attack. Security’s really ramped up since then.”

      “It’s fine.”

      Lancaster removed his shoes, took out his phone and wallet, and put them all in one of the blue plastic boxes. Then finally, he unfastened his watch and put it in too. He placed the box on the conveyor belt, and it went through the X-ray machine.

      As a final layer of security, another guard appeared from around the corner on the other side of the metal detector and got ready to pat Black and Lancaster down one last time with a handheld metal detector.

      Black went through, then took his shoes out of the box on the other side and put them on. It was Lancaster’s turn.

      Beep, beep, beep

      The alarm sounded as Lancaster walked through the scanner.

      “Go through again, sir,” the security guard on the X-ray machine said.

      “I can’t think what that would be,” Lancaster said, trying to play it cool as he felt new beads of sweat forming on his forehead.

      He went through it again, and the detector went off once more.

      “This way, sir,” the security guard standing in front of him with the handheld metal detector said.

      Lancaster walked towards him.

      “Put your arms out, please.”

      The security guard scanned his body, and the scanner went off when he got to Lancaster’s tie.

      “Oh, that’s what it is,” Lancaster said. “My tie’s a clip-on. Look.”

      Pretending he had nothing to hide, Lancaster lifted his collar and unclipped his tie, then, keeping the tie in his hands, he showed the metal clip to the security guard. The guard briefly looked at the clip and said, “Put it in the box.”

      Lancaster put the tie in the box, and by that time, the box was on the other side of the conveyor belt, having already gone through the X-ray machine. Lancaster went through the metal detector one more time, and it didn’t go off.

      “You can take your things now, sir.”

      Lancaster got his belongings out of the box, put his shoes back on, then he and Black went through the door on the left and walked up the stairs to Black’s office.

      There was no one in Black’s office but him and Lancaster.

      Black’s office in the civil service building was significantly more modest than his office at 11 Downing Street. He had an oak desk with a clear lacquer finish and two chairs on either side of the desk. There was a picture of his wife and adult children on the desk and a laptop, and some paperwork. The walls were painted yellow, and a clock on the wall faced him when Black sat behind his desk. The early afternoon sun was coming in through the window. Black closed the blinds, and then both men sat at his desk.

      “I didn’t have you down as a clip-on tie man,” Black said.

      “I don’t usually wear one, but sometimes it’s convenient if I’m in a rush.”

      “Let me see it.”

      Lancaster lifted it but didn’t take it off.

      “Let me see it properly.” Black gestured with his hand.

      “It’s just a tie; what’s the issue?”

      “Let me see your tie, Lancaster!”

      Black was smiling at Lancaster’s reluctance.

      “All right,” Lancaster said.

      Lancaster unclipped his tie and handed it to Black. All the anxiety that Lancaster had felt in the restaurant came tumbling back.

      Black inspected the tie; he knew what he was looking for.

      “You’ve seen it now; give it back to me,” Lancaster said hastily, reaching out his arm to grab it.

      Black leaned back in his chair to avoid Lancaster’s grasp, found the switch on the tie, and turned it off.

      Lancaster couldn’t get any words out; it was as if he was a stunned spectator to his own downfall. His worst fears had been realised, and there was nothing he could do but let the consequences of his actions play out. Black had a furious glint in his eyes but didn’t look surprised.

      “You betrayed me,” Black said, putting the tie in his desk drawer. “What were you hoping to achieve working with an investigative journalist? Did you think Sofia Yates would be your ticket to the top courtesy of my political career and liberty?”

      All Lancaster could do was muster enough courage to glance at Black’s eyes before looking down at the desk.

      “Silence won’t save you, Lancaster. Speak!” Black snarled.

      “I know how this looks, but I wasn’t trying to set you up. Sofia Yates found out I was running a pay-to-play scheme, and she blackmailed me. She told me about Project T and that you, along with an individual from MI5, were responsible for its inception, and she threatened to expose me if I didn’t get you on camera admitting to your involvement in it.”

      “That sounds very much like you were complicit in setting me up.”

      “From an outsider’s perspective, it does, but I know you, William, and I was extremely confident that you wouldn’t have admitted being involved with it. I was playing Sofia. All I wanted to do was get you on camera denying your involvement with Project T, then I’d have done my bit for Sofia, she would leave me alone, and you would still be innocent with no guilt proven.”

      Black clasped his hands, rested them on his stomach, and pondered what Lancaster was attempting to fob him off with.

      “Who else knows about Project T?” Black asked.

      “I don’t know for sure, but there’s a detective from Scotland working with Sofia on the case.”

      “We’re aware of him.”

      “Did you harm children in the experiments?”

      Black acted as though Lancaster didn’t ask him that. “I trust you, Lancaster, and I know you wouldn’t betray me.”

      “I wouldn’t.”

      Hope that he might survive being caught trying to catch Black out rose for Lancaster.

      “Sofia, the detective, and whoever else who knows about Project T must be stopped. Whether you like it or not, Lancaster, you’re in this as much as I am now. I’ll send you to an address where you’ll be debriefed and brought into the fold. If you stick with me, you’ll be next in line after me for the top job. Are you with me?”

      “Yes, I’ve always been with you. I promise you, William, I would never betray you.”

      Black held Lancaster’s gaze and gave him a closed smile. “Sit tight while I make a phone call.”
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      Lancaster rang the doorbell of the townhouse in Fulham that Black had sent him to. Whilst he waited for the door to be answered, his phone vibrated yet again. It was Sofia, relentlessly trying to get a hold of him. He turned his phone off and put Sofia to the back of his mind, planning to deal with her later. His immediate interest was in proving to his mentor, Black, that he hadn’t made a mistake by sparing him.

      He heard the key in the door being turned and quickly looked behind him one last time. He couldn’t see Sofia or anyone else who might have followed him. There were some pedestrians on the pavement closest to him and on the other side of the road. The street had a row of brick-built terraced houses on either side. Most of the houses had been painted white, with the occasional house, including the one Lancaster was waiting to go inside, painted light blue.

      The door was opened by a man in his early forties, dressed in a grey suit. He was clean-shaven, had glasses over his blue eyes, and had short blonde hair with grey strands on his sides.

      “Name?” the man asked.

      “David Lancaster, William Black sent me.”

      “Come in.”

      Lancaster went inside, and then the man closed the door then locked it. Lancaster watched with concern as the man proceeded to lock all four locks on the door and then gave him a blank look.

      “I-I was told that I’d be debriefed here. W-will that be done by you?”

      “This way.”

      The man walked down the hallway and opened the last door on the left, then stood and waited by it, continuing to maintain a dead behind the eyes stare.

      “Right,” Lancaster said, nervously following him.

      He stepped off the doormat and began walking down the emerald green carpet that his shoes sank into. The carpet looked new, and the hallway smelled as though the white walls had recently been painted.

      “Whose house is this?” Lancaster asked.

      The man didn’t respond.

      “Is it a government building?”

      When he was nearly at the door to the stairs, Lancaster turned his head to the right and looked into the living room past the open door.

      “Hi,” he said to the two men dressed in suits and sitting on grey couches.

      One of the men gave Lancaster a nod of acknowledgement, but the other looked through him. Lancaster started to sweat again. The little voice of his inner safety officer was shouting at the top of his lungs for him to get out of that house, but Lancaster was too scared to run. He thought that doing so would surely be a death sentence, so despite his fears that he’d walked into a house that he wouldn’t be walking back out of, he continued to the door the man who’d let him into the house was holding open that led to the basement.

      “Mr Black’s contact is downstairs waiting for you,” the man said to Lancaster.

      “Do I know him?”

      The man shook his head. Lancaster went onto the stairs, which had the same emerald green carpet from the hallway. It was laid over most of the surface area of the stairs, with the wood of the stairs exposed on the sides of them.

      The only light was coming from the bulb in the hallway. Lancaster had his hand on the wall to help him balance as he descended towards the closed door at the bottom of the staircase. He was sweating profusely, and he took his handkerchief from his pocket, which was still damp from the beads of anxiety-riddled sweat that had leaked out of him earlier. With him nearly at the bottom of the stairs, he dabbed his forehead, then put the handkerchief back in his pocket before turning around to look at the man who was still standing at the top of the stairs.

      “Just go through that door,” the man encouraged.

      Lancaster glanced at the door, then back at the man. “It’s a bit dark in here, is it not?”

      “The light’s on in the basement. In you go.”

      Lancaster felt like he was being asked to jump off a roof with one side of a rope tied around a chimney and the other around his neck. Fear had driven him to comply with the man’s instructions who was bearing down on him, and now it had forced him to a standstill.

      “I-I don’t want to go in,” Lancaster said, his voice trembling.

      The man took his first step onto the stairs and slowly went down them, keeping his eyes on Lancaster as he did. The intimidating way he approached him caused Lancaster to stumble backwards and fall against the door, managing to stay on his feet. The man steadily descended towards him, and when he got two steps away from him, Lancaster cowered.

      “Don’t hurt me!” Lancaster said.

      The man reached past Lancaster and opened the door. Lancaster fell backwards and onto the basement floor.

      With Lancaster still on the floor, the man followed him into the basement, then closed and locked the door behind him. As the man had said, the basement light was on, but no one was waiting for him.

      Lancaster pushed himself backwards, and with the palm of his hands, he felt the transparent plastic tarpaulin laid out over the entire basement floor. His breathing, along with his heart rate, increased, and he quickly scanned the room. The room was covered from floor to ceiling in tarpaulin. Apart from the tarp, the only other things in the room were a gym bag in the corner opposite the door, and a plastic chair a few feet away from the back wall, which, like the bag, was also covered in tarp.

      “Please! I’m an MP. You can’t do this to me! People will ask questions!”

      “Stop sniffling,” the man said. “Stand up.”

      Lancaster glanced at the chair. “There must be another way. Let me speak to William. He can trust me. You can all trust me!”

      The man opened the right side of his suit jacket and drew a knife from a brown leather sheath. “Stand up,” he repeated coldly.

      “Okay, okay, but please call William.”

      Lancaster scrambled to his feet.

      “Take off your clothes.”

      “Why?”

      “If I have to repeat myself, I’ll make sure your death is slower than it has to be.”

      Lancaster’s face scrunched, and he cried like a little boy who’d lost his mummy. He reluctantly took off his suit jacket and dropped it on the floor. Then, with his trembling fingers, he undid the buttons on his white shirt and put that on the floor too, next to his jacket. Once his shoes, socks, and trousers were removed, he stood there glued to the spot in his white briefs for a moment, then began to lower them.

      “You can keep them on.”

      Lancaster pulled his underwear back up. His shoulders were bobbing around as he heaved out heavy sobs.

      “Stay where you are,” the man ordered, then walked over to the bag, unzipped it, and took out a bin bag. “Put your clothes in this.”

      He gave the bin bag to Lancaster, and Lancaster did as he was told.

      “Now put it down against the wall, then sit on the chair.”

      Lancaster sat on the chair and felt the cold tarpaulin underneath him.

      The man went back to the gym bag, put his knife down, took his suit jacket off, neatly folded it, and then set it on the ground. He took out white polypropylene coveralls from the gym bag, put them on, and pulled two blue plastic shoe covers over his shoes.

      “I don’t deserve this!” Lancaster shouted. “Will you please just let me speak to William? There’s been a misunderstanding!”

      The man remained as calm and unemotional as he was when he’d answered the door to Lancaster. Holding his knife again, he walked the twenty feet over to Lancaster, stopping when he was a few feet from him. Lancaster had stopped crying, but his legs were shaking uncontrollably.

      “This can go one of two ways for you,” the man said. “Have you ever been tortured?”

      Lancaster didn’t respond. Instead, he lowered his head to his knees and grabbed his hair with both hands, the fear of his predicament overwhelming him.

      “Am I going to have to repeat myself?”

      Lancaster sprung his head back up for fear that a lack of response would cause the man to attack him with his knife. “No, and I’ve never tortured anyone. I don’t know much about Project T, and I don’t want to know. You can trust me not to say anything. It’s Sofia and DCI MacBain that you want, not me!”

      “Is there anyone else you know of who’s aware of Project T?”

      “No, I told William that. Sofia Yates, the investigative journalist, blackmailed me and asked me to film William with a hidden camera talking about Project T, but I knew he wouldn’t do that. I’m on your side. I’ve always been on your side!”

      The man took a step closer to Lancaster.

      “Didn’t William tell you that I wanted to get him on camera denying any knowledge of Project T?” Lancaster asked.

      “We’re aware of what you claimed your intentions were.”

      The man pointed his knife at Lancaster and walked toward him.

      “Wait!” exclaimed Lancaster. “I know of a doctor Sofia is speaking to about his time in Project T. I don’t know his name, but apparently, he was an important part of the Project T team.”

      Without hesitation, the man stabbed his knife into Lancaster’s upper right arm.

      “Argh!”

      Lancaster put his left hand over the wound to try to stem the bleeding, but the blood ran through the gaps in between his fingers and dripped down onto the tarpaulin on the floor.

      “You lied to me,” the man said. “You said you didn’t know of anyone other than Sofia Yates and DCI MacBain having knowledge of Project T.”

      “I didn’t lie; I don’t know the doctor! He’s out there somewhere, but I don’t know where or who he is.”

      The coldness of the man’s stare turned freezing as he evaluated whether Lancaster was holding out on him with any other information. “Am I going to have to torture you to get the full extent of the truth out of you?”

      “No!”

      Lancaster broke down crying again.

      “You’re in luck,” the man said.

      A hint of relief was almost visible on Lancaster’s face. “You mean you’re going to let me live?”

      “I mean that because I believe you’re telling me the truth, I’m not going to dig your eyeballs out of their sockets with this knife like I was considering doing. I’m giving you a quick death.”

      “Don’t do it, please!”

      With his left hand, the man rapidly grabbed Lancaster by the hair, and with his right hand, he drove the knife upwards into Lancaster’s throat and twisted it. Lancaster let out a groan, and his eyes widened, then fixed a lifeless stare on his killer.

      With the job finished, the man casually walked over to the door, then unlocked and opened it. “It’s done,” he called.

      A moment later, the two men who’d been sitting on the couches in the living room appeared at the top of the stairs. The man who’d killed Lancaster stayed standing at the bottom of them and said, “Phone Reynolds and tell him that I think Dr Slater’s talking to Sofia Yates and DCI MacBain.”
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      It had been several hours since I’d left the murder scene of Vanessa Milne, and I was at the station, mulling over the similarities between the murder of the woman from Inverness all those years earlier and Vanessa’s. Vanessa’s husband was beside himself with grief with one of our grief counsellors. I couldn’t comprehend how he could ever cope, knowing that his wife had been hung by her hair on a clothes pulley in their kitchen and had her insides removed. I tried to imagine the level of sorrow I would have felt if that had happened to Lena, but it was impossible to feel anything like what he was feeling.

      After trying to relate to Ross Milne, my mind drifted into more thoughts of Lena and what part of the world she might have ended up in. I was worried that Lena might not be alive after considering the possibility that her former colleagues at MI5 had tracked her down. Nowhere near as bad as that, but still bad enough, I was then concerned that she’d found a new man, but I told myself that as much as that thought pained me, I wanted her to be happy.

      I was sitting at my desk waiting for DI Bell to bring me the files we had on the two other recent murders in Glasgow that were suspected of having been committed by the same killer who’d just ended Vanessa Milne’s life most brutally.

      My mobile rang; it was Sofia.

      “I can’t speak now, Sofia. I’m in the office at work.”

      “MacBain, they’ve killed David Lancaster,” Sofia said.

      I scanned the office for approaching staff, then, with the coast clear, I lowered myself closer to my desk and spoke quietly. “MI5?”

      “It looks that way. He went on his lunch with William Black today as we’d arranged. It didn’t go well; Black wouldn’t admit to anything. Then he called time on their lunch early, and they left the restaurant to go to an office that Black has away from Westminster. There was too much security for me to follow them in, so I waited outside. A—”

      “Hang on,” I said, “someone’s coming.”

      “Here’re the files,” Bell said as he was eagerly bounding up to my desk.

      I slipped my mobile into my trouser pocket without hanging up on Sofia.

      “I’ll look at those in a minute, Bell. I need to go for a piss first.”

      “I’ll join you.”

      “We’re not a couple of women on a night out! Stay here. You’re following me around everywhere.”

      “Sorry,” Bell said with an embarrassed expression.

      I felt a bit bad for snapping at Bell, but he’d been doing my head in, and despite the words I’d already had with him about being OTT in giving me praise and attention, he still hadn’t taken the hint.

      I went into the disabled toilet because there was only one toilet in there.

      “Are you still there?” I said.

      “Yeah,” Sofia confirmed.

      “Go ahead; I can talk now.”

      “I was going to say that after I followed Lancaster and Black back to Black’s office, I lost communication with him. He was in there with Black for half an hour, then came out on his own and went to a house in Fulham. I called him a billion times, Callum, but he didn’t answer, so I decided to follow him instead to see what he was up to.”

      “And what was he up to?”

      “I can’t confirm it, but I’m sure they killed him inside the house. Nearly an hour after Lancaster went in, three men who looked like they could have been MI5 agents left the house with suitcases. It took two of them to lift each suitcase into the back of their van.” It’s been another hour since then, and I’m still outside the house now, and no one else, including Lancaster, has come out. Do you think I should make an anonymous call to the police?”

      “No, stay there for a bit longer if you think you’re safe where you are. He might still be alive.”

      “I don’t think so, Callum. The last thing recorded on the hidden camera Lancaster was wearing is Black asking to see his tie where the camera was hidden. Then the camera’s switched off.”

      “Shite. It does sound bad.”

      “If we can get Dr Slater to go on camera tomorrow in our interview, I think we should go public, providing he gives us enough. They’re closing in on us.”

      “I agree.”

      It felt nerve-racking to think that Sofia and I could be mere days away from going public with Project T. It was going to be a seismic moment after holding back from doing so for the best part of a year whilst enough evidence was gathered. I wasn’t gun shy about pulling the trigger on it, but I thought we’d most likely only get one opportunity to do so if we were lucky. It was a fine line between pulling the trigger too early and leaving it so long that we were wiped out, along with the case we were building.

      “The thing is, Sofia, I can’t come to London this weekend anymore.”

      “That’s not acceptable. You need to!”

      “I know it’s important, but things at work have got dire. We think Glasgow has a serial killer. I was at a murder scene this morning, and the circumstances were crazily similar to a murder I solved in Inverness years ago.”

      “You’re shitting me.”

      “No, it’s mental. Both victims were found—”

      “I don’t mean your case. I’m saying you’re shitting me by saying you can’t make a crucial interview with a key witness in our Project T investigation because you’ve got an unrelated murder to solve.”

      “Sofia, I get how important it is that Dr Slater’s interviewed, but I don’t want any more women to be murdered up here if I can help it. If it is a serial killer, then it appears that he’s on a spree. I need to put a lot of hours into this. It’s not like you can’t interview Dr Slater without me. You’re the one who set up the interview, after all.”

      Sofia sighed loudly into the phone. “If it wasn’t for you when we interviewed Dr Kaminski, he might not have opened up as he did. We might only get one chance to speak to Dr Slater. It’s a delicate situation, and he could change his mind about speaking at the drop of a hat, and if he does, we’ve lost a good lead.”

      “I’m sorry, Sofia, I can’t come. I’m fully supporting you, though. You know how much this investigation means to me.”

      “Yes, it’s clear to me which investigation is your priority.”

      “Don’t be so insensitive. Do you want any more women to be murdered up here because you, an investigative journalist, couldn’t handle an interview with an old man? Sofia? Sofia?”

      She’d hung up. I thought I was done with frustrating arguments with women I cared about when Lena left, but no.

      If it weren’t for being faced with a probable serial killer who looked to be copying one of my old cases, then I would have been on the sleeper train to London that night without question. The timing of the developing case in Glasgow was beyond frustrating, but unlike Sofia, I thought I was keeping things in perspective. At the time, I just couldn’t see the problem with her interviewing Dr Slater without me.

      I left the toilet and went back to my desk, where Bell was waiting for my return, like a dog pleased to see its owner after being left outside a shop for a few minutes.

      “You were in there for a while,” Bell said. “Was it a number one or a number two?”

      I glowered at him. “Are you joking?”

      “I’m sorry, it was a pathetic attempt at humour.”

      “I’m not in the mood for humour. I’m in the mood to get my teeth stuck into this piece of shit who’s killing these women. Go through the details of these murders for me.” I gestured to the case files for the two other women who’d recently been murdered.

      “The first of the three murders that we think the same killer’s responsible for is that of Emilia Gordon.”

      The first photo of Emilia that Bell showed me was of her alive and well, with a beaming, wholesome smile, standing at the top of a Munro with a man.

      “Is that Ben Lomond?” I asked.

      “Got it in one, MacBain. I didn’t have you down as a Munro kinda guy.”

      “Why not?”

      Bell looked at me warily. “I thought you were too grumpy to appreciate the great outdoors.”

      “You cheeky prick. I’m starting to see why people around here call you, Bellend. I’ll have you know I’m no stranger to the great outdoors. I used to climb Munros with my dad before he—It doesn’t matter. Who’s that with her?”

      “Her husband.”

      “Does he have an alibi for the time his wife was murdered?”

      “He does. He was at home looking after their daughter.”

      “How old’s their daughter?”

      “Eight. She said that he was with her, and we don’t think she’s been coerced. Are you sure you’re ready for the crime scene photos?”

      “What happened this morning was a one-off for me. I’ve never been sick at a crime scene before. I wasn’t expecting it to be so bad, but more than that, I wasn’t prepared for how similar it would be to the murder in Inverness.”

      “Okay, but there’s a paper bin right here if you need it.”

      The truth is, I didn’t know if the way I reacted to the crime scene from earlier that day would remain a one-off or if it was the result of staying too long in the job and subjecting myself to that environment for an unhealthy amount of time.

      Bell pulled out the second photo from the file.

      “This is how she was found. Not a pretty sight.”

      My hair went up on the back of my neck again. “Are those syringes sticking in her?”

      “Yes.”

      “I can’t believe this!”

      “You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Bell said, then picked up the paper bin and held it close to my chest.

      I pushed the bin away from him. “Let me guess, all of her clothes were found in the boot of her car?”

      Bell raised his eyebrows. “How did you know that?”

      “Because in Inverness, it must have been, I don’t know off the top of my head, about twelve years ago, something like that. There was a case I worked on of a murdered prostitute. Like Emilia, she was found naked and covered in needles. Just like that, from head to toe. Every single one of the syringes had heroin in them. Obviously, he didn’t find a vein every time, but he did enough times to give her a massive overdose.”

      “Who was he?”

      “Her pimp. She was addicted to heroin, and she stole money from him to score. When he found out, he decided that,” I pointed my finger towards the crime scene photo of Emilia, “was the best way to deal with her. Was there heroin in Emilia’s system?”

      Bell nodded with a dumbfounded look on his face. “Yes, but she wasn’t a prostitute. Not that we know of, anyway. None of the women who work in the area who weren’t too scared to speak to us had seen her working the street before.”

      “Emilia was found in a red-light district too?”

      “Yeah, but the reason we don’t think that Emilia was living a secret life as a sex worker is that she worked at a homeless shelter for a charity that was around the corner from where she was killed and where she parked her car for work.”

      I shook the mouse to my computer and then went on to Google.

      “I wanna see if the murder from Inverness that was extremely similar to that one is easy to find details about online,” I said. “I can’t remember what the victim’s name was.”

      I typed in, murdered prostitute in Inverness, full of syringes.

      “There it is straight away,” I said.

      “Was the pimp you mentioned definitely the killer?” Bell asked.

      “Yeah, he admitted it to me after we found his DNA on some of the needles, and a couple of the women who worked for him spoke out against him. There was no link whatsoever between the murdered prostitute in Inverness and the woman who was found hanging by her hair slaughtered in her kitchen either.”

      My mind jumped to the second of the three recent Glasgow murder victims. “Show me the details of the second murder victim.”

      Bell put the crime scene photo of Emilia back in her brown file, put it to one side, and slid over the other file. “I’ve got a photo of her from happier times here, but we’ll start with the crime scene photo first. Meet Kirsty Kerr.”

      “Don’t say it like that,” I said.

      Bell took out a photo and placed it in front of me.

      “A concrete block?”

      “Look closer,” Bell said.

      I bent my head down closer to the photo. “Is that a… A leg?”

      “You guessed it, MacBain.”

      “Let me guess again, she was found in a concrete block at the bottom of, I’m gonna say, the Clyde after an anonymous tip-off was called in?”

      Bell gaped. “She was found in shallow water in the River Clyde on a quiet part of the beach in Dumbarton, and yeah, an anonymous caller phoned it in. The killer chopped her up, put her in a wooden box, and then filled it with quick-drying concrete. He did it when the tide was out and called it in when the tide had come in and covered her. The concrete wasn’t fully set when she was found. You worked on a case like that too?”

      I was feeling so shell-shocked I could hardly answer Bell, and it took me a few seconds to get my words out as I wrapped my head around what was happening.

      “It wasn’t identical, but very similar. I can’t think of exactly when right now, but again, years back in Loch Ness, a man who’d found out that his wife had had an affair killed her and put her body in one of the concrete blocks that he used to make for his mooring and diving business. He got away with it for years. It was only when one of his customers used a different diver to check his mooring one summer that her body was discovered.”

      “This is crazy! Look at this photo.” Bell took another photo from the file and put it on top of the first one. “That’s what she looked like when we got her out of the concrete.”

      “Double denim! The victim from Inverness was dressed in double denim!”

      Another Google search confirmed that the details of the murder from Inverness of the victim who ended up in a concrete block were there in black and white for the world to see.

      “The husband admitted it at the time,” I said. “He was the only one making the concrete blocks for his business. It’s like we’re dealing with a copycat killer, but not in the conventional sense, where the killer’s mimicking a particular serial killer or random infamous murders. He’s copying crimes from my back catalogue for want of a better way of putting it.”

      “I’d call him a copycop killer.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      “Shut up and listen to me, William,” Edward Reynolds said. “You’re letting the stress get to you.”

      “That’s easy for you to say, Ed. You’re not the one who’s running to be Prime Minister.”

      Reynolds and Black were speaking to each other on the phone. Reynolds was standing outside of an office block in London smoking a cigarette, and Black was sitting in the back of his campaign bus en route to Manchester.

      “Don’t start that crap,” Reynolds snapped. “I’ve got as much to lose as you if MacBain and his little sidekick get their way.”

      “Nobody knows who you are, though. You get to hide under the cloak of secrecy at MI5.”

      “For now I do, but if what we did in Project T gets out, then everyone will know my name. I mean it, William, don’t worry. Keep doing what you’re doing and do your job well. You’ve got less than a month to keep it together, and then you’ve got the keys to 10 Downing Street. I’m dealing with MacBain and Sofia Yates.”

      “Are you? Because lately, it feels like they’ve been closing in on us instead of the other way round.”

      “That’s changing today. If things go to plan, then by tonight, Sofia Yates, MacBain, and Dr Slater won’t be around to close the walls on us anymore.”
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        * * *

      

      It was Saturday afternoon, and MacBain was working overtime at the station, with his head buried in the files of the three Glasgow murder victims who were all linked to the same killer, and to MacBain’s shock, his back catalogue of murder cases from Inverness. DI Bell sat next to him after nipping out to fetch some coffee for them.

      “Why did you have to tell that journalist yesterday that we’re calling the killer The Copycop Killer?” MacBain asked.

      “I thought it would help raise the public’s awareness. The more eyeballs on this, the better, don’t you think?”

      “No, not when you’re giving the press a nickname for the killer we’re trying to catch. Let the media coin their own names for killers; it’s not our job to get involved with that.”

      “I’m sorry, MacBain.”

      “I don’t want your apologies, Bell. I want you to buck your ideas up, or your contribution to this investigation will be nothing more than coffee runs. Speaking of which, thanks.”

      MacBain took a sip of his black coffee.

      “While you were away,” MacBain said, “I found a connection between all three victims. It’s maybe nothing, but it’s worth looking into.”

      “What’s that?”

      “All three of them went to Glasgow University. They studied different subjects, but there was only a two-year age difference between the three of them. They probably would have gone to university at the same time.”

      “I can arrange for us to go to Glasgow Uni next week so we can interview their lecturers if you like?”

      “That would be a good help. Hopefully, there’ll still be some staff there who’ll remember them.”

      “Is there anything else we can do today?” Bell asked. “You’ve been looking at those files for hours.”

      MacBain frowned at Bell and sniffed the air. “Did you put aftershave on when you were out getting coffee?”

      “I’m busted. I’ll confess to you that I took a quick shower downstairs in the changing room before I went out for the coffee.”

      MacBain furrowed his brow. “I thought you were away for a while. Why did you do that?”

      “I’ve got a date tonight with my girlfriend, and I wasn’t sure if I’d have time to go home for a shower first. I didn’t want to ask you for an early finish.”

      MacBain softened his expression. “You don’t have to ask me if you can go home on a Saturday when it’s your day off, anyway.”

      “I didn’t want you to think that I wasn’t a team player, though. I’m misunderstood here. People think I’m a useless jackass, but I’m not. I know why the great DCI Callum MacBain was partnered up with Bellend here; you came to this place with a tarnished name, and nobody else wanted to work with you.”

      “Really?” MacBain asked, with a shade of disappointment on his face.

      “I’m sorry, but yeah. Whoops, I said sorry again. Sorry. Ahh!”

      “That’s okay. I suspected my transfer to Glasgow would be an unpopular one.”

      “At the risk of irritating you with compliments again, I was over the moon that you were coming here. The people at this station are the real jackasses for holding one mistake against you. Your track record is legendary, and I, for one, love the fact that we’re partners.”

      MacBain smiled. “Thanks, Bell. I’m sorry if I’ve been too hard on you. I don’t have the same happy disposition that I once had. I feel like a sportsman who’s ten years past his best. I’ll try my very best to solve this case, but if you were expecting a spectacular performance from me, then I’m sorry, you might not get one; I’m jaded.”

      “I don’t expect anything. I’m just pleased you’re here.”

      “You never mentioned you had a girlfriend.”

      “I tend not to publicise my love life or lack of one around here. We’ve only been official for two and a half months, and she’s my first long-term girlfriend.”

      “Are we calling two and a half months long-term?”

      “For me, it is.” Bell tentatively made eye contact with MacBain. “Do you promise you won’t laugh?”

      MacBain put the palm of his right hand on his chest, over his heart. “I promise.”

      “Hom is my first ever girlfriend. I know what you’re thinking; how does it take a handsome twenty-eight-year-old man like me so long to get a girlfriend?”

      “That’s what I was thinking, but now I’m thinking, you’re twenty-eight? I guessed you were thirty-three.”

      “Thanks for the confidence boost.”

      “No offence, you just look a bit older, that’s all. Nothing wrong with that.”

      Bell became self-conscious and felt the corners of his hairline.

      “It’s my widow’s peak, isn’t it?”

      “We’re calling that a widow’s peak?”

      Bell’s mouth widened.

      “Never mind,” MacBain said, “tell me about Hom, and don’t worry, I won’t say anything to anyone.”

      “Let me be clear; she’s not my first sexual partner. I may have been challenged in the past with the ladies, but not to the extent that I couldn’t successfully pull one now and then. I never found a connection with one until I met Hom.”

      “How did yous meet?”

      “I’m aware how sad this sounds, but online gaming. Hom’s from Thailand originally. She’s over here studying, and she was struggling to make new friends, so I offered to show her around.”

      “Where does she study?”

      “Funnily enough, Glasgow Uni, but loads of people studied there, including me. The chances are there’s not a link between our three victims and the fact that they all went to Glasgow Uni.”

      MacBain scratched the stubble on his chin whilst looking at the crime scene photos. “There’s every chance there’s nothing in that connection, but you’ve got to explore every coincidence until you find something that’s not just a coincidence.”

      Bell nodded.

      “Get yourself off,” MacBain said.

      “Are you sure? I can stay longer.”

      “Go and have some fun. Maybe I wouldn’t be forty-five and single if I hadn’t spent so many Saturdays with my head buried in this kind of stuff.” MacBain gestured towards the files.

      “I’ll go, but if you need me, let me know.”

      “I will.”

      Bell took his coffee and left MacBain to it.

      The hours went by, and MacBain’s eyelids were getting heavier, and his eyes were stinging from looking at the glare of his computer screen for so long. He was googling all the past murders that he’d investigated, both solved and unsolved, to see how easy they were to find online.

      He felt his tummy rumble, then looked at his watch and wondered how it was that time already. It was nearly half five in the afternoon. He logged out of his computer, stood up, put his black jacket on, and headed out of the station.

      MacBain left the entrance of the station and got into his car. Before he drove off for home, he sent a text to Sofia.

      

      Hi Sofia, I hope you’re still not pissed off at me. As much as I’m desperate to solve the murders up here, I want you to know that I’ve been thinking about you a lot today. Thanks for picking up the slack and doing the interview without me. I hope it goes well x

      

      MacBain drove out of the station’s car park and onto the road in the direction of his flat in Merchant City.

      “He’s left the station, sir,” an MI5 agent sitting in a car on his own said on the phone.

      “Call me as soon as you’ve collected agent Hill from his flat,” Edward Reynolds said. “Remember, if something goes wrong, don’t try to save Hill. We can’t afford for this operation to get out. As far as the three of us are concerned, it never happened.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The agent drove his grey Mercedes-Benz away from where he was parked and followed MacBain, careful to remain unnoticed.

      Meanwhile, back in MacBain’s hatchback, he was making a hands-free phone call.

      “What do you want?” a disgruntled Fletcher asked.

      “It’s good to hear your voice too, Fletcher.”

      “What did you expect? I thought we were keeping our distance from each other now?”

      “We are, well, not completely, but I wouldn’t have called you unless it was important.”

      “Important to you?”

      “Come on, Fletcher, don’t be like that. It’s nothing to do with Project T—”

      “Don’t mention Project T to me. You made yourself perfectly clear to Dunnel and me that for our safety we were to have nothing to do with it.”

      “I shouldn’t have mentioned Project T, I’m sorry. I could do with a hand from you with something else.” There was a pause. “Hello? Fletcher, are you there?”

      “What do you need?”

      “You don’t have to be a TV tattie to have seen on the news that I’m contending with a serial killer down here.”

      “Did you say, TV tattie?”

      “It was my dad’s spin on couch potato.”

      “Never heard it before, but I have heard and seen all about your exploits down there. I thought you were transferred to Glasgow to stay out of trouble.”

      “I’m not looking for any trouble. Although I did volunteer to be part of the armed response team that got into a gunfight with The Choirboys on my first day here.”

      “That didn’t surprise me, MacBain, but what did take me by surprise was the talk about The Copycop Killer. Is your killer really copying murders that you worked up here?”

      “Without question. For once, the media’s not exaggerating the details of a case. I feel guilty, Fletcher, because if I wasn’t so high-profile thanks to my public meltdown on TV, perhaps I wouldn’t have captured the killer’s interest.”

      “I don’t particularly feel like making you feel better, but you should know never to blame yourself for the actions of someone as foul as whoever’s killing those women. Think of it like this, MacBain; even if your meltdown on TV did bring you to the killer’s attention, you wouldn’t have had a long history of murder cases for the killer to copy if you hadn’t solved so many of them.”

      “Thanks, Fletcher. I miss you and your advice. You—”

      “What do you want, MacBain? I’m busy.”

      “I’ve been going over all the murders that I’ve been a part of in the twenty-odd years I’ve been a detective, trying to figure out what the killer’s next murder will be. God forbid they get another chance to kill. I’ve spent hours online today to see what old articles are out there that the killer could get knowledge from, but I’d like a closer look in case there’s anything I’ve missed online. If I email you all the murder cases I’ve worked on, can you look out all the old files for them and make copies for me, please?”

      There was another pause.

      “I appreciate that it’s a big ask, Fletcher, but if you’re not gonna do it for me, do it for the women.”

      “When do you need them by?”

      “ASAP, please. I’ll email you tonight.”

      “I’ll make a start on it tomorrow, but it’ll probably take me a few days.”

      “That’s good of you. Thanks very much, Fletcher. I’ll come up to Inverness and collect the copies when they’re ready.”

      “I could email you pictures of the files instead if you like?”

      “No thanks, I’d prefer a physical copy.”

      “I’ll text you when they’re ready.”

      “Thanks again. So, what’s new with you? Fletcher?”

      “Shit,” MacBain said as he realised Fletcher had hung up on him.

      MacBain got to the underground car park of his apartment building. He put his window down, stretched out to the keypad, and then put in the pin number that made the metal shutters open in front of his car. He drove into the car park, and the agent from MI5 who’d followed him home looked on from his car as the shutters closed again.

      The agent drove around the corner and parked his car, where he could see MacBain’s balcony from. As he expected, agent Hill was standing on MacBain’s balcony, looking down at him.

      MacBain locked his car and went over to the lift. He checked his phone to see if he’d had a response from Sofia yet.

      “Nothing,” MacBain muttered.

      The lift took MacBain up to his floor, and he got out and lumbered to the door of his flat. Feeling the strain from sitting at his desk all day, he rubbed the back of his neck as he fished the keys to his flat out of his trouser pocket. He opened the door and went inside, his mind filled with too many other things for him to spare a thought that he might not be alone.

      In days gone by, MacBain would have reached for a bottle of whisky from the kitchen cupboard, but with his drinking still a thing of the ever more distant past, he took a bottle of bleach spray from the kitchen cupboard. He put it on his small kitchen worktop, then took a macaroni cheese microwave meal for one from the fridge and placed it in the microwave. He turned the microwave on for 4 minutes, then took out his phone and put on AC/DC’s “Highway to Hell.” MacBain turned his phone up to maximum volume and dropped it into his trouser pocket, then picked the bottle of bleach spray back up.

      MacBain wasn’t one for spring cleaning, but he had some unfinished business to attend to in the toilet of his main bathroom. The bathroom was the first door on the right in the hallway after entering the flat.

      Outside on the balcony, agent Hill slowly and quietly slid the glass door to the side and peered into the living room. He was in his mid-thirties and had short brown hair with enough of a fringe that it flopped down an inch on the right side of his forehead. MacBain had left the living room door open, and agent Hill could hear “Highway to Hell” blaring out from MacBain’s bathroom. Hill drew a handgun from the inside of his suit jacket, went into the living room, and tiptoed towards the hallway.

      MacBain loosened his tie, undid the top two buttons of his shirt, and pulled his shirt over his nose to protect him from the smell he’d left for himself that morning after running late for work. He flushed the toilet and then lifted the lid to see if it had done the trick this time.

      “Shite, literally, shite!” MacBain said.

      Yet again, the flush didn’t have the desired effect, and his unwanted bathroom squatter was still there staring back at him, only now the water level was higher than before and was nearly filling the toilet bowl to the brim.

      With ACDC still going strong and MacBain’s battle for bathroom dominance taking his attention, Hill had made it to the living room doorway undetected. He saw that the bathroom door was open, and he left the living room, continuing to get closer to MacBain, with the bathroom a few feet away.

      “I’m gonna need to use a bucking coat hanger on this,” MacBain muttered.

      MacBain turned his back on the toilet and took a couple of steps to the bathroom doorway. When he came out of the bathroom, he saw agent Hill standing at the end of the hallway, pointing a gun at him. Startled, MacBain immediately sprung back into the bathroom.

      He didn’t hear the gun go off, but over “Highway to Hell,” he heard a bullet punch into his bedroom door, which was on the opposite side of the hallway to the living room.

      MacBain stood two feet from the door, with the bathtub to his right. Hill was holding his handgun in his right hand and rushed into the bathroom.

      MacBain was poised and armed with nothing more than a bottle of bleach spray. He was on his toes and ready to dart out of the line of fire. A moment later, he was in Hill’s line of fire. For a split second, MacBain saw Hill standing in front of him with both hands on his gun and his arms extended towards him. The gun was within reaching distance of MacBain’s grasp, and he switched the bleach spray from his right to his left hand, then lunged at Hill’s gun.

      Pop

      The gun made such a quiet noise when it went off that it almost seemed as though the situation wasn’t as deadly as it was. MacBain managed to get his right hand on the gun and shove Hill’s hands towards the wall at the side of the bath. As he was doing so, Hill got his left hand free, but his right hand, along with the gun, slammed off the side of the wall, inches from the door frame.

      During the struggle, MacBain felt a deep, throbbing pain slightly dulled due to his soaring adrenaline. The shot that Hill had got off had ripped a bullet through the top left of MacBain’s arm. There was no time for MacBain to assess his wound, but it was working enough for him to raise the bleach spray to Hill’s eyeline and squeeze the bottle’s trigger multiple times in a rapid fashion, like some sort of possessed cleaner.

      “Argh!” Hill yelled as the bleach filled his eyes.

      With Hill’s eyes burning and him struggling to see, MacBain dropped the bleach spray and jabbed the fingers of his left hand into Hill’s burning red eyes. MacBain managed to pin Hill’s right hand and his gun against the wall, and Hill rubbed his eyes with his free hand. With Hill distracted by that, MacBain clenched his left fist and repeatedly punched Hill in the face.

      Hill responded by making a lunge for MacBain’s throat. He was successful in his attempt and squeezed with primal strength as he fought for survival. MacBain fell backwards, but with a primal strength of his own, he refused to let go of Hill’s right hand, and Hill couldn’t get his gun pointed at MacBain.

      Pop

      The shot bullet went through the plasterboard wall like it was made from paper.

      Pop

      That one shattered the mirror above the sink. Seven years of bad luck for Hill, but MacBain was doing all he could to ensure that Hill wouldn’t be around to experience it.

      As MacBain was falling backwards, he hit the back of his head off the sink, with the total weight of Hill’s body on top of him. Then Hill hit his forehead off the sink on his way down to join a crumpled MacBain on the white tiled floor that had droplets of MacBain’s blood on it. Both men were dazed but not confused. They knew they were in the fight of their lives.

      Hill’s grip on MacBain’s throat had loosened, but so had MacBain’s grasp on Hill’s gun. Hill was trying to point the gun at MacBain’s head, and his face was contorted, and he was gritting his teeth with the struggle he was having to achieve his goal. Some of the blood from Hill’s head that had been split open from hitting it off the sink dropped into MacBain’s mouth, and he spat it back out into Hill’s eyes. With the gun nearly in position to blow MacBain’s brains out, Hill’s knee slipped slightly on the floor thanks to the blood from MacBain’s gunshot wound. This gave MacBain enough time to slide out from underneath Hill’s athletic frame, wrap his left arm around the back of Hill’s neck, and force Hill’s head face-first into the toilet bowl that was still full to the brim with MacBain’s dirty water.

      Pop

      Hill fired aimlessly with fear, and the bullet went into the wall. MacBain was now on top of Hill, keeping his head under the water, with Hill sucking the water and everything else into his lungs. Hill had his left hand on the floor and was trying to use it to push himself away from the toilet. MacBain was practically straddling him, using his body weight to help keep Hill down. He moved his left hand up to Hill’s hair and scrunched it tightly, keeping the intruder’s head submerged, and he was still winning the fight to stop Hill from aiming his gun at him.

      With all the thrashing around that Hill was doing, a lot of the water had left the toilet bowl and was all over the floor and the two men’s bodies. Hill’s fight for his life was nearly over, but MacBain needed to keep his face under the water for a little longer. He let go of Hill’s right hand and gun and quickly flushed the toilet.

      Pop

      The shot hit the ceiling, and Hill didn’t get another chance to shoot MacBain. With freshwater rising in the toilet bowl, MacBain returned his right hand to Hill’s gun and pinned it to the ground. Hill’s head remained underwater until his wriggling and thrashing ended, and MacBain was sure he was dead.

      Sweating profusely and breathing heavily, MacBain scrambled to his feet and took in the carnage of the blood, shit, water, plasterboard, and broken glass that surrounded him. He saw the blood running from his gunshot wound and winced, then got his phone from his pocket, stopped playing AC/DC, and made a phone call.

      “I need an ambulance.”
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      Sofia was nearly at Dr Slater’s house for their arranged interview about Dr Slater’s time in Project T when her phone pinged in her jeans pocket to tell her she had a text.

      I should put that on silent, Sofia thought.

      She squeezed her hand into her skin-tight black jeans and retrieved her phone.

      

      Hi Sofia, I hope you’re still not pissed off at me. As much as I’m desperate to solve the murders up here, I want you to know that I’ve been thinking about you a lot today. Thanks for picking up the slack and doing the interview without me. I hope it goes well x

      

      Sofia sighed and grumbled, “You should have been here, Callum,” before putting her phone on silent.

      She rang the doorbell fixed to the brick wall of Dr Slater’s semi-detached house, next to his red front door. The high-pitched bark/screech of Dr Slater’s Jack Russell soon followed the ding dong, ding dong.

      “Simon, calm down,” Dr Slater said as he struggled to get his frail frame to the front door. “Hillary put Simon in the kitchen.”

      “Simon,” Hillary called from the kitchen at the bottom of the hallway, “come and get a treat, Simon.”

      Before he answered the door, Dr Slater peaked through the spyhole in his door, his glasses pressed against it, and saw Sofia standing on his doorstep looking into the spyhole as if she was staring directly into her eyes.

      His shaking hand slid the keychain off, and then he turned the lock and opened the door.

      It was mild for March in London, and Sofia had ventured out of her flat without a jacket, and she had a black backpack over her white T-shirt.

      “Where’s DCI MacBain,” Dr Slater asked.

      “Unfortunately, he can’t make it. He’s got his hands full with work, I’m afraid.”

      “I saw on the telly that there’s a serial killer in Glasgow.”

      “Hmm, but we don’t need DCI MacBain.”

      “Yes, but it’s a pity. I’ve heard a lot about him, and I wanted to meet him.”

      “Maybe next time.”

      “You should be so lucky.”

      Sofia went inside the house, and Dr Slater showed her to the living room down the hallway on the second door to the left. The house smelled like stale smoke and lemon due to Mrs Slater being locked in an eternal struggle to keep her home smelling nice despite Dr Slater’s pipe-smoking habit.

      Dr Slater went into the living room first, and when Sofia was about to follow him in, Mrs Slater appeared at the end of the hallway, having come from the kitchen. She had short, wispy white hair that was thin for a woman, even in her early eighties, as she was, but not as thin as the fluff that was left on top of her husband’s mostly bald head. Mrs Slater was wearing a white blouse with a faded light blue pencil skirt and a darker blue cardigan.

      “Can I get you a cup of tea, love?” Mrs Slater asked Sofia.

      “I’ll take a coffee, please if you’ve got some?”

      “Yes, I can do that for you.”

      “Thanks, milk, no sugar for me, please.”

      “Neil, are you having tea,” Mrs Slater called out.

      “Yes,” Dr Slater replied.

      Sofia left the dark-stained wooden floorboards and went into the carpeted living room.

      “Get those off!” Dr Slater snapped from his armchair, looking with contempt at Sofia’s black and white converse.

      “Sorry, I didn’t think.”

      “Women usually don’t.”

      Sofia felt her brows begin to knit together, but she pulled them apart before her frown had fully formed for fear of bringing their meeting to an abrupt halt. She bent down, untied her laces, and took her shoes off.

      “Leave them at the door,” Dr Slater said.

      Sofia went back to the front door, put her shoes down next to the doormat, and returned to the living room. The carpet in the living room would have been soft on her feet had it been twenty years earlier, but now the once vibrant red carpet, which had yellow circles that overlapped on it, was hard underneath the socks on her feet.

      Sofia walked over to the three-seater cream couch, took her backpack off, put it on the fabric of the sofa, then unzipped it. From the bag, she took out a tripod and extended it.

      “What are you doing?” Dr Slater asked.

      “I’m putting my phone on this so we can record the interview.”

      Dr Slater’s eyes widened as if they held a dark warning. “You’re not recording what I’ve got to say to you.”

      “But we agreed I would,” Sofia protested.

      “I did not agree to that.”

      “Yes, you did, here.”

      Sofia brought her phone over to Dr Slater and showed him the trail of text messages between them.

      Dr Slater’s eyes dulled with bewilderment. “You’re lying to me.” He looked at the living room doorway. “Hillary, she’s lying to me; get her out!”

      Seconds later, Mrs Slater came rushing in. “What’s wrong, Neil?”

      “She’s lying to me, Hillary, it’s a setup!”

      Mrs Slater shot a look of concern at Sofia.

      “I’m not lying to him,” Sofia said. “He agreed to go on camera for our interview, and now he’s saying he didn’t. But he did look.” Sofia showed Mrs Slater her phone. “Those are texts between your husband and me.”

      Mrs Slater’s concerned expression faded as she read the messages.

      “She’s not lying, Neil,” Mrs Slater said, then looked at Sofia. “He told me what to write, and I wrote all those texts on his behalf.” Mrs Slater went over to comfort her befuddled husband. “It’s okay, Neil; you did agree for Sofia to interview you on camera. You’re just confused again.” She stroked the top side of Dr Slater’s head, her bony fingers running through what remained of the white hair on the side of his head.

      “I’m sorry, love,” Mrs Slater said to Sofia, “he’s in the early stages of dementia.”

      “Don’t tell her that,” Dr Slater growled, “she’ll use it as a weapon against me.”

      “I won’t, Dr Slater,” Sofia said reassuringly. “I understand what you’re going through. My grandad had dementia.”

      “I’ve only just found out that I have it. It was already bad enough having Parkinson’s.”

      “I’ll fetch the drinks,” Mrs Slater said, then left the room.

      Sofia finished setting up the tripod.

      “You didn’t tell me you had dementia,” Sofia said.

      “I forgot.”

      Sofia was visibly concerned about the state of Dr Slater’s health.

      “I’m joking,” Dr Slater said with a grin. “As my wife said, it’s in its early stages. I sometimes forget things, but we all do at this age.”

      Sofia clipped her phone onto the top of the tripod.

      “As long as you remember what happened when you were part of Project T.”

      A cold glaze came over Dr Slater’s eyes. “I do.”

      “You did the right thing by agreeing to see me today. Your conscience will be clearer after this interview.”

      “There’s no saving my conscience, and ‘agreeing’ to see you wasn’t my choice; I did it for my wife. She’ll probably outlive me, and when you showed me your interview with Dr Kaminski, I knew my past had caught up with me. Whatever reckoning is coming my way, I’ll have to face it. My wife can’t pay for my mistakes. When the public finds out what I was a part of, they must know that my wife did not know of Project T.”

      “Here we are,” Mrs Slater said, walking into the living room with a tray of hot drinks on it. Simon was scurrying at her heels. “Simon, get out from under my feet.”

      “Simon, in your bed,” Dr Slater said sternly.

      Stuck in two minds about whether to obey his master or continue to wag his tail as he circled Mrs Slater, Simon eventually succumbed to Dr Slater’s command and trotted over to his bed that was beside Dr Slater’s armchair.

      Mrs Slater put the tray on the oak sideboard beside the sofa. She gave a cup to Dr Slater, and his hands were still shaking. She was about to take Sofia’s coffee to her when Sofia stopped her. I’ll get it in a minute.

      “Okay, dear.”

      Taking her tea with her, Mrs Slater went over to the living room door, closed it, and sat on the end of the sofa next to the door.

      “Right, that’s me ready to go, if you are?” Sofia asked, looking at Dr Slater and Mrs Slater.

      “Let’s get it over and done with,” Dr Slater said. “Are you sure you want to sit in on this, Hillary?”

      “Are you sure you’ve already told me the worst of what you did?”

      Dr Slater nodded and closed his eyes for a couple of seconds but didn’t speak.

      Sofia hit record, sat on the other side of the sofa from Mrs Slater next to the sideboard, announced the time, date, and those present, and then began. “Dr Slater, what does Project T mean to you?”

      “What does Project T mean to me?” he repeated quietly to himself.

      “Can you speak up, please?”

      “What does it mean to me?!” he snapped back loudly.

      “Neil, don’t be like that!” Mrs Slater said, then looked at Sofia. “I’m sorry about him, Sofia. He’s a cantankerous bugger.”

      The warmth of Mrs Slater surprised Sofia, and she wondered how she could have married and spent so many decades with someone as nasty as her husband.

      “What Project T means to me now and what it meant in the eighties are two separate things,” Dr Slater said. “When the idea of conducting experiments on twins to help solve the nature vs nurture debate was first presented to me, I quickly got on board. It didn’t take much convincing for me to recognise the benefits that could come from such a study.”

      “Who approached you and asked you to join the study?” Sofia asked.

      “Edward Reynolds. Have you spoken to him?”

      “No, that name doesn’t mean anything to me. Who is he?”

      “His name should mean something to you. He co-founded Project T alongside William Black, who, if the polls are anything to go by, will be our next Prime Minister.”

      “That disgusts me,” Mrs Slater said.

      Dr Slater glared at his wife. “This is my interview.”

      “Sorry, but as a mother, I’m appalled.”

      Dr Slater continued. “Edward Reynolds was and still is, high up in MI5. I was a renowned psychiatrist at the time and was already working with MI5 to help them understand the criminal mind. I had a good understanding of psychopathy. I later concluded that Edward and William were psychopaths, but I’ll get to that later. I helped Edward and his team understand how the criminal mind thinks, but that wasn’t enough for Edward. Through shared intelligence with the CIA, Edward learned of experiments the Americans had done on twins. The CIA was inspired by the Nazis, of all people, and the experiments they conducted on twins during the Second World War. The CIA started with their excrements in the sixties, but they got cold feet when the experiments got more sinister, and they abruptly wrapped up their study.”

      Dr Slater paused to take a sip of his tea.

      “How did the CIA’s experiments get more sinister?”

      Dr Slater glanced at his wife and looked uncomfortable answering Sofia but cleared his throat and got his words out. “They injected one set of their twins with different diseases, including tuberculosis and rabies. They also locked the children in wooden boxes to compare the twins’ mental strength. There were torturous physical tests of strength too. The CIA thought about starting the experiments back up in the late seventies but decided against it on ethical grounds. Edward wasn’t so ethical.”

      Dr Slater sheepishly looked at his wife.

      “Hillary, I’ll let you watch the interview back, but I really would feel better if you weren’t in the room.”

      “I don’t see why I should leave; you told me I had nothing to hide.”

      Dr Slater patted his pig-like gut. “It’s time for dinner soon, anyway. Go and get it ready. I don’t feel right with you here listening.”

      “I should have left you the second I found out about what you did.”

      Mrs Slater pushed herself up from the couch. Her slender frame was far more mobile than her husband’s. Simon got out of his bed and followed her.

      “Come on, Simon, we’re not wanted here.”

      Once Mrs Slater closed the door, Sofia picked things back up. “Did Edward Reynolds let you know the full extent of what the experiments would entail?”

      “I knew they were going to be rough at times. Contrary to what you probably think of me, Sofia, I’m not a psychopath. I was so focused on the experiments and how their results could benefit not just our society but our species as a whole that I detached myself from the human sacrifice of what we were doing.”

      “Did any of the twins die?”

      Dr Slater looked cautiously at the camera. “Stop recording for a second.”

      “Are you feeling okay? Do you need a break?”

      “I’m not saying another word until you stop recording.”

      Sofia got off the couch and stopped her phone from recording. “Okay, we’re off the record.”

      “I don’t have long to go before I’m gone. Do you promise me that I’ll be afforded the same deal you gave Dr Kaminski?”

      “You’ve seen the interview Dr Kaminski gave to DCI MacBain and me about his time at Project T, and we didn’t go public with what he told us, but of course, we will now that he’s dead. I can’t promise you, Dr Slater, that we’ll wait for you to die, but I do promise that I won’t throw your wife under the bus with you when we’ve got enough evidence to go public. If you don’t tell me everything you know about Project T,” Sofia went to the door, opened it, and checked that Mrs Slater wasn’t eavesdropping before closing it when she saw Mrs Slater wasn’t there, “then I’ll throw Mrs Slater to the wolves with you.”

      Dr Slater’s nostrils flared. “You think you’re a smart little bitch. If I still had the strength, I’d wring your neck and bury you in my back garden.”

      “How old’s your daughter?”

      “I know what you’re doing.”

      Sofia gave Dr Slater a large, closed, sarcastic smile. “Then you know what to do.”

      She turned the camera back on and stood next to the tripod.

      “Did any children die during the Project T experiments?” Sofia asked.

      “Not the experiments themselves, although we had some close calls. I recall an occasion when a boy we cut wouldn’t stop bleeding. We didn’t manage to patch him up properly, and we had to take him to a hospital. He lost a lot of blood, but he pulled through. That incident nearly stopped Project T from progressing, but Edward leaned on some people and swept it under the carpet.”

      “When did that happen?”

      “I can’t remember exactly, sometime in the early eighties, possibly 1982.”

      “Why did you cut him?”

      “Project T evolved, and we had one half of the set of twins tortured and mentally abused to see what kind of trauma loops would develop in them, compared to their siblings, who were nurtured and well looked after by mostly unsuspecting parents. I didn’t mean to cut the boy as deep as I did; it was an accident.”

      Sofa wanted to cut Dr Slater, but she kept her head. “Get back to telling me about any deaths that happened to the participants.”

      “As I said, we didn’t kill anyone in the experiments themselves, but we were so wrapped up in our findings and the progress we were making in our mission to learn more about nature vs nurture and the effect they have on psychopathy, that we lost ourselves in Project T. We didn’t have an exit strategy for how we would close the programme down without the twins whom we mistreated speaking out against us.”

      Dr Slater brought his hand to the bridge of his red nose, pinched it, and closed his eyes whilst taking long, deep breaths through his nose. When he opened them back up, Sofia noticed that his eyes were wet from the remorseful tears building in them.

      Dr Slater continued. “As William Black’s political career continued to flourish, he got worried that what we’d done would be leaked and his aspirations to be Prime Minister would be in tatters. He was going to run in the 1990s, but DCI MacBain’s father was on the cusp of exposing us, so William backed off. When Alasdair MacBain worked at New Wave Industries, he found out that the company was one of the companies owned and run by the secret branch of government that William Black oversaw and founded. MacBain’s father was finding out that Edward was having the young men who were in Project T as children and still in our custody killed.”

      Dr Slater broke down, with tears spilling out and streaming down his cheeks. “That wasn’t what it was meant to be! The twins who went to happy homes remained none the wiser that they had a sibling, let alone that their brother or sister was being murdered.”

      Sofia’s sadness and horror were too much for her to keep her composure, and her eyes were also wet with tears.

      I wish Callum were here for this, Sofia thought.

      “Do you know who killed DCI MacBain’s dad, Alasdair MacBain?” Sofia asked.

      “I know who decided to have him killed.”

      Ding dong, ding dong

      Sofia and Dr Slater’s train of thought was interrupted by the doorbell and then Simon, thinking he was a rottweiler and doing his best guard dog impression.

      “Hillary, will you get that?” Dr Slater called.

      “Yes, I’ve got it,” Hillary replied from the other side of the closed living room door.

      “Are you expecting anyone?” Sofia asked.

      “No, it’s probably a delivery of some kind. Hillary’s always ordering crap we don’t need from eBay.”

      Simon was still barking away.

      “We’ll wait until your dog stops barking before we carry on,” Sofia said, still standing by the tripod.

      “What are you doing?” Hillary asked, with a concerned tone of voice and the front door open.

      Sofia and Dr Slater exchanged a worried glance and then looked at the living room door in the direction of the commotion. They heard Simon adding growling to his repertoire of noises, then the front door shut, followed by Hillary screeching in terror.

      Sofia left the tripod to investigate and was nearly at the door when she heard the loud thud of a body slamming against the hallway wall beside the living room door.

      Simon’s growling was more vicious than before.

      Pop

      As Sofia was about to open the door, she heard the quiet sound of a gun that had a silencer on it going off.

      Simon yelped.

      “Don’t!” Hillary shouted. “Get off!”
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      Sofia took her hand back from the handle of the living room door and walked backwards, not knowing what was going on past the door but fearful that whatever was happening was heading her way.

      Pop

      After the second gunshot, Sofia heard another thud, and this time it was the sound of a body slumping on the floor.

      “Edward Reynolds!” Dr Slater said, his eyes wide with fear.

      With only the briefest of moments to react, Sofia grabbed her phone from the tripod, threw the tripod over the back of the three-seater couch, and dived underneath it. Her back scraped against the bottom of the sofa as she forced her way out of sight. If it hadn’t been for her petite frame, she wouldn’t have been able to manage it. She had to squeeze her head to the side, and her left cheek brushed off the carpet. She only just got her feet tucked in when the living room door opened.

      Sofia was lying the entire length of the couch, with her belly on the floor and her face awkwardly facing the middle of the living room.

      “Did Edward send you?” Dr Slater asked.

      Sofia could see two pairs of shoes, then black and navy-blue trousers, as two men dressed in suits, holding handguns with silencers, walked past her and stood in front of Dr Slater.

      Sofia had her phone in her right hand, and she slowly brought it up in front of her face and pushed it out enough so that the camera could film the two men and Dr Slater, but not so much that her phone was sticking out from underneath the couch.

      “Mr Reynolds says that you shouldn’t have talked,” one of the men said.

      “He didn’t have the balls to come here and silence me for himself,” Dr Slater said. “He never had the balls to do any heavy lifting.”

      “Where’s Sofia Yates?” the same man asked.

      “I might be a monster, but Hillary was innocent. You think you’re following orders, but you’re both as bad as I am. Project T can’t be covered up anymore! Do you hear me?”

      Pop

      The gunman who’d been talking to Dr Slater shot him in the centre of his forehead.

      Sofia’s camera caught it all. Her heart was beating like a drum. She stopped recording and then slid her phone into her jeans pocket.

      One of the gunmen noticed Sofia’s backpack on the couch.

      “Check the rest of the house,” he said, “we can’t let her escape.”

      The other man left the living room, and with his gun at the ready, he began to search the house room by room. The man who’d given the order stayed in the living room and cast his eyes over the couch. He noticed enough of a gap for someone petite like Sofia to hide. He aimed his gun at the couch.

      Pop

      Pop

      Pop

      The gunfire made Sofia’s heart beat even harder, but her heart was still beating after it was over. Three quick-fire rounds had been shot into the top of the couch. The first and third shots missed Sofia by a fraction of an inch, but the second nicked her calf. It took all her resilience to stifle a groan from the pain of it, and she did so by covering her mouth with her right hand and biting it.

      The gunman, who was average size for a man, took a couple of steps over to the couch and got on his hands and knees. Then with the side of his gun on the carpet and his finger on the trigger, he lowered his head.

      Sofia’s right hand was within reaching distance of his gun, and his head was about to reach her eyeline. Before it did, Sofia latched onto the gun and positioned it away from her.

      Pop

      The bullet penetrated the back wall of the living room and went through the wall of the hallway. The other gunman searching the house at the upstairs landing heard it, and he went down the stairs to return to the living room.

      The man in the living room tried to shake Sofia off his gun, but she refused to let go. He dragged Sofia by the hair out from underneath the couch, and some of her hair caught on a staple from the underside of the couch, causing strands of her hair to be ripped out.

      “Argh!” Sofia screamed, but still, her grip on his gun was unbroken.

      To try to get her off his gun, he punched Sofia hard twice in the face. His wedding ring cut her on the eyebrow. They both got themselves to their knees simultaneously, and whilst the man was the more powerful of the two, he only had one free hand to attack Sofia. He was strong enough to force the end of his gun perilously close to Sofia’s abdomen, but there was one weapon that the gunman didn’t have that Sofia did; long, acrylic nails. Sofia slashed at the man with her nails like a wild cat fighting for her life. Her swipe scratched her adversary across his right cheek, forehead, and the bridge of his nose, but missed his eyes. He threw another punch that split Sofia’s bottom lip open.

      By this time, the other gunman was nearly at the living room door.

      Sofia and the man were both still on their knees. The second swipe of her left hand was more successful, and the nail from her pinkie caught the gunman in the corner of his right eye. He instinctively put his hand up to cover his eye, and Sofia took the opportunity to strike him again. This time she threw her hand forward in a stabbing motion, with her fingers extended like spears, and sank her nails into his left eyeball. Her red nails were made redder as blood spurted out, and she felt his eyeball pop.

      “Argh!” the gunman yelled in agony.

      The excruciating pain made him forget about the raven-haired, feisty woman he’d underestimated, and the grip on his gun loosed enough for Sofia to snatch it from him.

      The living room door opened as Sofia was in the process of aiming the handgun at the man she was fighting. Through the blood filling his one remaining working eye, the gunman had enough time to see what was about to happen to him before Sophia pulled the trigger. She shot him in the chest, and he fell backwards, landing on the footstool in front of Dr Slater’s body.

      Sofia rushed to her feet as the last remaining gunman came into the living room. She shot at him and missed, the bullet going through the living room door. The gunman thought twice about continuing into the living room and backed off to the hallway.

      “Stay out, or I’ll keep shooting!” Sofia shouted.

      “I’m in the police, and we were here to arrest Dr Slater. This has nothing to do with you,” he shouted back.

      “You’re not the police. I know you’re MI5, and you didn’t arrest Dr Slater; you shot him in cold blood.”

      In the hallway, the gunman was listening intently to Sofia and trying to work out where in the living room she was so that he could shoot through the plasterboard wall at her. Then he peeked through the bullet hole.

      “We thought he was armed,” the gunman said.

      “You’re lying.”

      Sofia took out her phone and was about to call the real police when the gunman shot through the wall at her. Sofia was looking at the living room door with her left shoulder facing the wall that the man shot through. The bullet flew past her head and punched into the wall on her right. Not being as calculated as he was, Sofia returned fire by shooting multiple times into the wall in the direction of where she thought the gunman could be. The fear of the situation made her pull the trigger, again and again, breaking through the wall with bullets until she’d emptied the chamber.

      The dust that was now in the air caught Sofia’s throat, and she coughed. Crouching but staying on her feet, she cautiously went to the living room window.

      With no time to wait for the police and in the dark about whether any of her bullets had hit her target, Sofia opened the window after an awkward struggle to work out the lock and began to climb out.

      “Let’s talk about this,” the man said when Sofia was halfway out.

      None of Sofia’s shots had hit him.

      Still shoeless, with only socks on her feet, having removed her Converse earlier, Sofia got her right foot onto the concrete slab at the front of the house when the gunman spoke again. “What do you say? I won’t shoot.”

      His voice was closer to the living room door. Sofia didn’t reply. She got her left leg over the window ledge, and her left foot joined her right on the concrete slab. She turned around and ran towards the waist-high fence that separated the pavement on the street from the front garden.

      The gunman burst open the living room door with murderous intent and had his gun pointing in front of him, anticipating Sofia to be in there. It didn’t take him long to notice that the living room window was open. He looked out the window and saw Sofia running down the pavement with her back to him. He furrowed his brow in frustration and gave chase, bolting out of the living room and through the house’s front door.

      There were too many people around for the gunman to risk shooting at Sofia, and he put his handgun back in its holster, which was covered by his suit jacket. She had a near 100-yard head start on him, but with his athletic build, him wearing shoes, and Sofia’s calf having a chuck out of it from the bullet she’d sustained underneath the couch, he was gaining ground on her quickly.

      Sofia had parked her car around the corner, and when she turned the corner and got to it, she patted her jeans pockets for her car keys and then remembered that she’d left them in her backpack, which was still at Dr Slater’s house. She looked back and couldn’t see the gunman. He was almost around the corner and would soon be only a few feet away from her. Sofia kept a spare set of car keys in the passenger sun visor. She took off one of her socks, put it over her right hand, and made a fist.

      Her first punch bounced off the window on the driver’s side.

      “Argh!” Sofia cried out.

      She looked to her left, and still, there was no sight of her pursuer.

      Crack!

      Her second punch put a crack in the glass, but not enough to shatter it. The pain was shooting through Sofia’s hand, but she was all too aware that unless she fought through the pain and punched the glass in, the pain would not be the only thing shooting through her.

      Crack!

      Nearly there, Sofia thought.

      Crack!

      Almost.

      Smash!

      The glass couldn’t withstand any more of Sofia’s desperate punches. She whipped her sock off her hand and reached into her car for the lock on her door. She was in such a hurry that she cut her forearm on the remaining broken glass from her window.

      Inside her car, Sofia opened the sun visor on the passenger side so frantically that the car keys fell onto the floor. She picked them up and put them in the ignition.

      The gunman turned the corner, and half a dozen cars down, he saw the shards of glass on the pavement and knew where Sofia had gone. There wasn’t anyone on that side of the pavement with him, so he drew his gun and ran towards Sofia’s blue Ford Focus.

      Sofia didn’t bother looking in her rear-view mirror; her full attention was given to starting the car and getting it moving. Her car fired into life on the first turn of the key. The car parked in front of her was far enough away from her that she didn’t have to reverse first to get out, and she put her Focus into first gear and accelerated away.

      There was a clonk on the back windscreen. For a split second, Sofia thought the gunman was shooting at her, and she ducked, but then she looked over her shoulder and saw the white shirt and navy-blue tie of the gunman pressed up against her back windscreen along with the rest of his body.

      She zig-zagged across the road, hoping that he’d slid off the car. On the other side of the road, another car came Sofia’s way. Rather than stop his car, the driver tried to avoid Sofia by turning his away from her, but he turned in the same direction that Sofia was changing to in her haphazard zigzagging, and now they were on an unavoidable collision course. Sofia was doing 50 MPH when their front bumpers crunched together.

      The impact made Sofia’s car’s airbags go off and threw the gunman over the roof of her car and onto the bonnet of the car she’d crashed into. Sofia opened her glove box and took out the small knife she kept in it for protection, then stabbed the airbag several times until enough air had left it for her to drive. By the time that happened, the gunman was getting up off the bonnet, having sustained a mild concussion from the fall.

      Sofia slammed the car into reverse, and the gunman staggered to his feet, stood in front of the car, and drew his gun, which he’d put back in his holster before jumping onto Sofia’s car.

      Sofia put the car back into first gear and pressed her bare foot against the acceleration pedal as far as it would go.

      Pop

      Smash!

      The bullet went through the front windscreen, missing Sofia, who’d ducked beneath the dashboard. She braced for impact, then felt her car hitting the gunman and bashing back into the car. After the impact, she dared to lift her head and peer out of her glassless windscreen. The gunman had dropped his gun and was leaning face down on Sofia’s bonnet whilst the other car driver was recoiling in his seat.

      Sofia reversed, and the gunman fell onto the ground in a bloody mess, then tried to pick himself up. With a cold, steely, determined stare, Sofia shook her head and drove at him at speed. When her car hit him, he was on his hands and knees, and his head took the full impact of Sofia’s car, then he was squashed between the two cars for the final time.

      Sofia reversed again and saw her former pursuer’s lifeless body on the road’s tarmac. She repositioned her car and drove alongside the other car. “Are you okay?” she asked the driver.

      The driver’s jaw was slack, and his face momentarily paralyzed by fear. “I’m okay, but my bloody car’s not. What are you playing at?!”

      Sofia was relieved the driver was unhurt. She didn’t reply to him and drove off before more trouble came her way.
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      “How does it feel to be so far ahead in the polls, Mr Black?” a female reporter asked amongst the pack of photographers and journalists outside the children’s hospital that William Black had just come from.

      “I take nothing for granted. I still remember the election of ninety-two, when we thought we had it all sewn up, only for us to snatch defeat from the jaws of victory.”

      Black was walking towards his campaign bus, with his burly security staff getting in between him and the female reporter who’d just asked him the question.

      “But surely you must be confident?” she asked as she extended her arm to full capacity, trying to get her mic to Black’s face.

      “You have to be confident in life. We’ll see how it goes. I’m very grateful to all the well-wishers and to those who see the future of the UK as being brighter and better than ever before, as I do.”

      “Mr Black, Mr Black, over here!” shouted a woman in the crowd.

      Black’s campaign manager noticed the woman, and he whispered in Black’s ear. Black stopped in his tracks and turned in the direction of the woman who was trying to get his attention.

      “Please, Mr Black, can my son get a picture with you?”

      Black grinned from ear to ear at the woman. “Of course, he can, dear; I love babies.” Black gently pushed past the crowd. “Let her through.”

      A path was cleared for the woman, and she and Black met in the middle of the press.

      “He’s a cracker,” Black said. “What’s his name?”

      “Eligh.”

      Black bent down and got his eyes level with the baby’s. “Hello Eligh, aren’t you handsome?”

      “Would you like to hold him?” the excited mother asked.

      “I’d love to.”

      She gave her son to Black, and he cradled him in his arms. The frenetic flashes from the photographer’s cameras went off as Black lapped up the attention.

      “You’re a natural,” Eligh’s mum said.

      “Holding a baby’s like riding a bike. This takes me back to when I was a young father.”

      Eligh’s mum got her phone out and took pictures of Black with her son.

      “My mum’s going to wet herself when she sees this,” she said. “She loves you, and she says you’ve got the best jawline in politics.”

      Black chuckled. “What’s your mum’s name?”

      “Linda.”

      Black scanned the various camera crews. “BBC, where are you?”

      “Here,” said a male presenter to Black’s right, standing next to a cameraman.

      “There you are, Scott,” Black said, then stared directly into the camera. “Linda, thanks for the compliment. If you vote for me, not only will I deliver on every one of the promises that I laid out in my manifesto, I will also give you a big kiss.”

      Black smiled at the camera and then gave the baby back to his mum.

      “All the best to both of you,” Black said.

      He strode to his bus and confidently loped up the bus’s stairs, and disappeared inside.

      The bus was 40 feet long, painted blue on the outside, with, A vote for Black is a vote for Britain, written on each side of it. The windows at the back and sides of the bus were painted over, giving Black and his campaign team privacy when they were inside it.

      From the front up to the middle of the inside of the bus, there were white tables on either side, next to the painted-over windows, with brown leather chairs that were fixed to the floor. Most of Black’s staff stayed at the front of the bus, with only his most trusted advisors allowed to join him at the back, which was separated from the rest of the bus by a door.

      Once Black and his team were on board, the bus drove out of the hospital car park.

      “I can’t stand babies,” Black said. “Human vomit machines.”

      Black and his campaign manager went through the door that took them to the back of the bus.

      “What shithole are we off to next?” Black asked.

      “Doncaster,” his campaign manager replied.

      Black groaned and tipped his head back. “Just when I thought my Sunday couldn’t get any worse, we’re going from one dump to another. Hull truly is the arsehole of England.”

      Black’s campaign manager grinned. “It was worth coming here, though, William, and your visit today might just have tipped the vote here in our favour.”

      “That would be a welcome change. These northern twits never vote for us.”

      Black and his campaign manager sat down in the soft leather seats at the back. There was a white table in front of them, just like the ones down at the front, and on top of it, Black had a paper cup of coffee in a holder, which had been put there for him by one of his team before he got back onto the bus. He took the coffee and sipped it. A TV on a stand in the top left corner had BBC News 24 on.

      “In a few weeks,” Black’s campaign manager said, “that will all change. Trust me, the polls are correct, and with the social media algorithm that we’ve devised, we know exactly who to target. There’s not a swing voter out there with a social media account that we’ll miss.” He looked at Black on the TV, telling Linda that she’d get a kiss if she voted for him. “Although my heart was in my mouth when you told some diddy that you’d kiss her in exchange for her vote. That’s not the kind of swing voter I’m talking about.”

      Black smiled. “Ah, that was fine. The British public loves it when their politicians loosen up, especially when they’re as debonair and handsome as I am.”

      The bus trundled down the street in the direction of the turnoff for the motorway.

      “Switch that off, Dan,” Black said to his campaign manager, gesturing towards the TV. “I’m tired. I’m not going to finish my coffee. I’m going to close my eyes until we get to Mongcaster.”

      Dan obliged and used the remote to turn the TV off.

      “You’ve done well to maintain your energy levels,” Dan said. “I doubt I could do as many speeches as you, and you’ve got twenty years on me.”

      Black leaned back in his chair, stretched his legs, and closed his eyes. “Just because I’m technically a pensioner, Danny boy doesn’t mean I’m going to live like one. I’ll be quite content with my pipe and slippers after I’ve done what I should have done years ago and been the greatest Prime Minister this country’s seen since Churchill.”

      Ten minutes passed, and Black was starting to drift off. The bus was nearing the motorway when it pulled over to the side of the road.

      Black opened his eyes and yawned. “Why are we stopping?”

      “I don’t know,” Dan replied, “we don’t have any scheduled stops until Doncaster.”

      “Go and see what’s going on.”

      Dan got out of his chair at the white table beside Black and was at the door to the rest of the bus when it was opened by one of Black’s assistants, Sarah.

      “Why have we stopped?” Dan asked.

      “We’re getting extra security. There’s intelligence that a group of protesters will target the bus when we get to Doncaster, so security wants to move Mr Black into a car for his own safety.”

      From where he was sitting, Black could hear Sarah, and he sat up in his chair. “What are they protesting?”

      Sarah nervously made eye contact with Black. “You, Mr Black, and us. They don’t like our party.”

      A faint crease formed on Black’s forehead. “I told you we were wasting our time up here, Dan. We may as well have gone to the zoo and asked for the chimps’ votes.” Black shook his head in frustration and stood up. “Are we still going to Doncaster?”

      “Yes,” Sarah replied, “we’ll stay on the bus. Security said it’s just you who’s taking the car, and it’s just a precaution.”

      When Black came out of the bus, he saw three extra members of security personnel. Like the rest of his security, they were all dressed in suits. A black Land Rover Discovery with tinted windows had parked in front of the bus in the layby at the side of a busy road. The road they were on was a quarter of a mile away from the turnoff to the motorway, and apart from a service station that was a couple of hundred yards up ahead, there was nothing else but the road and the traffic on it.

      Since the bus had left Hull, the rain started to spit and threatened a downpour.

      “Get Mr Black a brolly,” Dan said to one of the security members.

      “No, let’s just get on with it,” Black said.

      Still dressed in his suit but without a raincoat, Black got off the bus and briskly walked over to the Land Rover. One of the security staff held the door open for him.

      “We’ll be in the car behind you, sir,” the security guard said.

      “Who’s coming in with me?”

      “The driver will escort you.”

      “Just the driver?”

      “Please, sir, we need to keep this moving.”

      “Very well,” Black said, looking a touch perplexed.

      Black got into the back seat of the Land Rover behind the driver, and the door was closed behind him. The bus pulled away from the layby and was followed by the dark blue Jaguar behind the Land Rover, which contained the security team that stopped the bus.

      The driver of the Land Rover didn’t start the engine.

      “Why aren’t we moving?” Black asked. The driver didn’t respond. “Come on, drive.”

      The driver locked all the doors, and a rush of fear blew through Black.

      “Who are you?” Black asked. He tried the handle on his door, but it wouldn’t open.

      “Open my door! Let me out!”

      “Calm down, William,” Edward Reynolds said.

      “Edward?”

      “I had you going there.”

      Reynolds turned around in his chair and shot Black a stony stare with his green eyes.

      Both relief and confusion washed over Black. “W-why are you here?”

      Reynolds faced the front again. “I needed to speak with you in private. Things didn’t go to plan.”

      “You mean Callum MacBain and Sofia Yates are still alive?”

      “Unfortunately, that is currently the case. The agent I sent to take care of MacBain got himself taken care of by MacBain yesterday. MacBain’s got a nasty habit of evading execution. As for that irritating shrew Yates, she nearly got eliminated along with Dr Slater yesterday, but she successfully defended herself and escaped.”

      Black was staring at the back of Reynolds’s head. “Look at me, Edward.”

      Reynolds turned around again.

      “Are you scared?” Black asked. “Because I am. Every night I go to sleep, I worry that the next morning I’m going to be woken up by the police, and the whole world will know what I did, what we did.”

      Reynolds raised his grey eyebrows. “I can’t afford to be around people who get scared so easily, William.”

      “Aren’t you scared?”

      “I didn’t get to where I am in MI5 by allowing fear to consume me. Can I still trust you to keep control of yourself, or have you become a liability?”

      As much as Black wanted to break eye contact and never have to talk to Reynolds again, he held his gaze in a failed attempt at a show of strength. “You can trust me, Edward, but having a healthy amount of fear isn’t a weakness. I’m looking at our predicament pragmatically, and I recognise the threat that MacBain and Yates pose to us.”

      Reynolds looked to the front.

      “I’ve also looked at our predicament pragmatically,” Reynolds said, “and I’ve come up with a plan. MacBain and his sidekick can only evade our attempts on their lives for so long, but with every failed attempt we’ve had, we’ve increased the risk of them going public with the evidence they’ve got on us so far. I’ve thought of a way we can use their evidence against MacBain to frame him for the murders of my agents and some.”

      Black’s interest piqued, and Reynolds continued. “I can set MacBain up to make it look like his motivation for all the chaos he’s caused isn’t so he can uncover the truth about Project T and his dad’s disappearance, but so he can keep it covered up.”

      Lines appeared in the corners of Black’s eyes. “How?”

      “I’ve always been a glass-half-full man, but even I will admit that MacBain has become a sword in my side, never mind a thorn, and he’s a legitimate threat to the decades of secrecy that we have successfully kept thus far. I don’t have trouble sleeping, but I can see that our next move must be our final one, and MacBain can’t be allowed to outmanoeuvre us again.”

      “What’s your plan?”

      “As you know, I ordered the hit on MacBain’s father, and MacBain is just as obsessed with getting justice for his dad as he is about airing our dirty Project T laundry. After yesterday’s debacle of my agents dropping the ball again, I had a lightbulb moment. At my disposal in MI5, I have the tools to create a person out of nothing. A new name, passport, national insurance number, and employment history.”

      Black looked increasingly confused. “Are you saying we should run away with new identities?”

      Reynolds chuckled. “No, you dimwit, my point is that I can rewrite history and give Alasdair MacBain a starring role in the world I create. You and I both know that Alasdair MacBain worked at Far Reach Industries as a data analyst, and that’s what his friends and family thought as well, but people who work in MI5 aren’t supposed to tell anyone that they do.”

      The penny was dropping for Black, and his mouth opened wide with excitement.

      Reynolds continued. “I’m going to make it look as though MacBain’s father worked for MI5 and that he was the sole founder of Project T. A dead man can’t protest his innocence after all. Nor can he call dead witnesses to testify on his behalf.”

      Black’s eyes lit up. “Because Dr Kaminski and Dr Slater are dead and cannot defend themselves or MacBain.”

      “It’s brilliant, isn’t it?”

      “But what about Callum MacBain?”

      “The public won’t think that he killed all my agents in self-defence, and they certainly won’t believe that he wanted to blow the lid on Project T. I’m setting him up to look like he’s trying to protect his father’s awful deeds from his days at Project T because I was working to expose him.”

      “I like your plan, Ed, but I’m still concerned that the public will think there’s no smoke without fire. I can’t afford to have my name tarnished by MacBain’s accusations.”

      “His luck won’t last forever, and there’s every chance that I’ll get him, and Sofia Yates killed before they go public with the evidence they think they’ve got on us so far, but if they do go public, then I’ll enact my plan.”

      Black turned his head and looked at the rain that was now heavier, spattering off the window. “MacBain better not rain on my parade. I’ve waited all my life to be Prime Minister.”

      Reynolds looked over his shoulder at Black. “Stop worrying. Either MacBain dies, or he’ll spend the rest of his life in prison wishing he had.”
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      It was Monday, two days after the failed assassination of me. I was given the day off work to rest. I was told I could take a couple of weeks, but there was no way that was gonna happen with a serial killer on the loose. I’d been lucky that the gunman who’d shot me in my bathroom, who I strongly suspected was MI5, had only grazed my arm, and I’d got away with just a bandage over the wound, but it still hurt like a bastard. Even if I’d lost my arm, that wouldn’t have stopped me from staying on my truth-seeking path. It had long been clear to me that I was already on a path that I would have to be forced off of to get me to stop going down it.

      The media speculation about who had tried to kill me was at a fever pitch. Both the papers and the news had jumped the gun and speculated that it was The Copycop Killer who’d decided it was time to become a cop killer. That’s what Ch Supt Gibson thought as well when the police got involved. The attempted hit was a typical MI5 hit that I was, unfortunately, becoming accustomed to. The gunman didn’t have any ID, and there was no trace of his DNA on any database. I used my old go-to excuse on Gibson and told her that I thought it was probably someone who’d been connected to the cocaine kingpin, the late Robert Henderson.

      Gibson didn’t know what to think, but due to the lack of evidence on who my home invader was, she kept The Copycop Killer case open, and the hunt for the serial killer went on. The plan was for DI Bell and me to go to Glasgow University the next day when I returned to work.

      I’d been moved to a safe house in the town of Bearsden, which is six miles away from Glasgow city centre. I think that had I not been so intrinsically involved in the copycop murders, I may have been put on gardening leave for my safety. Gibson didn’t tell me this, but I suspected she kept me on the case to keep the killer engaged, open to striking again and making a mistake that would slip him up.

      Rather than spend the one rest day that I’d been forced to take whilst I got settled into my police-paid for, detached two-bedroom house, I was driving in my car on my way back to Inverness. Fletcher had come through for me and had worked her arse off to collate the files of all the murder cases I’d worked on, both solved and unsolved. I’d left Bearsden early in the morning, so I’d arrive at the station in Inverness by late morning.

      The drive should have been a good opportunity for me to think straight and process everything, but instead, Sofia occupied my mind, and I was still waiting for her to return my calls and texts from Saturday. After I saw on the news what had happened to Dr Slater and his wife, as well as the reports of witnesses saying they saw a dark-haired woman matching Sofia’s description fleeing the house being pursued by a gunman, it was looking likely that something sinister had happened to her. Whatever had happened to Sofia, her interview with Dr Slater clearly hadn’t gone to plan, and I was pulverising myself for not being there.

      It had only been a week since I was last at the station in Inverness, and I blew into my old office like a hurricane. It wasn’t that I came storming in; it was the way my former colleagues were looking at me as if I was in danger of bringing the trail of destruction that had followed me to Glasgow their way. Amongst the worried faces was lab analyst Martin.

      “DCI MacBain as he lives and breathes,” Martin said.

      His chubby cheeks couldn’t help but lift when he cracked a vague smile as if he felt guilty for being warm with me in public.

      “Have I broken out with leprosy on the drive up from Glasgow or something?” I asked.

      “You may as well be a leper or have brought The Black Death with you.” Martin lowered his voice. “People here were terrified when Fletcher said you were coming up today. The rumour is you have a hit out on you.”

      To be fair to Martin and my former colleagues, I did, but I felt I had to play it down until I established what had happened to Sofia and what our next move would be.

      I gave Martin a closed smile. “They shouldn’t worry about it, and neither should you. If my suspicions are correct, and one of Robert Henderson’s old associates has put a hit on me, they’ll come for me when I’m at my most vulnerable, when I’m on my own and not surrounded by police.”

      “I wasn’t worried about being caught up in the crossfire of your hit anyway, MacBain.”

      “Feeling brave?”

      Martin’s facial expression became wounded. “I’m feeling miserable.”

      “How come? Did Benson win the bet he had with you over who could land a Tinder date first? How long’s that been running now? It must be well over a year.”

      “No, there’s yet to be a victor between Benson and me for that glorious moment that will be mine one day,” Martin let out a sigh, “someday. I’m miserable because some wretched bugger stole my Warhammer set at a wargaming convention I went to at the weekend in Nottingham.”

      What I’d give to be a geek with problems like that just now, I thought.

      “You’re still playing Warhammer?” I asked. “What are you, fifty?”

      “Something like that. I could wring the swine’s neck who stole it. If it hadn’t happened so far from home, I’d have asked you to help me with my investigation.”

      “No offence Martin, but I think I’ve got more pressing matters on my plate to contend with than bringing the child who stole your Warhammer set to justice.”

      Martin’s forehead puckered. “How did you know it was a child that’s my top suspect?”

      “Just a guess.”

      After catching up with Martin, I went to Fletcher’s desk; only it wasn’t Fletcher’s desk anymore. She was sitting at my old desk, closer to Dunnel’s office at the back of the room. Fletcher had her back to me and didn’t turn around to see me approaching her.

      “Would you jump in my grave that fast?” I asked with a playful tone of voice, determined to keep the mood bright between us.

      Fletcher looked over her shoulder and glowered at me. “Don’t talk about your grave after the weekend that you had.”

      “Fair comment; I don’t want to jinx myself.”

      “I took your old desk because it saves me the walk to Dunnel’s office when he sticks his head out of it and beckons me over.”

      “Is he in?”

      “No, his daughter gave birth to a baby in the early hours of this morning, so he’s gone to the hospital to meet his first grandchild.”

      “He never told me he was gonna be a grandad.”

      “He probably thought you wouldn’t care.”

      “That’s not fair, Fletcher. Just because I’ve got my struggles to deal with doesn’t mean I don’t care about others. I thought I made it abundantly clear to you and Dunnel how much I care about you both, hence why he could enjoy meeting his grandchild.”

      I sat down on the spare chair next to Fletcher.

      “No, that’s not—”

      “Fletcher, let’s not do this.”

      Fletcher narrowed her eyes at me but didn’t finish her sentence.

      “It’s good to see you,” I said.

      “It’s good to see you’re still alive. Was it another failed attempt on your life by one of Henderson’s associates?” Fletcher asked wryly.

      Fletcher had been wise to my bullshit on who was really trying to kill me from day one, but that’s just how it had to be for the time being, so I ignored her comment and moved on.

      “Thanks again for doing all this,” I said, gesturing towards the four boxes of files on Fletcher’s desk. “I can see it was a lot of work for you.”

      “There’s no need to thank me. I want to catch The Copycop Killer as much as you do.”

      “Are there any troublesome cases going on in Inverness?”

      “No, funnily enough, things have quieted down dramatically since you left.”

      I looked at the boxes on the desk. “Hmm, I’m gonna have to make a few trips to my car.” I glanced at Fletcher, hoping she would offer to take a box down with me.

      “Good luck with that,” she said. “I’m off to the cafeteria. Bye.”

      It was shitty being in the doghouse with Fletcher, but I still held onto the hope that one day she and I could restore our friendship to what it once was.

      “Someday,” I said under my breath as I watched her leave the office.

      By the time I got the last of the boxes of files loaded into the hatchback of Notre Dame, I was well overdue for my lunch. I stopped off at a drive-through for a burger on my way back to Glasgow, and I had one more stop to make before I got to my temporary accommodation in Bearsden. It wasn’t to nip in to see my mum, although she was keen to see me after my latest brush with death. I was going back to the site where I’d been rammed off the road a few months earlier by the MI5 agent who’d tried to kill Lena and me.

      I was taking a considerable risk by returning to that remote back road on the outskirts of the city centre of Inverness. If someone followed me and saw me digging up the pistol I’d buried for a rainy day, then all it would take was a phone call, and a team of police would be sent out to dig up the location, and they would have found the body of the MI5 agent Lena killed.

      In the months since then, the chunks of grass and muck on the side of the road where my car had come off had new grass that had mostly grown over them. The trees to the left of where I’d parked didn’t have leaves on them yet, but there were enough of them that they created a dense wall that obscured the main road on the other side of them. When I got out of my car, I heard the odd car on the main road, but it was dead on the single-track tarmac road I was on.

      There were daffodils in bloom on the more established grassy verge close to where my car had come off. The gentle breeze was wafting manure in the air from the fields behind the woods at the bottom of the grass hill that I was looking down. The debris from that night had all been cleared away, but I could just about make out the dents in the hill that my car had made when it had tumbled down to the bottom of it.

      I took a shovel from my car boot, stepped onto the verge, and looked to the left and right of the road to make sure there was no sign of anyone before I walked down the hill. I was surprised by how steep it looked in daylight. I kept myself low and leaned back so if I did slip on the damp grass, at least I would fall backwards instead of tumbling down to the bottom, doing a human reconstruction of my car crash.

      I got to the bottom of the hill without embarrassing myself, not that there was anyone around to make me feel embarrassed, or so I hoped. Oddly enough, I found it more difficult in the daylight to navigate myself to the spot where I’d buried the pistol. I’d only retrieved and returned it before in darkness. There weren’t many trees at the bottom of the hill, but there were enough to make me think twice about exactly where I was. I looked for the tree with the thick branch that hung a few feet above head height and arched outwards towards the fields at the back of the woods.

      After five minutes of struggling, I found the tree I was looking for. Like the last time I was there, I stood with my back to the trunk and the hill I’d come down, then looked up and lined myself with the arching branch above. The last time I buried the pistol there, I laid my shovel, so the handle was against the trunk, directly beneath the arching branch, and the tip of the shovel showed me exactly where the gun was.

      I scanned the woods one last time, and with the coast clear, as far as I could tell, I began digging. I’d replaced the shoebox in which I kept the gun, with a plastic tub. When I got a couple of feet deep, I stopped using the shovel with as much force and gently scooped the last bits of soil out until I heard the tapping sound of my shovel hitting the plastic tub.

      The pistol that I’d acquired from the MI5 agent whom Lena had killed that night at the crash site was still in good condition. Its black steel was cold in my hand, and I instantly felt guilty for holding it, and I half expected a police helicopter to appear in the sky and a swat team to descend on me. It was a ridiculous thought, but my paranoid-fuelled imagination was on overdrive. I didn’t want to have to use it, but it was apparent that not taking the opportunity to have a gun on me, even if it was illegal, would have been stupid. I unzipped my jacket and put the gun in its deep inside pocket. When I zipped my jacket back up, only being searched would reveal that I was carrying a firearm.

      I made it back to the car without so much as a sheep noticing me. I planned to go to my safe house in Bearsden, hide the gun, then go through the mountain of case files, and with any luck, if I had any left, maybe just maybe, I would hear from Sofia.

      It was the back of six when I got back to Glasgow. After seven hours of driving on the round trip, my arm was throbbing in pain. I was grateful to get into my safe house so I could take prescription painkillers. I washed them down with tap water, ran a bath upstairs, and slouched on the sofa.

      The living room was the first door on the right in the hallway, and I thought that after my bath, I should sleep in the living room on the couch instead of going upstairs to the bedroom so that I could be closer to the front door. Under the circumstances, I doubt I’d have been able to sleep, but the painkillers had also doubled up as sleeping pills, something I didn’t know before I took them. It was only after I began to feel drowsy that I read the box.

      I tried to fight the drowsiness and opened one of the boxes containing the murder cases I’d worked on. The first murder I refreshed my memory of was of a young man who’d ended up underneath his living room floorboards after he failed to settle a drug debt and had a domestic with his girlfriend, who also happened to be the debit collector’s sister. The living room of the house that I was calling home for the time being also had exposed wooden floorboards, and it felt creepy to be reading up on that case while my feet were on similar floorboards to the ones I was reading about. As unnerving as that was, it couldn’t keep me awake, and I slowly but surely slumped further and further into the soft floral-patterned sofa. My eyelids got heavier, and slow blinking turned into resting my eyes, and resting my eyes became drifting off into a semi-real world of the murder case I’d been studying and the land of nod.

      At first, I was sort of aware that I was asleep, but not enough to tell myself that I wasn’t actually back at that crime scene from Inverness or that I wasn’t lying on my back underneath the floorboards of the house where I was, watching them being nailed over me. Like the victim who couldn’t pay his heroin debt, I was dismembered, but I wasn’t in any pain. I felt a strange sense of peace being hidden away by whoever was putting the nails in above me. I could only see their hands, and they were dismembered too. One of the floating hands held the hammer, and the other placed the floorboard above my torso, then picked up a nail and hammered it into the wood.

      Those hands look familiar, I thought.

      I couldn’t work out who they belonged to, but the longer I stared at them, the more convinced I was that I’d seen them before. As the floating hands continued to work away and hide my body, I saw a torso drift into the room, and it had a blue chequered shirt on that I’d also seen before. The torso was soon joined in the living room by a pair of arms with sleaves of the same shirt rolled on them, then the arms attached to the torso.

      I know you’re thinking it sounds like I was having a messed-up nightmare, the kind of weird encounter with the sandman that might happen to a detective who’s spent too much time being immersed in murder and death, then eaten a lot of cheese before bed. As disturbing as you’d think it would be, I felt relaxed and overwhelmed with love for who was forming over me.

      Before the head floated into view, I knew who it would belong to. I watched my dad’s head appear, hover over his torso, and effortlessly attach to it. My dad was younger than he’d been when he disappeared. He looked how he did when I was a wee boy, and he would take me fishing on Loch Ness. He wore that blue chequered shirt throughout my formative years. I could smell the cinnamon and lemony orange of the old spice aftershave he used to wear. Dad was smiling warmly at me, and it felt good, like I didn’t have a care in the world. I was so lost in his loving gaze that I momentarily forgot he was secreting my body under the floorboards. As the floorboards had almost covered my face, his smile was replaced with a sorrowful frown.

      “Why are you doing this to me, Dad?” I asked.

      “You’ve done it to yourself, Callum. You should have left it alone.”

      “No! Don’t!”

      I felt my throat close over. I tried to keep talking to him, but I couldn’t make a sound. I wanted to reach out and grab him, but my arms weren’t there. Tears fell from my dad’s face and landed on my forehead. Then he held the last remaining floorboard over my face and was about to leave me in eternal darkness when I heard my phone ringing.

      I don’t have any hands to answer it, I thought.

      It wouldn’t stop ringing. The last floorboard to be laid over me blocked my dad’s face out. By that point, I couldn’t breathe. No air at all.

      The ringing got louder, and I was aware that my dad wasn’t really there, I wasn’t under the floorboards, and I could still breathe. The only thing that was real was that my phone was ringing.

      I woke up and felt a drop of water hit my forehead. I looked up to the ceiling and saw the damp plasterboard.

      “Shite, the bath!” I shouted.

      I sprung out of the sofa and took my phone out of my pocket as I bolted out of the living room to the stairs.

      I didn’t recognise the number when I looked at my phone before answering it. “Hello.”

      “Callum, it’s Sofia.”
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      “Can you talk?” Sofia asked.

      “Give me a second,” I said, “my bath’s about to crash through the floor.”

      I got to the top of the stairs and saw the water flowing out of the bathroom onto the grey carpet of the landing, which was saturated. I ran into the bathroom, my socks and feet getting wet as my feet splashed across the floor, and twisted the tap shut, tighter than necessary, as if that was going to somehow limit the damage that had already been done. Then I pulled the plug.

      “For God’s sake,” I said to myself before speaking with Sofia on the phone again. “Are you okay, Sofia?”

      “I’m still alive, and I’m unhurt, but I wouldn’t describe myself as being okay. Are you okay?”

      “I’m still alive, nursing a gunshot wound, and my feet are currently wet due to me falling asleep when my bath was running, but I wouldn’t describe myself as being okay.”

      “I saw the news that you’d been shot. How’s your arm?”

      “It was just a flesh wound, but it hurts like a bastard. Never mind me, though; where are you?”

      “Are you alone?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I hope you could do with some company because I’m in Glasgow.”

      Due to the strong painkillers I’d taken, I said to Sofia it would be best if I didn’t drive to Glasgow Central train station to pick her up. Instead, I got a taxi. Sofia said she’d used a burner phone to call me, but I still didn’t want to risk giving her my address over the phone. I was going to meet her at the pub at the train station. I thought the more public the meeting place, the better.

      The pub had about twenty different tables in it. Some were on the floor that was level with the entrance to the pub and the long bar that took up most of the length of the floor, and the rest were on the higher level that was a few steps up and overlooked the entire pub. I spotted Sofia sitting at a wooden table by herself in the corner of the higher level, with her back to the wall, facing the entrance. I scoured the pub for suspicious-looking people, but nobody stuck out as someone who may have followed Sofia in, not that it soothed me much.

      When I got closer to Sofia, I could see that bruises blighted her olive skin and usual bonnie looks. She had two black eyes, her lips were swollen, and her dark brown eyes had a dull sadness.

      “I thought you said you were unhurt,” I said.

      I sat beside her on the leather seat fitted into the corner so that I could also have my back to the wall, and I kissed her gently on her forehead in case I accidentally hurt her.

      “I didn’t want to alarm you,” Sofia said.

      “Well, I’m alarmed now! You’re in some state.”

      “He got the worst of it.”

      “Did you find out who he is?”

      Sofia shook her head. “Not a name, but it’s obvious he was an MI5 agent.”

      “The media haven’t reported that Dr Slater and his wife’s murders had anything to do with MI5. They’re so damn slippery.”

      “That’s about to change. Before he got killed, Dr Slater gave me a lot of good information about Project T, and when I was in the middle of our interview, two agents came to the front door of his house and shot his wife. I had time to take my phone that recorded the interview and hide underneath a couch in the living room before the two agents came in.”

      “You’ve got footage of the interview?”

      Sofia managed to crack a smile on her beaten face. “I’ve still got it, and I got more than just the interview.”

      Sofia took a phone from the pocket of her black jeans.

      “I filmed the agents killing Dr Slater,” Sofia said.

      She got a video on her phone and pressed play.

      In the video, I saw Dr Slater sitting in his armchair. He looked like the vulnerable older man he was, but it was hard to feel sympathy for him, even though two men were standing in front of him, pointing pistols at him. The men were dressed in suits and looked like they could have been MI5 agents, and what they said in the video reinforced that thought.

      “Mr Reynolds says that you shouldn’t have talked,” one of the men said to Dr Slater.

      “He didn’t have the balls to come here and silence me for himself,” Dr Slater said. “He never had the balls to do any heavy lifting.”

      “Where’s Sofia Yates?” the same man asked.

      “I might be a monster and deserve what’s coming to me, but Hillary was innocent,” Dr Slater said, his voice cracking. “I presume you two think you’re just following orders, but you’re both as bad as I am. Project T can’t be covered up anymore! Our reckoning is here. Do you hear me? It’s here!”

      Pop

      “Jesus Christ!” I said. “You’ve got his assassination on camera!”

      Sofia took a drink from her glass.

      “It’s not an easy watch,” Sofia said. “That’s your water, by the way. I needed something stronger.”

      “Thanks, I could go something stronger too after seeing that, but I won’t. This is massive. Does the name Mr Reynolds mean anything to you?”

      “No, but it sounds like whoever Mr Reynolds is, he’s from MI5, and he ordered the hit on Dr Slater and me.”

      “And me,” I added.

      “I put this video onto a different phone after running a malware detection app on my old phone and discovering it had been bugged. I’ve got it here.”

      Sofia took out her old phone from the inside pocket of her jacket.

      “What are you doing with that? They’ll be able to track you to Glasgow with it!”

      “Calm down, Callum. They’re going to find us either way. You don’t think they know where you’ve moved to?”

      Sofia was right; my safe house was anything but safe.

      “But why did you take it with you when you’ve got a new phone?”

      Sofia stared into my eyes with a conspiratorial look. “Because I’ve got an idea. Whoever Mr Reynolds is, he’ll already be plotting how he’ll get to us again.”

      “And you want to make it easy for him?”

      “I want him to think it’s going to be easy. Call me.”

      “Call you? Why?”

      “Call my phone,” Sofia said with a glint in her eye.

      “But you’re right here, and you withheld your number.”

      Sofia turned on her old phone.

      “Call my old number, Callum. Don’t question anything. Go along with it.”

      I raised my eyebrows, with no idea what Sofia had planned, and dialled her old number on my phone.

      Her phone rang, and she answered it. “Hi, Callum.”

      “Hi,” I said, looking confused at Sofia.

      “I’m in Glasgow, and I want you to meet me.”

      Sofia gestured with her hand for me to keep the conversation going.

      “You want to meet in Glasgow?” I asked.

      “Yes, I’ve got the video of my interview with Dr Slater and of him being shot dead. The man who shot Dr Slater said that Mr Reynolds had sent him. I’ve got everything in the video, and we’ve got enough to go public with it. Meet me, and I’ll show you the video.”

      I wasn’t sure how to react, and I didn’t respond quickly enough for Sofia’s liking, so she poked me on the chest to encourage a response from me.

      “Where do you wanna meet?” I asked.

      “Meet me at Glasgow Necropolis tomorrow at midnight. Make sure you come alone. I will be. Mr Reynolds is going down.”

      Sofia hung up the call and switched her phone off.

      “This can go in the nearest bin now,” Sofia said, gesturing towards her phone. “We’re going to lure either Mr Reynolds himself or any agents he sends, to Glasgow Necropolis, then force Reynolds to talk or make the agents he sends tell us precisely who their boss is and where we can find him.”

      I drew a sharp breath. “I don’t know about this, Sofia. Do you want to invite trouble our way in the hope that we survive and find out who Reynolds is? It’s too risky.”

      “No, Callum, you’re wrong.”

      “You can’t see the danger?”

      “Of course, I see the danger and the risk, but it’s better that we see danger coming and make something good come out of it instead of waiting around to get a bullet in our heads.”

      “God, I could do with a drink just now. I’m not saying we should wait to get killed, Sofia. I think we’ve got enough evidence to go public with this finally. Is it as much as I’d have liked? No, but it’s probably as good as it’s gonna get. If we hold back to try to get more evidence, then I doubt we’ll get a chance to get any more.”

      “We don’t have enough evidence.”

      “We do. We’ve got a USB drive linking Nigel Lees MP to Project T, who was found dead under suspicious circumstances in Loch Ness with cyanide in his system. We’ve got David Lancaster MP, who has gone on record with you talking about William Black forming Project T in the 1980s. Then Lancaster goes missing on the same day he had a meeting with Black and asked him about his involvement with Project T. We’ve also got a video of Dr Kaminski and Dr Slater talking about their time in Project T, and as I’ve just seen, a video of Dr Slater murdered by a gunman who tells him, ‘Mr Reynolds says you shouldn’t have talked.’ I think that’s enough.”

      Sofia took a sip of her drink. “It sounds good, but we don’t have a smoking gun.”

      “We’ve literally got a smoking gun on video.”

      “The smoking gun,” Sofia said, pointing her finger against the table as she spoke, “is evidence that directly implicates either William Black or Mr Reynolds in Project T. If we can prove that either one of them was part of it, then we’ll have enough to go public. Right now, all we’ve got is a compelling conspiracy theory and the mention of a Mr Reynolds on a video by Dr Slater’s killer, who is now dead. If Mr Reynolds was high up in Project T with William Black, he could make up an excuse about his agents, saying that they went rouge or were out to get him, and Dr Slater’s murder had nothing to do with him. We need more Callum; we need Reynolds.”

      I rubbed my brow to relieve what stress I could and thought about it for a moment.

      “Where’s Glasgow Necropolis?” I asked.

      “It’s not far from here. It’s a cemetery in the city, but it should be dead at that time of the night. No pun intended.”

      “I still don’t like it, but I’ll hold back from going public for now. However, if we survive tomorrow night’s visit to the cemetery, and we haven’t got any closer to finding out who Reynolds is, I’m going public with what we’ve got.”

      Sofia didn’t look happy with that, but it was as flexible as I was prepared to be on the matter.

      “In the meantime,” I said, “come back to my place with me. As for tomorrow night, let’s hope we don’t add to the cemetery’s body count.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The following morning, I left Sofia at the safe house, feeling a bit safer than she would have felt had I not given her the illegal firearm that I brought back from Inverness. Sofia told me that she’d handled a gun before when she returned to her homeland of Columbia as an adult to pursue her ambition of investigating the cartels and bringing her parents’ murderers to justice. She also said the only time she’d ever fired that gun was at a gun range.

      I’d left Sofia in Bearsden so I could go to work. Despite the Project T developments and the impending sense of doom, I felt about that evening’s late-night trap that we’d supposedly set for either Reynolds or his agents. Glasgow still had a serial killer that needed to be caught.

      DI Bell was waiting for me in the car park when I got to the station, as I’d asked him to, so he could help me with my boxes of murder case files. It wasn’t raining when I’d told him to meet me there. After the rain came on, I’d expected him to wait for me in the reception area of the station, but to my surprise, and his credit, when I arrived at the station, he was standing where I parked my car, with a raincoat on and a large golf brolly to shield him from the heavy rain. Although up to that point, for the most part, I thought Bell was irritatingly keen in his interactions with me, I didn’t think he was lacking in effort.

      “You didn’t have to wait out here for me when it started to rain,” I said, getting out of my car.

      “Just following your order, sir.”

      “You’re some man, Bell.”

      “Thank you.”

      That wasn’t a compliment, I thought.

      I nipped round to my boot, opened it, and put my raincoat on over my suit jacket.

      “I’ve got four in total,” I said. “Can you manage two?”

      “I should be okay; I’m stronger than I look. I’ll put my brolly in your boot to free up my hands.”

      Bell closed his brolly, then shook it off the best he could, getting some of the rain from it on me.

      “Careful,” I said.

      “What’s the difference? It’s raining anyway.”

      It seemed like he did that on purpose, but I put it down to him not being self-aware, something Ch Supt Gibson had warned me about. With the brolly closed, Bell wrapped the Velcro strap around it, then placed it in my boot next to the boxes of files.

      “Here,” I said, lifting the first box out and handing it to him. “Can you manage another?”

      “Go for it.”

      I balanced a second box on top of the one he was holding, then I took the other two and struggled to close my boot, leaning my body against the boot lid to close it.

      “Bastard,” I said.

      The rain from the boot had transferred onto my suit jacket, leaving an obvious wet mark on it.

      “This won’t make a good impression when we go to Glasgow Uni,” I said.

      “It might be dry by then.”

      We hurried across the car park to the entrance of the station. The top of the second box I was holding was hitting my chin as I moved, and the top of Bell’s box was nearly blocking out his eyes. Bell was racing away in front of me.

      “Slow down, Bell, you’re going to—”

      Splash!

      “Fall,” I said.

      Bell had tripped over himself and landed on the wet concrete of the car park, with the boxes splashing into a puddle and most of the files spilling out of them.

      “Jesus Christ, Bell!” I said. “You were going too fast, man!”

      “I couldn’t see,” Bell said, picking himself up from the ground, his suit covered in water stains.

      “You should have only taken one if you were having difficulties. Get the files in the boxes as quickly as you can. I’ll be back in a second.”

      I brought my boxes into the station, put them behind the reception desk, and then ran out to help Bell salvage the files. When I got back to him, he had some of them back in the box, but there were still loads that were saturated in the ground.

      “Honest to God, Bell.”

      I started gathering them up and putting them back in the boxes.

      “Be gentle with the ones that are soaked,” I said, “you don’t want to—Rip them.”

      A few pieces of paper held together with a paper clip that bore the full brunt of the puddle tore in Bell’s hands.

      “Sorry, MacBain.”

      Bell had to go home and get changed, which left me with the embarrassing job of drying off the damaged files over the radiator in the office. I was finishing laying the last pieces of paper onto it when DI Crawford came up to me.

      “You were like the Keystone Cops out there,” Crawford said.

      From what I’d seen of Crawford, I thought he came across as a self-assured young detective but a touch up his own arse.

      “I didn’t realise anyone had seen us,” I said.

      “Give it an hour, and the whole office will have seen it. The lads in the CCTV control room caught yous.”

      Another embarrassing video of me, I thought, just what I need.

      “You drew the short straw by getting Bell as your partner,” Crawford said.

      “I didn’t draw the short straw; it was forced onto me.”

      “Gibson must have it in for you. Bell used to be my partner before I put in a grievance.”

      “I know he’s a pain in the arse, but is he really that bad?”

      “Oh, he’s that bad. It’s not that he’s a shite detective; it’s that he’s got no banter, and he’s awkward. So far, you’ve been lucky not to spend much time with him, but trust me, you’ll see what I mean.”

      Crawford looked past me into the window of Gibson’s office. Her blinds were down, and he could see his reflection in the glass. He briefly touched the sides of his styled short hair and then walked away.

      As annoying as Bell was, spending time with Crawford wasn’t an appealing prospect either.

      I miss Fletcher, I thought.

      When Bell got back from getting changed at his home, we were already meant to be at the university. We had an appointment with the veterinary lecturer who taught the serial killer’s most recent victim, Vanessa Milne. I drove us to the university, and we were the best part of an hour late when we got there. I parked outside the main part of the university.

      “I don’t understand it, Bell,” I said. “You can drive yourself to work from home, but you don’t feel comfortable driving anywhere else.”

      “I do drive other places, but it takes me a while to get my confidence up and assess the different traffic lights and roundabouts on any particular route before I feel confident enough to drive it myself.”

      “Well, get your confidence up because I could do with a break from driving. Sometimes, on the way to an interview, I like to have time to process the case from the comfort of the passenger seat.”

      After locking the door, I took in the grandeur of our surroundings. The rain was light now, but the prolonged assault of heavier rain from earlier that morning had dampened the dark beige stone of the main building and helped add to the somewhat gothic vibe it had. The university had two sloping slate roofs that joined either side of a slanted roof on a lower level with a prominent turret in the middle. Some cloisters led through to a courtyard covered with grass. More stone-built cloisters connected the different sides of the quadrangle and various turrets of different sizes.

      “What do you think of my old stomping ground?” Bell asked proudly.

      “Aye, I like it. It must have been here for a long time.”

      “It was built in 1451 and is the second oldest university in Scotland and the fourth oldest in the UK.”

      “If you fail as a detective, try being a tour guide.”

      “It looks like Hogwarts, doesn’t it?”

      “What’s that?”

      Bell’s mouth dropped. “You don’t know what Hogwarts is?”

      “It sounds vaguely familiar, but I can’t say what it is off the top of my head.”

      “Hogwarts, as in Harry Potter.”

      “Oh yeah, that’s it, the children’s books.”

      Bell’s glared at me. “They’re a lot more than children’s books. They’re escapism into a world of magic and monsters, where good and evil collide.”

      “There’s enough good and evil colliding in the real world for me to deal with, thanks very much.”

      Looking at the university's size, I didn’t know where to start.

      “Please tell me you know where the veterinary school is?” I asked.

      “I’ve got you, MacBain. It’s over there, in that building that looks out of place” Bell pointed over in the distance to a more modern-looking building built with red bricks.

      We left the car and walked over to the veterinary school.

      “I’ve never been inside the veterinary school,” Bell said. “Hopefully, Mr McCredie will still be there.”

      “I wouldn’t blame him if he didn’t wait around for us. I’ll give you a tip, Bell. Always keep some spare clothes in your locker at work. Just because we’re detectives doesn’t mean we don’t get our hands dirty from time to time. Or slip and fall in the car park.”

      “How is your jacket drying?”

      “Still wet. I always had a spare outfit at the station in Inverness. I think I get a pass for not being prepared in Glasgow yet. I’ve already lived in two places in my first week here.”

      “How are you settling into your safe house?”

      “Fine, although I did fall asleep last night whilst the bath was running, and the bathroom got flooded.”

      “I can’t say I’ve done that before. Where did they put you up?”

      “It’s a semi-detached in Bearsden.”

      “Very nice; Bearsden’s a good bit.”

      “Where do you stay?”

      “I’m in the West End, not far from here, actually.”

      “We’re not far from where Vanessa Milne lived, are we?”

      “No, it’s a five-minute walk from here. I can’t get the image of her hanging by her hair with her insides missing out of my mind. Do you get used to seeing things like that?”

      “Not really, Bell, but you get a bit numb to it.”

      Inside the veterinary school, in the lobby where we were, it reminded me of a hospital. The floor was made from bluish-grey sheet vinyl, and there was a yellow hazard sign to warn us that the floor was wet. Our shoes squeaked on the wet floor. There were closed doors with glass on either side of the lobby. No one was around, so I walked up to the door closest to me and looked through the glass. I could see men and women in their twenties and a female lecturer inside.

      “It’s a woman lecturer in there,” I said.

      “He’s in here,” Bell said, standing outside the door across the lobby from me.

      “How do you know it’s him?”

      “The plaque on the door that says Dr George McCredie is a bit of a giveaway. I’m just a detective inspector, though, sir.”

      Cheeky bastard, I thought.

      To be fair to Bell, I should have noticed the albeit small but visible silver-coloured name plaques underneath the glass panel on the door. I’d been distracted since the previous night and all that day, thinking about Sofia and I’s midnight meeting with God knows who at the Necropolis cemetery later that night.

      “You’ll go places, Bell,” I said.

      I joined Bell outside the door and looked through the glass into the classroom. I couldn’t see anyone in, so I knocked on the door and opened it.

      “Hello,” I called. “Dr McCredie?”

      The room smelt vaguely of bleach. There were numerous veterinary examination tables with stainless steel legs and black plastic tabletops. I noticed surgical instruments and contraptions on a long stainless-steel table that stretched most of the length of the wall opposite the door. That bench had stools all the way along it and a handwash station at the end of it in the back corner of the room. There was a desk at the front of the room with a comfortable-looking, lived-in red leather chair and a closed door behind that chair. I went over to the door and tried the handle.

      “It’s open,” I said.

      I went inside and saw that it was a walk-in cupboard with shelves full of textbooks and paper. Bell followed me in.

      “It looks like we’ve missed him,” Bell said. “We’ll need to wait.”

      “Have you not got a number for him?”

      “No, I called the university to arrange the interview.”

      A book about veterinary surgery on small animals on one of the shelves further in the cupboard caught my attention. The cupboard took up about half of the back wall, and I went over to the book and examined it. It had collected dust, and there was a picture of a hamster on the hardcover. I opened the book on a random page and saw another picture of a hamster in surgery.

      “I didn’t realise they operated on hamsters,” I said. “You’d need to have a steady hand for that.”

      Bell leaned over my shoulder. “The surgery would cost more than the animal. If it’s faulty, be done with it and buy another one.”

      “That’s someone’s pet. If you’re faulty, do we just toss you in the bin and get another Bell?”

      Before he could reply, the cupboard door slammed shut, and I heard a key go into the lock and turn. With the door closed, we were in total darkness.

      “Hey, there’re people in here!” I shouted.

      I got my phone from my pocket and turned the torch on.

      “Aah!” I yelled.

      Bell was standing right in front of me, and my torch lit up his face.

      “Jesus Christ Bell, you gave me a fright!”

      “Excuse me. We’re in here!” I tried again.

      I got to the door and banged the palm of my hand against it. “You’ve locked us in!”

      After a solid twenty seconds or so of shouting and banging on the door, I heard a key turn in the lock again, and I stepped back from the door.

      A man in his late fifties in a white lab coat opened the door. He had round glasses with a face just as round as his specs and bushy grey hair on the sides of his head that was bald and like a shiny cue ball.

      “That’ll teach you to snoop around where you don’t belong,” he said.

      “We weren’t snooping around,” I said, “we were looking for Dr McCredie.”

      He looked at the small animal surgery book I was still holding and raised an eyebrow. “It looks like you’re snooping to me.”

      “No, I-I, this just caught my eye. I didn’t know what was in here, and I thought Dr McCredie might be here. Would that be you?”

      He rather aggressively snatched the book out of my hand, brushed past my shoulder, and put it back before replying. “Yes, I am Dr McCredie, and you must be the tardy detectives.”

      After putting the book back, he turned around and walked toward us.

      Although we’d made a bad first impression on each other, I took his behaviour on the chin in the hope that he might help in even a tiny way with the investigation.

      “I’m sorry about that,” I said. “We had an incident this morning that delayed us.”

      “Evidently,” Dr McCredie said. “You’ll need to be quick; I’ve got a lecture in ten minutes.”

      “That’s fine,” I said, “we’ll be as quick as possible.”

      He sat on his red leather chair at his desk. We had our backs to the room door, and he swivelled in his chair to face us, then sat back with his legs extended, feet crossed, and his hands clasped.

      “We wanted to see you today because my colleague, Detective Inspector Bell, here, said you were Vanessa Milne’s lecturer. I’m Detective Chief Inspector MacBain, by the way.”

      “I know who you are. If the news is to be believed, you’re the inspiration for the ‘copycop’ murders. It was a terrible thing that happened to young Vanessa. She was a fine student when she was here, and by all accounts, she went on to be an even finer mum. I don’t see why it’s relevant that I was her lecturer. I last taught her four years ago. I’m not a person of interest, am I?”

      Most people don’t come out and ask that straightaway, I thought.

      “No, Dr McCredie,” I said, “we thought it might be pertinent to speak with you because all three victims of the suspected serial killer attended this university. We’re planning to interview the other two victims’ lecturers, but one works in England now, and the other has moved back to New Zealand. It might be a coincidence that all three victims went to Glasgow Uni, but if it’s not, we want to know if there’s anybody, students or staff, who sticks out in your mind as someone you think could be of interest to us.”

      Dr McCreadie rested an elbow on his chair’s armrest, put his hand over his chin, and pondered. “You’re correct, DCI MacBain. Many people from the city have gone to Glasgow University at some point in their lives.”

      “But there was only a two-year age difference between the three victims, and there was a time when all three of them were here at the same time. They studied different subjects, but they were still here together.”

      “I don’t know, and I don’t feel comfortable throwing out the name of an oddball or eccentric that stands out in my mind if doing so means they’re going to be on the receiving end of an investigation, purely because I didn’t like the cut of their jib.”

      “That won’t happen,” Bell said. “We’re not going to go kicking someone’s door down in a dawn raid just because you told us that you thought they were a touch strange, but anything you can give us could be useful.”

      “There aren’t any students that pop in my head who I think would be candidates to commit murders in the manner the killer did, but who knows what people are truly like?”

      “What about your colleagues?” I asked. “Have you spoken to anybody who mentioned a student to you who they thought was off?”

      “Or staff who didn’t seem right?” Bell added.

      Dr McCredie mused, then clicked his finger as a thought came to him. “The librarian!”

      “That’s right! What was his name again?”

      I glanced back and forth between Dr McCredie and Bell.

      “Piers Finnigan,” Dr McCredie said with wide eyes.

      “He was the librarian who worked here before he was sacked for sexual misconduct,” Bell said. “I always thought there was something creepy about him.”

      “How did you know him?” Dr McCredie asked.

      “I went to Glasgow Uni as well. I studied criminology. I feel like a fool for not thinking of Piers Finnigan before.”

      It didn’t surprise me that this information had lain dormant in Bell’s memory until then.

      “When did he work here?” I asked.

      Dr McCredie stared at the ceiling in thought. “Hmm, it must have been three or four years since he last worked here.”

      “So, he could have worked at Glasgow Uni when the three victims were here?” I asked.

      “I’d say so,” Dr McCredie said.

      “He was here in my final year,” Bell said, “five years ago, and he was still here when I left.”

      “What was the sexual misconduct about?” I asked.

      “I hardly paid any attention to it when I heard about it,” Bell said. “It was something about masturbating.”

      “He was caught wanking himself off at his desk in the library when a female student was reading at one of the tables near his desk,” Dr McCredie said. “His assistant thought that she’d caught him mid-wank before that, and she reported it. After that, a hidden camera was set up with a bird's-eye view behind his desk, and he was caught cock-handed.”

      “Dirty bastard,” I said.

      “And maybe more than that,” Bell added.

      “He’d been here for well over twenty years before he was dismissed,” Dr McCredie said before getting out of his chair. “There’s no one else who springs to mind as the kind of candidate you’re looking for. I would make speaking to him a priority if I were you,” he narrowed his eyes, “and next time I enter someone’s space, I wouldn’t go wandering around it and rummaging through their personal items without their permission.”

      I thought Dr McCredie was a bit of an oddball himself, and locking Bell and me inside his cupboard was strange and domineering behaviour.

      I took my notepad and pen out of the inside of my jacket pocket. “What was the librarian’s name again?”

      “Piers Finnigan.”

      I wrote Piers Finnigan’s name on my notepad. “Thank you for that information, Dr McCredie, and your time.” I jotted down my name and number on another piece of notepad paper and tore it off. “Please call me if anything else, however small, comes into your head that you think could help the investigation.”

      I gave Dr McCredie the paper.

      Outside the veterinary school, the rain was still light enough for us not to be concerned by it, and Bell and I headed back to my car.

      “That was potentially a good development,” Bell said.

      “Yeah, but you could have given me that information sooner if you’d thought about it.”

      “But I didn’t think about it.”

      I wasn’t keen for Bell to feel like I was always having a go at him, but he had to learn.

      “You should have,” I said. “If I’d been to uni here a few years ago and I could recall that the librarian was sacked for sexual misconduct soon after, I’d have thought to have brought that up. Especially considering that all three victims went to Finnigan’s place of work at the same time.”

      “Sorry, Mac—”

      “Don’t apologise; just start looking at the big picture.”

      “What are we going to do next?”

      “We’re gonna get an address for Piece Finnigan ASAP, look up the full details of his sexual misconduct and anything else that he may have on his record, and prepare to interview him.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Do you want to get something to eat?”

      “We’ll get something back at the station. We’ve got work to do.”
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      “Come on, Callum,” Sofia called from downstairs, “we’re going to be late.”

      “We’re not gonna be late; we’ll be at least an hour early. I’ve triple-checked the route.”

      I was in the upstairs bathroom of my safe house, looking at my reflection in the mirror. It was getting close to the time of the night that I’d been dreading all day. Sofia was waiting for me downstairs, and I ensured that the pistol I was concealing in its holster inside my black raincoat was just that, well hidden and undetectable to anyone who might look at me.

      The big concern I had about carrying the illegal firearm since I’d acquired it the previous year was about to be tested. Although we were going to be driving to Glasgow Necropolis, and we’d planned to get there at eleven, an hour earlier than the midnight trap we hoped we’d set for the MI5 agents, or even Reynolds himself, the cemetery was still close to the city centre, and there was a chance unwanted eyes would spot us.

      If things were to go mine and Sofia’s way at the cemetery, then the next couple of days at work were shaping up to be interesting. Earlier that day, when Bell and I got back from Glasgow University, we ran a background check on their disgraced former librarian. I thought I’d had my fair share of disgrace and embarrassment from an employee tribunal until I read up on Piers Finnigan’s dismissal from the uni and his rap sheet.

      Like Dr McCredie had said, Finnigan had been caught cock-handed, and was knocking one out whilst pretending to read a book at his desk, only to be stealing glances at a foreign exchange student who was oblivious to what he was actually doing. Once it came out that he’d done that, other female students came forward and complained about him invading their personal space in secluded corners of the library when it was just them and him.

      Not only that, but since he was hired in the 1990s, the university failed to do any subsequent background checks on him, having only done the one before he was offered the job. Finnigan would have been dismissed a long time before he was if they had done more. He had a criminal record for sexual harassment of a woman when he was on a night out. He’d groped their breasts when he was drunk and sitting next to them in a pub. Then after the university sacked him, Finnigan served a two-year prison sentence for having indecent images of children on his computer.

      Finnigan somewhat fit the bill of a man who was building his way up to committing more serious crimes, but I questioned if that could mean that he’d graduated to murder and a murder most horrid at that. The reason for my doubt was that he was 63, and most serial killers are veterans of their trade by that age, but some develop slower than others.

      Bell and I had gone to Finnigan’s address in the early evening to interview him, but he wasn’t in. In case he was The Copycop Killer, Ch Supt Gibson authorised a surveillance team to be situated outside Finnigan’s home address and monitor his movements until we had an opportunity to interview him the next day.

      Continuing to look at my reflection in my bathroom mirror, I wondered if I would have the opportunity to do anything the next day. I opened my coat to the side one last time to glance at the gun, then zipped it up and lightly felt the pistol through my coat.

      As I plodded down the stairs to the front door where Sofia was waiting for me, thoughts of the next day, and what may or may not come from an interview with Piers Finnigan, drifted further from my mind with each step that I took closer to the front door of my so-called safe house, where the journey to try to not get trapped in the trap we’d set, began.

      Despite Sofia’s concern that we’d arrive at the cemetery later than we’d planned to, we got there at almost bang on eleven, and I parked on the street under a bridge beside the cemetery’s grounds. As creepy as cemeteries and graveyards can be at the best of times, scanning the hill of Necropolis from my car window, and seeing the dark shapes of tombstones and massive monuments, sent a shiver down my spine.

      Before I opened my car door, I looked at Sofia with cautious evaluation, and she was already staring at me in the same way.

      “Are you ready to do this?” Sofia asked.

      “I was about to ask you something similar. I was going to ask you if you’re sure you want to do this?”

      “If I answered no to both of those questions, it wouldn’t change that we need to do this.”

      “I’m still not convinced about that, Sofia. If we leave this car and carry through with our plan, there’s a lot that could go wrong, and I don’t mean those black eyes that you’re sporting getting beaten, even blacker.”

      “If we don’t leave this car, then something bad will end up happening to us, anyway.”

      “If we come across MI5 agents and/or Mr Reynolds, and things go badly, I want you to run if you get the chance.”

      Sofia frowned. “I don’t think so. I didn’t suggest this so I could run away and leave you if it doesn’t go the way we planned tonight.”

      “I’m the one with the gun, though. I don’t think the PAVA spray I gave you will cut it.”

      “It’ll have to.”

      Sofia was stubborn, and it was either going to be to our advantage or our detriment, but we would not find out deliberating any further.

      “Let’s get going then,” I said, “before we lose the element of surprise.”

      We got out of the car, and once I’d locked it, I gave Sofia the car keys.

      “Why are you giving me these?”

      “If only one of us gets the chance to drive away from here, it’s gonna be you.”

      Sofia stood with her arms by her side, defiantly.

      “I’m not going into the cemetery until you take the keys,” I said. “That’s non-negotiable.”

      Sofia shook her head, then took the keys from me and said, “You’re stubborn.”

      We were about to cross the road when we heard a car approaching from around the corner to our right. It could have been anyone but my mind, and judging by how Sofia was looking at me, hers also feared it was trouble.

      “Cross the road,” I said.

      I could see the car headlights bouncing off the wall of the bend, and I dashed across the road to the metal fence of the cemetery boundary. When I was nearing the grassy verge on the other side, I looked to my left, where I thought Sofia would be, and realised she hadn’t crossed with me. She was still on the other side of the road and hadn’t moved from the spot where she was next to my car.

      “Come on,” I said.

      Sofia was like a rabbit in the headlights and was soon to be almost literally one when the car turned the corner. Sofia had panic written all over her face, and her natural freeze response had taken away the opportunity for her to join me in taking flight.

      I could either jump over the fence that was just over my waist in height or stay there exposed on the verge of the road. I opted for the latter. I unzipped my coat enough to reach for my pistol if required, and I watched the glare from the headlights come around the corner, then illuminate us.

      I waited with bated breath to see if the car would slow down as it got closer to us, but it didn’t, and my anxiety level stabilised when I heard hard dance music coming from inside it and saw that it was a boy racer car special, a Nissan Skyline. It had a ridiculous spoiler on it, and even more ridiculous than that was the heavy bass coming from the car’s speakers. When it passed me, I saw that it was full of young men who looked like they were out for a late-night cruise to, in their minds, show off. They must have been suspicious of me standing on outside a cemetery at that time of night. When the car went around the opposite corner and disappeared out of sight, I was keen for Sofia to join me on my side of the road.

      “Let’s get out of harm’s way,” I said, fully aware that we were likely to be putting ourselves in more danger by going into the cemetery.

      Sofia jogged over to my side of the road and joined me.

      The cemetery spread out over a long, steep hill, and we entered at the bottom of it. It was dark, with only the light from the moon breaking through the overcast sky, providing us with some visibility. It was a five-minute walk to the top of the hill, and multiple paths were going up it. There were tombstones and towering memorials as far as the eye could see. The cemetery was a good place to hide and ambush someone if you saw them coming, but that would be difficult due to the scale of the area. I thought the best thing to do was go up to the top of the hill, wait behind one of the large memorials, and then try to spot anyone before they spotted us.

      “We’ll go and wait up there at that memorial that looks like a house,” I whispered.

      That memorial looked like it was the biggest one there. It was stone-built and circular, with a roof and what resembled a bell tower built into the roof, which had stone pillars around it. Whoever was buried, there must have been Glasgow’s answer to the pharaohs.

      Instead of taking the pathway up to it, we went on the grass. The place was unnervingly quiet, with only the sounds of the light steps we were taking, the squelch from our shoes compressing into what mud was there, and the occasional car driving past the road on our right side becoming ever more distant. We could see all of Glasgow and beyond from the height we were at, lit up by streetlights, tower blocks, and housing estates.

      “Callum, be careful,” Sofia snapped, just louder than a whisper.

      “What?”

      “You’re walking on a grave.”

      I looked at my feet and realised I’d strayed onto someone’s final resting place.

      “Shit!” I said before hopping off.

      “Don’t swear on someone’s grave.”

      “Keep your voice down, and sorry, but we’re probably gonna have to do a lot worse than swear soon.”

      We got to the top of the hill and stood next to the front wall of the massive monument without any more incident. Being beside it, I could appreciate the expanse of the cemetery even more, and it was daunting. There were so many, too many ideal hiding places surrounding us. From left to right, front to back, giant stone structures commemorated the dead.

      “You go that way, I’ll go this way, and we’ll meet at the back,” I said.

      So we could make sure there wasn’t anyone else at that monument, we split up. We didn’t encounter anyone on the way around to the rear of the monument, and when we met up again, we looked down the back hill that was steep like the hill we’d just come up from.

      “What side do you wanna wait at?” I asked.

      “I’ll stay here.”

      “Hide behind that pillar.” I gestured to the pillar a couple of feet away from Sofia’s left.

      “Is your phone on silent?” I asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “So’s mine. Text me if you see anyone approaching, and I’ll come round. I’ll go back to the other side.”

      I returned to the front of the monument and hid behind one of the stone pillars at least three times my height.

      Time went agonisingly slowly up there, waiting for something to happen and not knowing if anything would. As well as it being hard to see far in front of me, it was also windy at the top of the hill, and my ears were tingling with the cold chill that engulfed them. My fingers were feeling the nip from the wind as well. I was holding my phone in my left hand, and I buried it in my front jacket pocket, keeping a hold of the phone, so I could feel it vibrate if Sofia texted me. I slipped my right hand inside my jacket and held the handle of my pistol, ready to draw it.

      The first twenty minutes passed, and I hadn’t seen anyone. Even though it was dark and I felt that I’d blended in with the pillar, I was tormented by the thought that at any second, I would either get a bullet that I didn’t see coming into my skull or, worse than that, Sofia would. I hadn’t heard from her since we took up our posts, so I texted her.

      All quiet here… I think, but I’m shitting myself. What about you?

      Seconds later, I got a reply.

      Same, but stop swearing in a cemetery.

      I smiled and sent a response.

      It doesn’t count when it’s a text!

      Another ten minutes went by without anything happening, and not so much as a noise from some of the nearby bushes that made me think twice about what it could be. It was just after half eleven when I checked in with Sofia again.

      Have you become acquainted with the dead community yet? Nothing, living or dead, at my end has introduced themselves.

      Sofia promptly responded.

      Stop messing around. I believe in ghosts, and I’m scared and cold. Maybe this was a bad idea.

      Time will tell. We’ll give it another hour. Are you okay with that?

      I heard something!

      I didn’t hear anything on my end.

      What is it?

      I thought I heard voices from the bottom of the hill.

      Can you see anything?

      Not yet.

      It also crossed my mind that The Copycop Killer and not just Reynolds or his agents might have followed us there. I was reasonably satisfied that there wasn’t anyone approaching from my side of the hill, so I decided to join Sofia.

      I’m coming around. I’ll come from your right side, so don’t PAVA spray me!

      I kept my hand on my pistol. I stopped short of drawing it and moved slowly round to Sofia’s side of the monument, keeping my back against the wall, trying to blend in with it, hoping my dark clothes and measured movement would be enough to keep me from being noticed.

      When I got around the corner and looked for Sofia, I couldn’t see her. She wasn’t where I’d left her, but I thought she would be hiding behind the side of the stone pillar that I couldn’t see, so I walked at a slightly quicker pace towards it. As I approached the pillar, I glanced down the hill and couldn't see or hear anyone.

      I got to the pillar and peaked around it. Sofia wasn’t there. I checked my phone in case I’d not felt it vibrate in my hand. There was no message, and I sent her another text.

      I’m at your side. Where are you?

      While I waited for a reply, I searched all five pillars in case we’d somehow missed each other. It then occurred to me that perhaps Sofia had gone around the left side of the monument, and she was on the other side looking for me, but when I checked my phone, and there still wasn’t a response from her, that seemed unlikely.

      I was about to throw caution to the wind and run around the entire monument when I heard the shriek of a female voice coming from the bottom of the left side of the hill, not quite halfway down.

      “Shit!” I said.

      I drew my pistol, then took off down the hill in the direction of where I’d heard the terror-laden voice, which I thought belonged to Sofia. I went further out to my left to avoid the path and hopefully the eyeline of whoever was out there. I kept myself low, and with respect for the dead out the window and only thoughts of keeping Sofia and myself alive, I ran over grave after grave.

      In less than a minute, I’d got to roughly fifty feet from where I’d heard the voice.

      “Ahh!” screamed the voice again, further down the hill than before.

      Hearing her second cry startled me, and I came to a halt too quickly. My momentum got the better of me and sent me over myself and into the wet, soft, muddy grass. I fell awkwardly, giving myself a dead arse, and in the process, my pistol dug into the ground, which bent my hand that was gripping it and my trigger finger back. I felt a shooting pain in my trigger finger that travelled up my hand and wrist. I wanted to shout out in agony, but I stopped myself from giving away my position if I hadn’t already done so.

      I scrambled to my feet, spotted my pistol ,and picked it back up before sprinting across the side of the hill to where the sound had come from. Had it not been for the danger I thought Sofia was in, I would have taken a far more cautious approach, but her situation sounded critical. When I was twenty feet away from where the most recent scream had come from, I thought I could see a dark figure on his knees on the ground next to a tall tombstone. It was confirmed that I had when I saw the figure’s head look over his shoulder at me.

      “It’s MacBain,” he said.

      I continued to close the distance, and I saw legs lying flat on the ground sticking out behind the man, and I realised he was probably strangling Sofia.

      Another man stepped out from the tombstone and aimed his gun at me.

      Pop

      His gun flashed as he shot at me. I didn’t hear where the bullet went, but it wasn’t in me. He had a silencer on his gun, and it didn’t make much noise when he popped off the round. I wouldn’t have thought twice about shooting back in legal circumstances, but seeing as my pistol didn’t have a silencer, I thought twice about it. I zigzagged towards him without much of a plan, deliberating what my split-second judgment call should be.

      Pop

      His second shot blasted out some of the stone from a tombstone on my left that I ran past. I was nearly on him now, but with every foot that I closed the distance on him, the chances of his next round being a fatal one increased, and I had no choice but to fire back.

      BANG!

      My shot rang out and reverberated around the cemetery, but it wasn’t a wasted bullet that blew out of my chamber like a cannonball. It was too dark to know where I’d hit him, but wherever it was, it put him on the ground emphatically.

      “Callum!” Sofia yelled.

      The man strangling Sofia loosened his grip on her as he reached for his gun. When I was five feet from him, he was in the process of drawing his pistol, and Sofia was clawing at his face, which caused him to be stuck in two minds about whether to deal with me or stop Sofia from getting her nails into his eyes. He was still straddling her, and his head was perfectly positioned for me to run across the grass like I was powering my legs through Murrayfield Stadium, about to boot a rugby ball into the sky.

      My right shoe connected with his face with a dull smack and a crack as his nose smashed. The impact sent him falling backwards from Sofia, and he rolled down the hill; he wasn’t the only one. Having put all the force that I could muster into kicking him, I lost my balance again and took a tumble myself. I hurtled headfirst down the hill.

      THUD!

      “Argh!” I shouted.

      My body smacked into a tombstone, and my left arm, which was nursing the gunshot wound from three days earlier bore the brunt of the impact. To comfort myself, I put my right hand on my left arm, then realised that I’d lost my pistol in the fall.

      My roll had come to a sudden end thirty feet from where Sofia and the shooters had been. I clambered back up the hill, trying to lock my eyes on the gunmen. I couldn’t see them, but I saw Sofia.

      “Sofia!” I called.

      With no time to look for my gun I ran back up the hill to help Sofia. When I got closer to her, I saw that she was on top of the man I’d shot, and he was lying on his back on the grass. She was trying to strangle him, but he was overpowering her. When I got to them, I threw myself, knees first, onto the ground and put my hands around his neck. Sofia got off of him and let me get on top of him.

      Keeping my right hand on his neck, I used my other hand to make a fist, and pummelled his face with it.

      “Keep an eye out for the other one, Sofia,” I said.

      He had his hands on my right wrist, trying to break my grip on his neck, and I felt his grasp weaken as I rained punches down on him. Once he was beaten, I stopped punching him, released my hand from his neck, used my hands to pin his arms down, and put my right knee on his throat, applying enough pressure that he knew I could squeeze the life out of him if I chose to.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      He garbled an incoherent response, so I let off some of the pressure.

      “Who are you?” I repeated.

      “I don’t see the other one,” Sofia said.

      “I’ll end you if you don’t talk,” I said.

      I could hear sirens in the distance. I thought that someone must have reported the shot I fired from my gun.

      “Talk!”

      I had focused on his face and didn’t notice Sofia walking around my side before she appeared opposite me on her knees. From there, she dug her thumbs into his eyes.

      “Argh!” the man screamed.

      “Tell us who you are!” Sofia shouted.

      Sofia dug her nails deeper into his eyes, causing blood to run out of them and onto his stubble.

      “Who are you?” Sofia shouted.

      “I’m MI5,” he said, his voice shaking. “Leave my eyes!”

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Adam.”

      “Who sent you, Adam?”

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      “Yes, you can!” Sofia said, then stabbed her thumbs back into his eyes, her nails causing more damage than before.

      “Argh! Edward Reynolds! Stop it!”

      Sofia took her thumbs back out, and more blood ran from where they’d been.

      “I can’t see,” he said.

      “Who was that with you?” I asked.

      “Agent Reid.”

      I looked down the hill, and still, I couldn’t see agent Reid. The sirens were getting louder, and we didn’t have much time until the police would be there.

      “Was it just the two of you that were sent here?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Where can I find Edward Reynolds?”

      “They’ll kill me if I tell you that.”

      “And we’ll take your eyeballs out if you don’t?”

      “I-I d-don’t know why we were sent to kill you.”

      His voice was getting weaker. I looked at his chest for a gunshot wound from where I’d shot him, but his black jacket made it too difficult for me to see it in the dark.

      “Check his chest to see if he’s been shot,” I said to Sofia.

      Sofia felt his jacket.

      “There’s a hole,” she said.

      “Argh!” he shouted in pain.

      Sofia lifted her hand that she’d felt him with and inspected it. “It’s blood.”

      “Listen to me, Adam,” I said, “the police will be here soon. If we leave you here, paramedics will find you,” probably not in time, I thought, “but if you don’t tell us where we can find Edward Reynolds, then when the paramedics get to you, it’ll be your dead eyeless body.”

      He was starting to slip away.

      “Take his eyes out,” I said to Sofia.

      “No, I’ll tell you!” he said. “He’s got an office that he uses on Bayswater Road in London. It looks like an architect business on the outside, but it’s not. MI5 uses the whole office block as a cover by MI5.”

      “What’s the architect business called?”

      “Infinite Design.”

      “When will he be there?” I asked.

      “He’s there most days. He should be there tomorrow.”

      “What does he look like?”

      “He’s in his sixties, 5’11, average build, and has blue eyes.”

      “Search him,” I said to Sofia.

      Sofia patted him down and looked inside his pockets. Like the other MI5 agents I’d encountered, he had no form of ID.

      “We need to go,” Sofia said.

      “Take off his shoelaces,” I said. “We’ll tie his hands up and leave.”

      Sofia undid one of his shoelaces, taking off the shoe, then I held his hands whilst she tied it around his wrists.

      “I need to find my gun,” I said to Sofia.

      “There’s no time.”

      “Bastard!”

      Sofia was right; we had to get out of there, but my prints were all over that gun, and my fingerprints had been on a police database since I’d been arrested the previous year. I got to my feet and turned to run with Sofia down the hill we’d come from. I saw the gun that belonged to the agent I’d shot lying on the grass, but not the gun I’d come into the cemetery with. I picked up the other pistol, put it in my holster, and then Sofia and I held hands and ran back to my car in a race against time to escape.
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      When we got back to the metal fence at the bottom of the hill across from where my car was parked, the sirens of the police cars were nearly too close for it to have been worth making a run for it to my car.

      I went over the fence first. I was a muddy mess and would have looked like suspect number one if anyone saw me in my state. I helped Sofia over, then, with the coast still clear on the road, we hurtled across it and went under the bridge to my car.

      “I don’t have my keys!” I said, patting my pockets.

      “You gave them to me, remember?”

      “Oh yeah, thank God.”

      Sofia gave me the keys, and we got into the car.

      The police were approaching from the same direction that the boy racers from earlier came from, behind where my car was parked. I drove and took a right past Glasgow Cathedral to begin our half-hour journey back to Bearsden, fighting every fibre of my being not to floor it so that I wouldn’t draw any attention to ourselves.

      I kept my eyes on my rear-view mirror as much as I did the road for the first couple of miles, with a sense of dread every time I looked in the mirror that blue flashing lights would appear in it, signalling the end of our bid to escape.

      “If I wasn’t covered in mud, I’d go straight to London,” I said. “If we can get Reynolds on his own, show him the evidence we’ve got, and back him into a corner, we might get him to talk.”

      “I don’t know Callum; he’s as determined as us not to get caught as we are to catch him.”

      “If you don’t wanna come with me, I understand, but I’m going. Once I get back to the safe house, get cleaned and changed, I’m driving to London. If Reynolds gets wind that we know where he’s based, then we might not get the chance to find him again.”

      “Maybe you were right, Callum; maybe we do have enough evidence to go public.”

      “You know that we don’t. If we try to smoke Reynolds and Black out of their hole too soon, they’ll just go further underground, and we might never get them. We need more evidence, and we’re as close as we’ve ever been to getting it. If you don’t want to come with me, I understand. Or, if you wanna throw the towel in on the Project T investigation, I won’t think badly of you. You’ve already done a great job and helped me loads.”

      Sofia’s features were set in concentration. “I’m in this until the end, whatever that means. I’m coming to London with you.”

      With a fresh set of clothes on from my safe house and a new lead, we drove through the night to London, taking turns behind the wheel so the other could cat-nap. I had a suit on as well as the usual coat that I used for work, but Sofia didn’t have any fresh clothes to change into, so I gave her a pair of my tracksuit bottoms and a hoodie to wear. She had to roll up the bottoms and hoodie, and there was no way she looked the part for getting into Infinite Design the next morning. I’d taken out a wad of cash from a cash machine in Glasgow before we left so that I could buy Sofia some clothes the following day.

      When we got to London, the first thing we did was have a fry-up breakfast at a greasy spoon, and then Sofia bought herself a cheap but professional-looking grey suit and some bleach blonde hair dye. She dyed her hair in a disabled toilet at a supermarket. We hoped that changing the colour of her long black hair would be enough for no one from the address we had for Edward Reynolds to recognise her. Because my appearance was harder to alter, the plan was for Sofia to go into Infinite Design on her own first to get the lay of the land and for me to join her if she found a way to Reynolds.

      The address that the MI5 agent from the cemetery had given us for Reynolds checked out as a legitimate one, but whether it was for Reynolds remained to be seen. From the outside, it looked like Infinite Design could have been a real architects’ business, and when we parked the car down the street with a view of the white, two-story office block, I questioned whether we had been given a bogus address for Reynolds.

      On the previous night, Sofia had looked up Infinite Design when we got back to my safe house from the cemetery, and they appeared to be operating as an architect’s business. As for Reynolds himself, his name wasn’t linked to the business, and we hadn’t been able to put his name to a face.

      The office block sat on one side of a junction next to two red phone boxes and was a short walk from Hyde Park. At the time when the MI5 agent gave us the description of Reynolds, in the rush to flee the cemetery, I thought it was a solid one, but being back in the sprawling metropolis of London, it struck me how many men in their sixties with grey hair and an average height and build there were.

      We were sitting in my car a hundred yards away from the office block, and we’d been there for twenty minutes.

      “We could have seen Reynolds half a dozen times so far,” I said.

      “I’m not convinced that the agent from last night was telling us the truth when he said we could find Reynolds here.”

      “I’ve got my doubts too, but you’d think having your thumbs perilously close to digging out his eyes would have encouraged him to tell the truth.”

      “Speaking about the truth, do you think your work will believe you that you’re sick?”

      “I think so. Sticking that toilet roll up my nose made me sound like I was full of man flu. I wanna get back to Glasgow tomorrow, though. We’re closing in on the serial killer.”

      “Have you got a suspect?”

      “We do. He ticks a lot of boxes, but I can’t think of why he’d be interested in my career. We were gonna interview him yesterday, but he wasn’t in, so we’ve got an officer keeping him under surveillance in case he gets an uncontrollable urge to commit another murder before we make our move on him. I’ve asked them to hold off on interviewing him until tomorrow.”

      Sofia put her hand on my arm. I looked at her, and she gave me a subtle smile. I wasn’t in a romantic frame of mind, but I couldn’t help feeling butterflies in my stomach when our eyes met. I’d always thought Sofia was attractive, and her new blonde hair detached her from the friend I mostly viewed her as.

      “I can’t imagine how you must be feeling,” Sofia said. “I’ve been in some dangerous spots in my life, but this Project T investigation is the most stressful thing I’ve ever had to endure. You’ve got the added stress of trying to catch a serial killer who’s copying murders you’ve solved. I don’t know how you’re functioning.”

      “Am I functioning? From a biological sense, I am just, but I don’t know about mentally.”

      “I think you’re doing well, Callum.”

      “Time will tell. Put it this way; when a deer is running from a bear, it’s not thinking about anything else other than staying alive. That’s how I feel just now. God knows how I’ll feel if things ever go back to normal. Whatever that is anymore.”

      I gave Sofia a phone. As well as the new suit and the hair dye, we’d bought new burner phones earlier that morning at the supermarket as well. Sofia was going to have her phone on speaker and in the breast pocket of her suit jacket.

      “Are you ready to do this?” I asked.

      Sofia sometimes wore glasses when she was reading, so she took her glasses case out of her handbag, opened it, and put the glasses on. “Yes, let’s see if Infinite Design wants to design me a house.”
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      Sofia got out of MacBain’s car, walked up the pavement until she was opposite Infinite Design, and then crossed the road. Through the window of the apparent architects, she could see a woman in her forties with dark hair that was pleated, sitting behind a desk, with a phone beside her and a computer on the desk, looking every bit like a receptionist.

      Worry was gnawing away at Sofia about what the outcome would be for her if she was walking into the lion’s den. She told herself that she was a tigress and she would be okay, but being seconds away from having the life strangled out of her the previous night at the cemetery, had it not been for MacBain coming to her rescue, made it difficult for Sofia to convince herself that what she was about to do wasn’t a mental, risky thing to be doing.

      Next to her lipstick, mirror, and purse in her handbag was the handgun with a silencer on it that MacBain had taken with him from the cemetery. Her ordeal from the night before made making her decision about whether she could use it if she had to an easy one. Sofia got to the door of Infinite Design. It was a thick wooden door that was painted white. It didn’t have a handle, so she took a deep breath and pushed it.

      Tits, Sofia thought.

      The door was locked; she would have to use the intercom.

      She pressed the button and waited for a response.

      “Good morning, Infinite Design. How can I help you?” a female voice asked.

      “Hi, I’m here to discuss having a property designed for me.”

      “Do you have an appointment?”

      “No, I was looking at your website last night, and I loved your designs.”

      “I’m sorry, we’re by appointment only.”

      Tits, Sofia thought.

      “I see. You’re obviously very busy. That’s a good sign. Can I come in and make an appointment?”

      “I’m sorry, we’re too busy just now. You can schedule an appointment online.”

      “Seeing as I’m already here, I’d really appreciate it if you could see me now, even for a minute or two. This sounds random, but I’ve got a camera crew following me around because I’m doing a reality show where they film a house build from start to finish. I’d hate to highlight your business as being awkward to deal with. It’s going to be on Channel Four, and millions of people will see it.”

      “Is the camera crew with you?” the woman asked, with a hint of concern in her voice.

      “Not just yet, but they will be later.”

      “We don’t consent to you putting us on camera.”

      “Okay fine. It sounds like you’re not going to be right for this project, but I have another site that I’m looking to build on that has nothing to do with the TV show, and I would really like to talk with you about doing some business together. How about you let me nip in and make an appointment, then I’ll tell the camera crew not to film your business, and I won’t mention on camera that you’ve been a touch awkward to deal with.”

      There was a pause.

      “One moment please,” the woman said.

      In the office, the receptionist huffed at how obstinate Sofia was being and picked up the phone from her desk and called through to one of the offices in the building.

      “Jones,” a man sitting on a chair behind a desk in an office on his own said.

      “I’ve got a woman at the door who won’t take no for an answer. She wants to book an appointment with one of our architects.”

      “Did you tell her to do it online, Hannah?”

      “Yes, she’s threatening to put us on a TV show about house building unless I let her in to book an appointment. We don’t need that kind of attention.”

      The man put the CCTV of the front door of the building on his computer and saw Sofia standing there with her blonde hair, looking appealing to his eyes.

      “Send her in. I’ll give her a consultation, but no cameras.”

      “We don’t get paid enough to do two jobs,” Hannah said.

      “I don’t mind being an architect sometimes; it helps me feel normal.”

      Outside, Hannah’s voice came back on over the intercom. “You can come in, but no camera crew.”

      “I promise,” Sofia said.

      The door buzzed, and Sofia pushed the door open and went inside.

      There was a row of six seats to Sofia’s back right in the lobby, with a coffee table in front of them that had a glass top and architecture magazines on it. A set of double doors further along, to Sofia’s right, had a fingerprint security scanner to open them. The reception desk was in front of Sofia, twenty feet away from her.

      A collage of photographs showing the different stages of a large house being built was framed on the wall, and on a glass display below it was a miniature scale replica of a civil service building that Sofia recognised to be the building where she’d seen David Lancaster go in with William Black on his ill-fated meeting with him.

      “I recognise that building,” Sofia said.

      “It’s just down the road from here,” Hannah said. “It’s a secondary building for HM Treasury.”

      “You won the contract for that? That’s impressive.”

      “We were the most competitive bid, and we delivered under budget and ahead of schedule.”

      “Do you do many government contracts?”

      “Some. What’s your name?”

      “Ms Emily Fisher.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Ms Fisher. I’m Hannah. Sorry about the clunky start we had, but I thought we were fully booked until I double-checked the schedule. It turns out that one of our architects has a few minutes to spare to give you a consultation.”

      “That’s great.”

      “But we do not wish to appear on a TV show, so the camera crew had better not come here or feature us in any way.”

      “Understood, I’ll make sure they don’t. To be honest with you, Hannah, I’m just making that show for a bit of fun. I’ve got a large chunk of land where I picture my forever home going, and I don’t want some TV crew to publicise where I live. Once I’ve built the house that they’re documenting, I plan on selling it and using the publicity from the show to get a good price. I have several properties around the world. It’s my passion.”

      Hannah looked at Sofia with her bright blue assessing eyes. “I’ll take you to Mr Jones’s office.”

      Hannah got out of her chair and walked over to the set of double doors. She put her right index finger on the scanner when she got to them, and the doors opened.

      “That’s high-security for an architect’s office,” Sofia said.

      “We were broken into a few years ago, and we decided that our security system needed upgrading.”

      “I can’t think why anyone would want to break into here.”

      “That’s London for you; it takes all sorts.”

      There was a wide corridor on the other side of the double doors. There were two doors on the left and right of it, and Sofia noticed a flight of stairs at the end of the corridor on the left side. Hannah went up to the second door on the left and knocked on it.

      Mr Jones answered. He was wearing blue trousers with a white shirt and a burgundy tie. He smiled at Sofia, and she noticed him giving her the once over. Sofia was used to picking up on the signs that a man was attracted to her, especially from her time investigating corrupt politicians. Mr Jones didn’t have the sleazy vibe that those politicians had; he had a charming presence, and he was well put together. His shirt showed off his gym-strong arms and his strong shoulders.

      “This is Ms Fisher,” Hannah said.

      Mr Jones’s smile grew wider as he held out his hand to greet Sofia. “Nice to meet you, Ms Fisher. I’m Keith Jones, the head architect at Infinite Design, and please call me Keith.” Sofia smiled back at Keith, and they shook hands. “Would you like to come into my office?”

      “I’d love to. Thanks for seeing me without an appointment.”

      “That’s quite all right.”

      Hannah left and went back to her desk, and Sofia went into Keith’s office and sat on one of the two chairs behind his desk.

      Sofia noticed a certificate on Keith’s wall that looked like it had been awarded to him for a stadium he designed. There was a drawing board on the left wall with plans for a house on it. Nothing about the office felt like it could have been MI5 premises.

      When Keith had his back to her as he was going to his side of the desk to sit down, Sofia undid a couple of buttons on her blouse and pushed up her already sizable breasts.

      “What is it I can do for you?” Keith asked.

      “I’m recently divorced, and it turns out that the family home I thought was going to be my forever home is in fact a permanent reminder of my cheating snake of an ex-husband. Not to blow my own trumpet, Keith, but I’m worth a lot of money, and I want to build a house that will make him jealous beyond belief and provide me with the sanctuary I deserve. From what I’ve seen on your website, your houses look fantastic, and I thought I would try you first.”

      “You’ve come to the right place, Ms Fisher, and let me say I’m sorry about what happened to you with your ex-husband.”

      “Call me Emily, and thanks, but don’t be. I’m glad I found out about his cheating ways before we had kids.” Sofia noticed that Keith didn’t have a wedding ring on. “I’ll give you some advice, Keith. If you’re not married, don’t do it.”

      Keith smiled. “I’m not married. I’m too busy with work.”

      “I’m surprised. I’d have bet my future dream house that you’re going to build me, that a handsome man like you would be married.”

      Keith’s brown eyes glowed with excitement. “You’re going to get me all hot and bothered with talk like that, Emily.”

      Sofia smiled seductively with her eyes. “I wouldn’t want to get that clean, white shirt of yours all sweaty and dirty now.”

      From Keith’s perspective, there was silence in the room as sexual tension filled it.

      Sofia gave him a coy smile. “Sorry if I was too forward there. I’m a go-getter and used to going after and getting what I want.”

      “No need to apologise; I like a confident woman. In the spirit of going after what one wants, would you like to go out for a drink with me tonight?”

      “I’ll think about it. Why don’t you get me a drink just now, then we can get down to business?”

      “What would you like?”

      “A coffee with milk and no sugar, please.”

      “Done.”

      Keith picked up the phone on his desk next to his computer and was about to call through to Hannah.

      “Surely you can make me a coffee yourself, Keith. You are a gentleman, aren’t you?”

      Keith was taken aback but went with it. “I’ll personally make you a coffee, but you better go out for a drink with me later.”

      Keith winked at Sofia, then got up and left the office.

      As soon as he closed the door, Sofia took her phone from the breast pocket of her suit jacket and spoke into it. “Callum, are you there?”

      MacBain was still sitting in the car in the same spot. “Yeah, I’m here, you saucy temptress. I never knew you had it in you.”

      “There’re a lot of things you don’t know about me. I’m in one of the so-called architect’s offices. I’ve not sussed out if they’re architects or not. They look convincing, but the secretary was stand-offish with me at first, but she might just be a bitch. The place has got good security.”

      “I heard. Make your excuses and leave Sofia. If something goes wrong, I might not get to you. We can wait out here to see if we can spot Reynolds.”

      “In the lobby, after the double doors, there’s a set of stairs at the end of the corridor. I’m going to take my chance and go upstairs.”

      “No, Sofia, it’s too risky.”

      “I’ve come this far.”

      Sofia put her phone back in her pocket, then went and opened Keith’s office door. She peered out, and when she saw there was no one there, she took off briskly down the corridor to the stairs. When she got to the bottom of them, she gave a quick, nervous glance back to the double doors, and then went up the stairs.

      There was one set of stairs, and when she got to the top, there was a blank wooden door with a traditional lock on it.

      Please don’t be locked, Sofia thought.

      As the door opened, Sofia breathed a sigh of relief that was cut short when she saw a busy office floor with a dozen cubicles separating the men and women sitting at desks on computers. They varied in age and, like Sofia, were dressed professionally. A few of them were having conversations with each other, with serious expressions on their faces, and the rest were engrossed in the work they were doing on their computers. There was a water cooler in the right corner across from Sofia. She stepped into the room like she was supposed to be there and calmly walked to the water cooler, scoping the place from the corner of her eye.

      There was no one at the water cooler when she got to it. She took a white plastic cup and began filling it, positioning her body, so her back was to the same wall as the office entrance door. The wall she was now facing had windows in it with closed blinds. Sofia thought that was strange because it wasn’t a bright day outside; it was gloomy and overcast. Next to the windows, a smaller office was sectioned off from the main office. Its door was closed, and it had a window that overlooked the room Sofia was in, with blinds on it that were also down. Sofia was so preoccupied with her surroundings that she didn’t notice that her cup was full and the cold water was spilling onto her hand.

      “Watch that,” a middle-aged man standing behind her said.

      Sofia laughed it off. “Whoops, what am I like?”

      “Do you work here?”

      Without batting an eyelid, Sofia said, “Yes, it’s my first day.”

      Back in MacBain’s car, his phone was welded to his ear, and he was having kittens at how perilous Sofia’s mission had become. “Get out of there, Sofia,” MacBain muttered, not wanting his voice to be heard coming from Sofia’s pocket.

      The man looked at Sofia inquisitively. “Mr Reynolds didn’t say anything about a new start joining us today.”

      Sofia’s heart picked up the pace as excitement surged alongside her anxiety, but she remained swanlike in maintaining her calm exterior. “Huh, don’t I feel wanted? Is Mr Reynolds in today?”

      “Yup, the old ogre is in his office. Don’t tell him I called him that, though. He’s in a foul mood today. He’s been very stressed recently. What’s your role in the agency?”

      “I don’t want us to get off on the wrong foot, but it’s confidential. Mr Reynolds has sworn me to secrecy. One of those, you know?”

      “Right,” the man tapped his nose, then knitted his brow and pointed at Sofia. “You look familiar.”

      “I get that a lot. Think I’ve got one of those faces.”

      “Yeah, fit.”

      Sofia ignored his come on. “I’d better go and tell Mr Reynolds that I’m here. Where can I find him?”

      “In there.”

      He pointed over to the office across the room, with the blinds closed.

      “Thanks.”

      Sofia took a sip of water and then walked over to Mr Reynolds’ office. She put her hand into her handbag, moved the gun to the side, and turned on her recording device. She got to the door with no one stopping her and knocked on it.

      “What?” A disgruntled male voice growled from the other side of the door.

      Sofia opened the door and quickly closed it behind her. Sitting on a chair behind his desk, alone, Sofia saw a man who matched the description she was looking for. He was in his late sixties, had short grey hair, blue eyes, and an average build from what she could see.

      “Are you Mr Edward Reynolds?” Sofia asked.

      Mr Reynolds gave Sofia a questioning look. “Yes, why?” His eyes widened and flared with anger. “Wait a minute, you’re—”

      “Sofia Yates.”

      Sofia rushed towards him, threw her cup of water on his face, and then, as he was reaching for his handgun that he kept in the drawer underneath his desk, she took out her gun from her handbag.

      “Move another inch,” Sofia said, “and I’ll kill you before you get a chance to tell me all about Project T.”
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      As mightily impressed as I was that Sofia had not only managed to confirm that the address we had for Reynolds was genuine but also that she’d been able to talk her way into his office and have a one-on-one face-off with him, the tension was unbearable for me. I imagined that it must have been intense for Sofia too, but sitting on my arse listening to their high-stakes confrontation from the relative safety of my car didn’t sit well with me.

      I was wracking my brain trying to think of a way that I could get in to help Sofia get out whilst also listening to her and Reynolds on my phone.

      “How did you get in here?” Reynolds asked.

      Reynolds had a deep, gravelly voice with a well-spoken southern English accent. It felt surreal to put a voice to the name of one of the main people who had tried so hard to kill me. I wondered if I was also listening to the voice of my dad’s murderer.

      “The same way I got anywhere in life,” Sofia replied, “determination.”

      I heard Sofia put something down on what sounded like it must have been Reynolds’ desk. “This conversation is going to be recorded,” Sofia said.

      “In that case, for the purposes of the recording, let it be known that Sofia Yates is pointing a gun at me.”

      “Get your hands away from the desk!”

      “Calm down, woman, you’re being emotional.”

      “I haven’t introduced myself yet. For the purposes of the recording, how do you know my name?”

      “Because you’re an investigative journalist.”

      “And you know what I’ve been investigating.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Sofia. You’ll have to enlighten me.”

      “You, Edward Reynolds, alongside the Chancellor of the Exchequer, William Black, were in charge of a series of extremely unethical experiments on twins. Those twins were all children, and you, William Black, Dr Neil Slater, Dr Jakub Kaminski, and others, committed crimes against humanity. You called your despicable set of experiments Project T.”

      “You sound like you’ve got severe mental health issues, Sofia. Let me make a phone call and get you some help. It’s only a matter of time until there’s a knock on my door from one of my agents to remind me about a meeting that I’m about to be late for.”

      “Tell the truth!”

      Sofia was too loud, and I thought someone must have heard her, and my concern that she had been and that she was losing her grip on the situation was heightened when I heard someone knocking on Reynolds’ door.

      “What are you going to do now?” Reynolds asked.

      “You’re going to tell them to go away.”

      “Or you’ll shoot me?”

      Sofia didn’t respond, and there was another knock on the door.

      “For the record,” Reynolds said, “Sofia is still pointing a gun at me.”

      Sofia lost her cool. “And I’ll use it on you if you don’t tell them everything’s fine.”

      “This is pointless; it’ll be clear from your recording that you’re coercing me to confess something I have absolutely no idea about.”

      Reynolds was right; we wouldn’t be able to pass off anything he said about Project T as evidence if it was proven that we’d coerced him. I needed to find a way into Reynolds’ office, to get him and Sofia out, so we could get a confession from him that could stand up in court, alongside the rest of the evidence we’d gathered so far.

      I heard Reynolds answer his door. “What do you want?”

      “I thought I heard a woman shouting from your office, sir.”

      “You did. I was performing roleplay with this agent, refreshing techniques for survival in a hostage situation. She’s going out in the field later.”

      “R-right, sir, I’ll leave you to it.”

      The woman closed the door, leaving Reynolds and Sofia alone again.

      “What’s your endgame here?” Reynolds asked.

      “Sit back down and talk to me about Project T.”

      “No. I’m going to walk out of this door instead. You’re not really going to shoot me, are you? There’d be a lot of witnesses if you did. Good, credible MI5 agents. You haven’t thought this out.”

      “Step back from the door now.”

      Sofia was continuing to lose control, and I had to think on my feet about how the hell I could get in. I thought someone would surely recognise me, and I wouldn’t be able to get past the first door.

      I got out of my car, fuelled by desperation, keeping my phone pressed against my ear. Then an opportunity presented itself to me. I noticed a postman in his early twenties walking along the street, and he’d just passed the Infinite Design office block. He had the whole uniform on, including a red Post Office jacket and a cap, with a mailbag over his shoulder.

      I put my phone in my pocket and hurried across the road to intercept him.

      “Excuse me,” I said.

      He turned around, looking a bit confused about why I’d stopped him. “Yeah?”

      I flashed him my police ID, long enough for him to see that I was in the police, but I hoped not so long that he would have taken in my name or noticed that I was in Police Scotland.

      “I’m with Scotland Yard, and I’m on an undercover operation. Try not to be alarmed, but we have reason to believe that there’s a bomb in your bag.”

      His eyebrows nearly left his head. “Bomb!” he shouted, taking off his bag, putting it at his feet, and stepping back.

      “Keep your voice down; we don’t want to alert the public. I’ve got an unmarked police car over there, and there’s a bomb disposal unit on its way. Come with me to the car, and once the bomb disposal unit has taken the bag, I’ll take you to the station to get a statement from you. Have you seen anyone suspicious-looking?”

      “No, mate. I’m gonna run for my life from the bag now.”

      “Don’t worry, our intelligence is good and says that the bomb will only detonate if the package inside your bag is opened. We’ve also got a specially modified bombproof boot on the car if it does go off.”

      The young man looked at my car and scrunched his face. “In that hunk of junk?”

      “That’s why it’s a great undercover vehicle.”

      I was lucky that the postie hardly looked old enough to grow pubes and was naïve enough to buy my borderline ridiculous tall tale.

      “We need to go to the car now,” I said.

      I slowly lifted his postal bag from the pavement as if there was a bomb in it, then began to cross the road. I looked back, and the postie was still standing on the same spot, with a dumbfounded look on his face.

      “Come on, sir,” I said, “we need to go now.”

      “O-okay, boss.”

      In a state of shock, the postman followed me across the road to my car. When we got to it, I put his bag in my boot.

      “Are you sure it’s safe?” the postman asked.

      “I wouldn’t be putting a civilian in harm’s way if it wasn’t. Sit in the passenger’s side.”

      I opened my door and confidently got in. The bewildered postman complied with my order and joined me in my car. There was an alleyway about 100 feet from Infinite Design.

      “I’m gonna park over in that alleyway. The bomb disposal unit will meet us there. We don’t want to alarm the public.”

      “What about me?”

      “You’ll be a hero, son.”

      I drove to the alleyway to get cover from the public, feeling bad about what I was about to do to the young postie. The cobblestone alleyway was narrow and only just wide enough for my wee hatchback. About thirty feet along the alleyway, there were three large bins to the right. I parked my car next to them, which blocked the alleyway, and I thought it would deter people from trying to walk past.

      “Okay,” I said, “I’ll start taking a statement from you just now. Oh, shit, my notepad’s in the glove box. Would you get it for me?”

      “Yeah.”

      With the postman distracted, I grabbed his right arm, slapped my cuffs on his right wrist, pulled his left arm back and cuffed his other wrist, securing his hands behind his back.

      “What the hell, man?” the terrified postie yelled.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Jack.”

      “Listen carefully to me, Jack. You won’t be hurt if you do exactly as I say, and I’ll have you on your way within ten minutes.”

      “What are you gonna do to me?”

      “I need to borrow your uniform.”

      “What for?”

      “Hopefully, you’ll find out soon. I’m gonna take off one of the cuffs, and then you’ll slowly take off your jacket and return your hand behind your back like a good lad.”

      Jack was about my height but skinny. I took off one of the cuffs, and he did as I said. Once the jacket was removed, I cuffed his hands behind his back again.

      “I’ve got a hidden camera in this car connected to my phone, Jack, and if you so much as breathe too loudly, I’ll detonate the bomb underneath your chair.”

      His face was a mask of alarm. “I told my mum I didn’t want to be a postman, but she said it would be good for me to get out of the house. Get some fresh air, she said.”

      “You’ll be breathing in plenty more fresh air if you do what you’re told.”

      I took off my coat, grabbed Jack’s jacket, and whipped his cap off his head.

      With the mailbag over my arm and me looking the part, I walked as quickly as I could to Infinite Design without drawing attention to myself and put my phone back to my ear to see if I could hear anything from Sofia.

      “Do the right thing and hand yourself in, Sofia.”

      “You need to do the right thing and confess your involvement in Project T.”

      “I’m leaving now.”

      “Stay where you are!”

      With no time to spare, I put my phone away again and pressed the buzzer on the intercom outside the door of Infinite Design. I made sure to keep my head down and use the cap to shield my face from the full view of the security camera.

      “Infinite Design, how can I help you?” the same woman who had spoken to Sofia asked.

      “I’ve got mail for you,” I said, in my best cockney accent.

      “Pop it through the letterbox, please.”

      “I need a signature from you.”

      “Who’s it addressed to?”

      “A Mr Keith Jones.”

      “I’ll buzz you in.”

      The door buzzed, and I was in. The only person inside the lobby was the female receptionist sitting behind her desk. I calmly walked up to her with my head slightly down.

      “It’s in my bag,” I said.

      I went behind the desk, grabbed her arms, and yanked her up off her chair.

      “Argh!” she screamed.

      “Shut your mouth, or I’ll slit your throat with the knife in this bag.”

      I frogmarched her from her desk to the double doors and forced her hand up to the scanner.

      “Open the doors,” I said.

      She put her finger on the scanner, and then the doors opened. There was no one in the corridor, and all the doors in the corridor were closed.

      “Take me to Keith Jones’s office.”

      “Whatever you’re trying to achieve, it won’t work.”

      “Your opinion’s irrelevant. Where’s his office?”

      “This one.”

      She gestured towards a door on the left and I hurried her over to it in case someone came out of one of the doors.

      Keeping a vice-like grip on her, I opened the door and went into the office. A startled man looked up from sitting behind his desk and reached underneath the table. I pushed the woman behind the desk, and she cowered against the back wall. When I got to the man, I saw that he’d managed to get a drawer underneath his desk half-open, and I could see a pistol in it. I grabbed him by his shirt on his chest area and slammed him and his chair backwards onto the floor. I got the gun out of the drawer, then sat on the desk to give myself some space, and aimed the gun at his head.

      “Stay down,” I instructed.

      His eyes lit up. “DCI MacBain?”

      I felt like saying, “Special delivery,” and putting one between his eyes, but I stopped myself.

      “Give me the keys to the office,” I demanded.

      He put his hand in his trouser pocket.

      “Slowly,” I said.

      He handed me a key, and I put it in my pocket, then picked up the phone from the desk and smashed it on the floor.

      “Mobiles,” I said, gesturing with my hand for them to hand their phones over.

      “You’ll die,” he said, “there’re agents everywhere.”

      “Phones!” I snapped.

      They gave me their mobiles, and I put them in one of the pockets of the postman’s jacket.

      “If yous make any noise, I’ll come back in and permanently silence yous on my way out.”

      I backed out of the office, locked the door, and ran to the stairs at the end of the corridor. My head was spinning with thoughts of what could have been going on up in Reynolds’ office. I powered up the stairs, two at a time, and before I opened the door to the main office, I adjusted my cap and then hid the gun inside the other pocket in the jacket, and then I composed myself and went into the main office.

      A few people in the office looked up from their desks at me. I put my head down and headed straight for the door at the back of the room where I thought Sofia and Reynolds would be. The lack of commotion in the main office emboldened me, and I thought that whatever was going on in Reynolds’ office, Sofia still hung on to control of the situation.

      “Can I help you?” a man said when I was nearly at the door.

      I kept my head down and brought my Dike Van Dyke accent back out. “I’ve got mail for Mr Reynolds.”

      “Hang on; you can’t just go in.”

      I didn’t stop; I was so close to the door. “The receptionist called ahead, and Mr Reynolds asked me to come up to his office.”

      He bought my bullshit, and I went in.

      Reynolds had his back to me and was struggling with Sofia over at his desk for control Sofia’s pistol.

      It took every bit of restraint in me not to get my gun out until I’d casually closed the door behind me.

      “Get off her, Reynolds,” I said.

      Amid her struggle, Sofia looked up at me. She was flustered and gritting her teeth.

      “Callum!” Sofia said.

      Reynolds backed off Sofia, then turned around and faced me. There he finally was, staring back at me. Edward Reynolds, my nemesis, my antagonist, and the man who held the key to unlocking the box of secrets that had haunted me for so long. I suspected Reynolds was a monster, but as is the case with most monsters, he didn’t look like one. Had he not been dressed in a smart grey suit, he wouldn’t have looked out of place in a Werther’s Original commercial. Perhaps he was still a little young for that, but he was well into his sixties and old enough to have been part of Project T.

      Reynolds grinned at me with a dangerous glint in his eyes. “Who are you?”

      “Don’t play dumb. You know fine well who I am. We’re gonna take you for a wee chat.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Reynolds asked.

      Sofia frowned and looked at me with growing concern.

      “Maybe Sofia will shoot you,” I said, “or maybe she won’t, but I will if you don’t follow my orders.”

      “How assertive of you.”

      “Turn off the recording,” I said to Sofia.

      Sofia switched off her recording device on Reynolds’ desk, and then put it in her handbag, which was on the floor.

      “We’re all going to calmly walk out of this building together and get in the car I have outside,” I said. “If you try to get any of your agents to help you, you’ll be dead before they know what’s happened to you. I’m not gonna ask you if we’re clear because if we’re not, you might as well be dead already.”

      Reynolds’ eyes tensed together. “You’re a walking dead man.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      Sofia and I concealed our guns, and she went out of Reynolds’ office first, followed by Reynolds and then me. I was careful to keep my head as low as possible without it looking like I was trying not to be recognised. I couldn’t be sure because I was avoiding eye contact, but from what I could see from the corners of my eyes, the agents were looking at us as we made our way across the floor to the door that led to the stairs.

      “Sir,” a woman said.

      If my heart were an engine, it would have blown a gasket.

      “Yes?” Reynolds asked.

      “You’re late for a meeting.”

      Reynolds gave me a steely look, clenched his jaw, and said, “That’s right. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      When we got downstairs, I was relieved that there was still no one in the corridor and that the doors remained shut. The receptionist and agent Jones were doing as I’d ordered them to and remaining quiet in the room I’d locked them in. I made Reynolds use his finger on the scanner to get us out of the double doors, and we continued to calmly walk out of the lobby and go outside.

      “You’re doing a good job of saving your life so far, Reynolds,” I said. “Keep your head and go up to that alleyway.”

      The poor postie was whimpering when I got back to the car. I felt bad for him, but it was either that or risk Sofia being killed. He was a hero in my eyes, and I hoped that I could apologise to him one day and he’d understand.

      Once the postie was released and I’d given him back his jacket and mailbag, I put Reynolds’ hands behind his back, cuffed him, and sat in the back seat with him.

      “What now?” Sofia asked.

      “We need to take him somewhere quiet where we can interview him without him sabotaging it this time.”

      “Are you sure we shouldn’t go back to my place?” Sofia asked.

      “Definitely, it’s not safe. Especially now that we’ve kidnapped Reynolds, your flat will be one of the first places they try when they realise what’s happened.”

      “We can do the interview in the car,” Sofia said. “I know a quiet place.”
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      It took us half an hour to get to Hampstead Heath. Sofia drove us around the back of a car park, over a small patch of grass, and parked behind some woodland. She said it was one of the spots used by a politician she’d investigated who used to go dogging before his wife got wind of his antics.

      “Hasn’t this gone far enough?” Reynolds asked.

      “Until you and your pal William Black are rotting in prison,” I replied, “we’ve barely left the driveway on our journey to far enough.”

      “I don’t know who you are or what interest you have in me.”

      I jabbed Reynolds in the ribs, then hit his face off the back of the front passenger seat, grabbed a handful of his hair, pulled his head back, and dug the end of my pistol into the side of his neck. Blood was trickling out of his nose.

      “What are you going to do now?” Reynolds asked. “Shoot me?”

      “A bullet’s too good for you, you piece of shit. You can keep pretending that you don’t know who I am and that you have no clue about Project T, but we’ve already got a lot of evidence that proves otherwise.”

      “If that’s true, then why did you feel the need to mount a daring mission to kidnap me?”

      I hesitated to respond, and Reynolds continued. “The truth is you don’t have enough evidence, MacBain and you reek of desperation. You and your sidekick are behaving irrationally, and you’re going to be the ones rotting in prison when what you’ve done today catches up with you.”

      A wave of violent fury rose within me and unleashed itself on Reynolds. I put my pistol down by my feet, then, with both hands, I grasped Reynolds by the ears and smashed his face off the front passenger seat again, this time repeatedly bouncing his head off it. Images of my dad flooded into my mind, as well as faceless children whose lives had been destroyed by Reynolds. He was taking such a beating that the car was shaking.

      “Stop it, Callum, you’ll kill him!” Sofia said.

      “You disgusting subhuman piece of shit!” I shouted as I continued with my relentless assault.

      “That’s enough!” Sofia yelled.

      I pulled myself back from the brink of imploding and jeopardising all the hard work Sofia and I had put into our Project T investigation and let go of Reynolds. He slumped forward in pain and spat blood out of his mouth, and his face was a bashed-up mess.

      “We’re conducting an interview with you, Reynolds,” I said. “I’m going to ask you questions about Project T, and you’ll tell me the truth and admit to what you’ve done. You won’t sabotage it by saying we’ve coerced you; you’ll answer the questions concisely and honestly. If you don’t, I might not have enough evidence, but I will no longer view you as an asset, and that only means death for you.”

      I picked my pistol back up off the floor.

      “Put your audio recording device on, Sofia,” I said.

      Sofia hit record, we introduced ourselves, and then I began. “What’s your name?”

      “Edward Reynolds.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Sixty-nine.”

      “Still working at sixty-nine, you must like your job.”

      Reynolds didn't say anything.

      “Tell me about your job. What do you do?”

      “I’m not allowed to go into specifics.”

      I prodded him in the ribs with the pistol.

      “I’m in MI5.”

      “What do you do in MI5?”

      “I’m in charge of a small anti-terror department.”

      “How long have you been doing that?”

      “Since 9/11.”

      “What were you doing before that?”

      “Loads of different things all to do with national security.”

      “Any projects?”

      Reynolds’ cockiness had deserted him, and his bottom lip was quivering. I gave him another prod on the ribs with my gun.

      “What do you mean?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Tell me about Project T.”

      “It wasn’t my idea. In 1980, William Black was the Secretary of State for Defence, and I’d been in the agency for two years. William was a political prodigy, and he could have done that job in his thirties. We operated in the same circles, and the nature vs nurture debate fascinated him and how to get to the bottom of it and understand how it could benefit society. He strongly believed it was a matter of national security.”

      I was questioning if the information that I’d been given up until that point that Black was the one who was approached about Project T was wrong or if Reynolds was trying to throw Black under the bus.

      “The interviews that we’ve conducted so far on other people who worked on Project T leave me to believe that you, Mr Reynolds, were the one who had the idea to form Project T.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “It’s just, in his interview with Sofia, Dr Slater said that you became aware of a series of experiments similar to Project T that the CIA had been doing in the 1960s—”

      “That’s not true!” Reynolds repeated, his eyes blinking rapidly.

      “Tell the truth.”

      I was uncomfortable with him being as close to me as he was, so I subtly shifted back in my seat. I glanced at my pistol, which I was still aiming at Reynolds, and gave him a murderous glare.

      “Okay, I will. I did have knowledge of experiments that the CIA was doing on twins, and I’d heard whispers that in the 1960s, they thought they could conduct more ethical experiments than the Nazis did during World War Two. You hear a lot of whispers when you work in intelligence, and most of the time, they turn out to be Chinese whispers, but I had a friend from the CIA who worked in Washington, and he told me that the whispers were true.”

      “What was his name?”

      “That’s not important. He’s dead now, anyway.”

      I wanted his name, but I decided to try for it later; I didn’t want to disrupt Reynolds’ flow of information.

      Reynolds continued. “My contact at the CIA told me that the experiments ran for six years, but they came to a sudden end when one of the twins suffered brain damage from ECT.”

      “Electroconvulsive therapy?”

      “Yes. They thought that the experiments had got out of hand and if the public were to find out about them, it could undermine democracy.”

      “You didn’t have such concerns?”

      Reynolds didn’t respond.

      “For the record, Mr Reynolds is shaking his head. You didn’t have any concerns about carrying out unethical experiments on children, did you, Mr Reynolds?”

      Reynolds hesitated before speaking. “I had concerns, but I thought the CIA was on to something, and there was good that could come out of learning about the intricacies of the human psyche.”

      “Did you lock children in wooden boxes?”

      “Only to cause separation anxiety. That was Dr Slater’s idea, though.”

      “That you were complicit in. What else happened in the experiments?”

      “Someone’s coming,” Sofia said.

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw a silver Land Rover driving on the grass behind us. The excitement in Reynolds’ eyes gave away that something was up, and then his words confirmed it. “Here comes the cavalry.”

      “They’re getting out,” Sofia said.

      “You should have searched me, MacBain,” Reynolds said. “If you did, you would have found an alarm with a tracker.”

      Reynolds took out a set of car keys from his trouser pocket, and the tracker was attached to the keyring and resembled a car key.

      “Get out now,” I said.

      Reynolds grinned, then turned away from me and opened the back door. When he was halfway out, I booted him on the arse, and he fell on the grass in a crumpled heap.

      “Drive Sofia!”

      Sofia was already in gear and moving by the time I reached over and shut the back door that Reynolds exited from. Sofia looped around, and we passed the agents rushing to Reynolds’ aid. There was a fourth agent sitting in the driver’s seat of the Land Rover, but she didn’t take off. Their priority was making sure their boss was okay.

      “Where to now?” A tense Sofia asked.

      “Glasgow. We’ve got enough from that interview to go public.”

      I wasn’t overly confident in that statement, but with the evidence and interviews we’d already collated, combined with Reynoldss’ confession, it felt like that was as good as it was going to get for us. There had already been grave consequences for our investigative actions, and now that we’d gone into the bear cave and poked the bear, or in my case, assaulted him and threatened to kill him, I thought it was clear that there was no way Reynolds was going to do anything but continue to hunt us down.

      It was late at night when we got back to Glasgow and the safe house in Bearsden. Everything appeared quiet on the street outside the house, not that it gave us any degree of confidence. We parked the car near the end of the road and took in every inch of our surroundings, trying to decide how safe the safe house was.

      “Have you still got your USB drive on you?” I asked.

      Sofia pulled her necklace up from her T-shirt and showed me her USB drive that contained all the Project T evidence we’d collated thus far.

      “Have you got yours?” Sofia asked.

      “It’s in the loft stuffed into the insulation, and the last remaining one is buried in my mum’s rockery in Inverness, unbeknownst to her.”

      We planned to nip into my safe house, update my and Sofia’s USB drives with our Reynolds interview, then go straight to the police station in Glasgow, where I worked, and begin revealing to the world the horrors of Project T.

      We couldn’t see any moving shadows in the orange glow of the streetlights. After we drove up and back down the street to check for people hiding in any parked cars that lined the road, with my pistol in my holster underneath my jacket and Sofia’s gun that we took from “Infinite Design” tucked into her waistband, we left the car and headed for the front door of the house.

      From the outside, it looked like we were alone, as we made it to the front door without incident, but when I opened the door and saw what was in the hallway, it was clear that someone had been inside and was possibly still there. I drew my gun and slowly bent down to open the medium-sized cardboard box on the floor in front of the doormat. The top of it hadn’t been taped and was easy to open.

      “Wait,” Sofia said, “what if it’s a bomb?”

      The colour had drained from Sofia’s face.

      Frightened but undeterred, I put my fingers on the cardboard flap and began to open it. The rational side of my brain was telling myself that it wasn’t a bomb, but as I opened the box up and peered inside, my confidence in us not being blown to smithereens waned.

      There wasn’t a bomb inside the box, but its contents were explosive.

      “I-I don’t believe this,” I said.

      “What is it?”

      “There’s a folder in here with my dad’s name on it.”

      I took the plastic folder out of the box, stunned to see my dad’s name on the header of official-looking paperwork. I opened the folder and read it.

      “He’s noted as an employee of MI5 and as a founder of Project T.”

      “Your dad was in Project T?” Sofia asked in disbelief.

      “There’s no way.”

      I flicked through the pages, eager to see what the next one would contain.

      “There’s a report here that says my dad worked at Far Reach Industries as a cover. There’s no way I believe this!”

      “Me neither.”

      “Hang on. There’s something else in here.” I put my hand in between the papers and felt what I thought was a leather booklet, then pulled it out of the folder. “It’s a passport. That’s my dad in the photo, but it says his name’s Lucas Shepherd, not Alasdair MacBain.”

      “Are you sure you know your dad as well as you think you do?”

      “Everyone’s got secrets, but he would never do anything to harm children. This has to be a set-up.”

      “What’s in the other folder?” Sofia asked.

      I took it out of the box, and my eyes nearly popped out of their sockets when I saw what was inside. “It’s a file on me.”

      I read it aloud. “MI5 is currently investigating allegations that one of our former agents, Alasdair MacBain, was involved in a secret experiment programme on twins called Project T. Dr Neil Slater and Dr Jakub Kaminski claim that Alasdair MacBain founded the secret experiments programme in the 1980s, alongside William Black, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, who at the time was the Secretary of State for Defence.”

      I stopped reading. “Reynolds is setting Black up too!”

      I carried on reading aloud. “Dr Slater and Dr Kaminski alleged before they were assassinated that Alasdair MacBain and William Black approached them to take part in what they said would be ethical experiments on twins to help garner a deep understanding of the nature vs nurture debate. Alasdair MacBain was reported missing on the 4th of September 1996, and his whereabouts remain unknown. We suspect that his son, DCI Callum MacBain, also an MI5 agent, is assassinating everyone involved in Project T. We are currently monitoring DCI MacBain’s movements to verify these claims.”

      I noticed the paper I was reading was shaking, and then I saw that my hands were trembling. I felt my chest tighten and my lungs begin to starve.

      “I’m not in MI5, Sofia. I’ve never been!”

      “Callum, slow breaths,” Sofia said, “take long, slow breaths.”

      Sofia pulled me away from the box and then got down on her hunkers. I tried to follow her advice, but my panic and anxiety were too severe for me to focus on my breathing. She cupped my face and stared deeply into my eyes. “Breath, just breath.”

      Sofia took long, slow breaths to encourage me to join her in sync.

      “That’s it,” she said as it started to work. “Just breathe.”

      We did that for a minute, and when I realised that I would not die, I slumped against the hallway wall and then, without making a conscious decision to do so, I got myself into the womb position on the floor and gently rocked back and forth to soothe myself from the reeling turn of events.

      “There’s a USB drive in here,” Sofia said, reaching into the box.

      After I’d semi-recovered from the contents of the box that I’d absorbed, Sofia loaded the USB drive onto my laptop in the living room whilst I searched the house for whoever had left the box, which may as well have been a bomb; it was that destructive.

      “The house is clear,” I said as I walked into the living room. Sofia was sitting on the couch with the laptop on her lap.

      “How’s your breathing?” Sofia asked.

      “Fine.”

      “Try to keep it that way because what’s on here is bad.”

      I had the foresight to sit down next to Sofia before she showed me what was on the laptop’s screen.

      It was a video that was paused of me sitting in the back of my car, pointing my pistol in the direction of a hidden camera that I had no idea was there.

      “Is that from today?” I asked.

      Sofia pressed play, and my question was answered.

      “We’re conducting an interview with you, Reynolds,” I said. “I’m going to ask you questions about Project T, and you’ll tell me the truth and admit to what you’ve done. You won’t sabotage it by saying we’ve coerced you; you’ll answer the questions concisely and honestly. If you don’t, I might not have enough evidence, but I will no longer view you as an asset, and that only means death for you.”

      “I don’t know what to do, Sofia. We might think that we have real evidence, but Reynolds has got the tools at his disposal to fabricate his own.”

      “Maybe we shouldn’t go to the police station tonight with what we’ve got, but surely what we have is still valid?”

      “They don’t know everything that we’ve got. Remember, we’ve got names of the people on our USBs that we suspect are the parents of the twins who were given up for adoption for Project T.”

      “It’s only a suspicion, though, Callum. I couldn’t find any of those still alive today.”

      “But you were pressed for time, and you had your hands full with Dr Slater. Try again.”

      “I will, but there’s probably no time to find them. I’m surprised we’ve not had a knock on the door by the police yet.”

      I was surprised by that too, but I figured that my being arrested was either an inevitability or that Reynolds’ box of surprises was a threat to back off. With the number of attempts on my and Sofia’s lives so far, though, backing off wasn’t an option.

      “If we’re not going to the station tonight,” I said. “I’m going to bed. I’ve got work tomorrow and an interview with a potential serial killer.”
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      “You missed all the action last night, MacBain,” Bell said.

      “So I heard, it certainly injected some life into Glasgow Necropolis,” I said, getting out of my car.

      We were about to show up unannounced to meet our unsuspecting copycop killer suspect, Piers Finnigan.

      “Have there still not been any witnesses who have come forward?” I asked.

      “Not that I’m aware of, but Ch Supt Gibson kept her cards close to her chest this morning when I was trying to get information out of her.”

      “Hmm. The victim was shot, wasn’t he?”

      “Yes, and he had terrible injuries to his eyes like someone had dug their nails into them.”

      “Hmm. What about a murder weapon?”

      “I don’t think so, but as I said, Gibson wasn’t saying much.”

      I exchanged a nod of acknowledgement with the two plain-clothes police officers sitting in a parked car outside Finnigan’s house. They’d confirmed with us that Finnigan hadn’t left his home since he got back from a late-night trip to his local supermarket, where he’d bought nothing but shitloads of chocolate and crisps.

      Finnigan lived in a terraced red sandstone house on a street with similar Victorian terraced houses on either side of the road. There was no driveway to any of the properties, and although it was a quiet, pleasant street, it was chock-a-block with parked cars. Finnigan’s house was only a ten-minute walk away from where the most recent victim, Vanessa Milne, lived with her husband and son.

      “You wouldn’t expect a serial killer to live here, would you?” Bell asked.

      “And where would you expect a serial killer to live? In some ramshackle farmhouse in the arse end of nowhere, where he plays the banjo and picks off campers in the night?”

      “Point taken.”

      As much as I appreciated the importance of not judging a book by its cover, especially when the contents of the book we were looking for contained some of the most depraved acts that a human could be capable of, I couldn’t stop the hairs on my neck from standing on end when Piers Finnigan answered the door.

      He was in his late-fifties and looked like the convicted sex offender that he was. He was grossly overweight, his greying hair was gelled to the side in an embarrassing attempt at a comb-over that seemingly wasn’t fooling anybody but him, and he had a brown stain on the front of his white vest that looked like chocolate, which I suspected he’d devoured like a farm animal the night before. He wasn’t wearing any trousers, just blue boxers and a pair of white socks.

      Who answers their door in their underwear? I thought.

      “Piers Finnigan?” I asked.

      “Yeah, who are you?” he asked, looking surprised that two men dressed in suits were standing on his doorstep. If he was The Copycop Killer and pretended not to recognise me, he was doing a good job at it.

      “I’m Detective Chief Inspector MacBain, and this is Detective Inspector Bell.”

      “I haven’t been doing any more dodgy searches on my computer. I learned my lesson. If you’ve found something, it must have been a cookie I accidentally clicked on.”

      It was a strange way to react to two detectives introducing themselves. I thought that he might have been trying to appear as though Bell and I showing up to question him about the murder of three women wasn’t something he’d considered.

      “We’re not here to talk about your internet search history, Mr Finnigan,” I said. We’re definitely gonna be checking your search history, I thought. “Can we come in?”

      “Yeah, but what’s this about?”

      Finnigan had the look of a guilty man, but it was clear that murder wasn’t the only crime he could have been guilty of.

      “It’s better if we speak inside. We don’t want to give nosy neighbours something to talk about, do we?”

      “N-no.”

      Finnigan’s unsightly appearance was nothing compared to the inside of the house. There was a load of unopened mail on the hallway floor next to the door, and they’d been carelessly pushed to the side in a messy heap. The smell of cat piss was overwhelming, and I exchanged a glance with Bell and made a face at him when Finnigan wasn’t looking. Bell quickly waved his hand in front of his nose to acknowledge the stench.

      Finnigan had either become nose blind or simply didn’t care. There was no acknowledgement from him of either the smell or the mess.

      “The living room’s in there,” Finnigan said.

      He stood in the hallway and stared intently at us as I, followed by Bell, went into his living room.

      The cat piss was more pungent there, and it was so strong it could strip paint. I saw the source of it was a pink litter tray in the corner opposite the TV.

      “Take a seat,” Finnigan said.

      Neither the choice of the two-seater sofa nor the armchair looked appealing. I could see crumbs on the grey material of the sofa, and there was a solitary sock on one side of it. The option to sit on the armchair that had an ashtray with cigarette butts on one of the armrests was taken away from me when Finnegan plonked his elephant arse down on it. Bell and I looked at the sock, then at each other. We both had the same thing in mind, and I made it to the side of the sofa without the sock before he did. I couldn’t help but let a subtle smile escape my professional exterior as I watched a deflated Bell face up to the prospect of either sitting on the sock or moving it.

      With a grimace, Bell stuck out his finger and thumb like they were tweezers and used them to carefully pinch the top of the sock. It was tough to watch as he lifted it and moved it to the side of the couch furthest away from me, then dropped it on the carpet.

      “Argh!” Bell screamed.

      A black cat came bolting out from the side of the couch, past Bell, and out of the living room. I also got a fright, but I didn’t scream like a wee lassie. Instead, I stifled a laugh.

      Finnigan, on the other hand, burst out belly laughing. “Don’t mind George; he means you no harm.”

      “I wasn’t scared,” Bell said, “but I wasn’t expecting a cat to run out like that.”

      “Sorry, I should have told you I had a cat.”

      Because the hum of cat piss didn’t give it away, I thought.

      “I’ll explain why we’re here then, Mr Finnigan,” I said.

      “Please do.”

      “I’m sure you’ve not been living under a rock for the past few weeks, and you know about the three murders of women in Glasgow?”

      Finnigan’s eyes widened. “It’s you! DCI MacBain. I thought you looked familiar. You’re talking about The Copycop Killer?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Has there been another murder? The last one wasn’t far from here.”

      “No, not that we know of. We’re here to ask you a few questions about your whereabouts on the night of the murders.”

      “Why on earth do you want to ask me about my whereabouts? I’ve not done anything wrong!”

      “Where were you on the night of the 16th of April?”

      Finnigan stared at the brown curtains whilst he thought. After a moment, he blew air out between his lips. “I can’t say off the top of my head. We’re going back weeks now.”

      “Emilia Gordon was murdered on the 16th of April. Does her name mean anything to you?”

      “It rings a bell, but I think that’s just from hearing it on the news. She was found with a load of syringes that had heroin in them, stuck in her naked body, wasn’t she?”

      The way he said that gave me the creeps.

      “Unfortunately,” Bell said, “have you ever used heroin?”

      “Just hang on here. This is moving too fast. Do I need a lawyer?”

      “Do you think you need a lawyer?” Bell asked.

      What are you doing, Bell? I thought.

      “We’re just having a chat,” I said.

      “It doesn’t sound like a chat to me; it sounds like I’m being accused of murder.”

      “Why would we do—”

      “I’ll ask the questions DI Bell,” I said. “The reason your name came up as a person of interest, Mr Finnigan, is that all three victims attended Glasgow University at the same time as each other, and at the same time, you worked there.”

      Finnigan shot me a look of disapproval. “Oh, I get it now. Because I’m on the sex offenders register, and the three women who were killed happened to go to Scotland’s most popular university, I must have killed them all.”

      “We’re just doing our job, Mr Finnigan, and if you can help us by answering my questions as best you can, then hopefully, we’ll be able to stop you from being a person of interest.”

      “I didn’t do it, you know.”

      “Didn’t do what?”

      “Have a wank in the library.”

      “You were caught on camera, erm, you know?”

      “I was ‘caught’ on camera rubbing my leg.”

      Your third leg, I thought.

      “But I wasn’t caught with my sausage in my hand.”

      “Look, that case has been and gone, Mr Finnigan, but I read up on it, and I saw that multiple women complained about your sexually inappropriate conduct when you worked at the library at Glasgow Uni.”

      “I’m aware of how I physically look, DCI MacBain. I’d be a cure for any female nymphomaniac, and I think those snooty bitches from the university didn’t like me being there.”

      “So, they were out to get you?”

      “Well, I didn’t do what they said I did, so yes.”

      “And was the internet out to get you too?”

      “Pardon?”

      “Did those indecent images of children just magically appear on your computer?”

      Finnigan’s face fell. “I’m not proud of that, but it doesn’t make me a murderer.”

      “What about the 28th of April? Can you remember what you were doing that night?”

      “I don’t know! Do you expect me to keep a diary? I was probably here. I don’t work, and I’ve got no friends. I suppose that makes me a murderer as well?”

      Although Finnigan was a slob from what I’d seen, and his house reflected that, it would have been a nice gaff if it was clean.

      “If you don’t mind me asking, how does someone without a job who’s not yet retired afford a place like this?”

      “My dear old mum left it to me. I’ve lived in this house for over forty years. My mum used to live here, and I never moved out. She was the only friend I needed.”

      You’re certainly guilty of being a sad case, I thought.

      “When did she die?”

      “Last year, she had a stroke.”

      “It must get lonely living on your own with no friends,” Bell said.

      It irritated me that Bell had chosen to ask more questions after saying that I would do the questioning. Still, I didn’t want to make a scene, so I tried to tell him to stop talking with my eyes, but he was focused on Finnigan.

      “The loneliness is crippling at times.”

      “Do you do anything to pass the time?” Bell asked.

      “Like murdering woman?”

      “This isn’t a witch hunt, Mr Finnigan,” Bell said. “I’m just trying to get a sense of how you pass your time. Do you have any hobbies?”

      “I’m blessed with an active imagination, and I use it to channel my sadness into art.”

      “What kind of art?”

      “I paint.”

      “I paint myself. I don’t mean portraits. I mean I also paint. Do you have anything that we could see?”

      I was growing increasingly frustrated with Bell. We hadn’t come to see Finnigan’s art collection, but I didn’t object because I thought if we could create something that resembled a bond with Finnigan, then he might slip us.

      “All my work is in my workshop around the back,” Finnigan said.

      Bell glanced at me and said, “Do you spend a lot of time in your workshop?”

      “There aren’t many days that go by that I haven’t been in there for at least an hour. It keeps my demons at bay.”

      “Demons?” I enquired.

      “I’m being too honest with you now.”

      “You mean you were lying before?” I asked.

      “No, I’m just ashamed of my compulsion. The thing that I went to prison for.”

      “Call a spade a spade, Mr Finnigan,” Bell said. “What you’re trying to say is you’re ashamed of downloading indecent images of children.”

      Finnigan bowed his head. “I am. That’s why I keep myself to myself. When I get an urge to do something I shouldn’t, I paint. Nothing bad, like you, might think, although I’m sure that some would say they’re disturbing, nonetheless. I sell the odd painting online. I don’t make much money, but I’m pleased to share my art. I paint Satin, punishing me in inventive ways for my sinful thoughts. That’s not a crime.”

      “Let’s see them,” I said.

      Finnigan’s workshop was the size of a single garage. There were old concrete slabs in front of it that had weeds growing out of the cracks. The workshop was brick built and had a tiled roof. The front had two big wooden doors that were locked, and Finnigan unlocked them with a long key.

      Luckily, Finnigan had put on some baggy navy-blue tracksuit bottoms. At one point in the living room, his boxers were riding up his thighs so high that I thought there was a very real possibility that his ballsack would make a highly unwanted appearance.

      The inside of the workshop smelled like a mixture of fresh paint and turpentine. There was a wooden workbench at the back of it that had a few jam jars with paintbrushes protruding out of them and various small pots of paint. The walls had half a dozen or so paintings hanging from either side of them that was as disturbing as I’d thought they might be, but as unnerving as they were, Finnigan undoubtedly had a talent for art. Not that paintings of a slovenly sex offender being brutalised by Satin in various horrific ways, which I’ll leave to your imagination, were my bag, but Finnigan had captured his own likeness perfectly.

      “What do you think?” Finnigan asked us with a devilish grin.

      I clenched my jaw and thought of a considered response. “Hmm, they look like you, and I can tell it’s Satan with you in them, especially that one, with what he’s doing to you with that pitchfork.”

      You weird, wee, freak, I thought.

      “They’re worse than some of the crime scenes I’ve seen,” Bell said.

      Bell ambled down the left side of the workshop, taking in each painting as if he were in an art gallery.

      Finnigan looked at me. “Be my guest.”

      He gestured with his hand for me to go down the right side of the garage and take in each painting like Bell.

      I assumed my gallery or museum walk of casually strolling with my hands behind my back, pretending to be more interested in what I was looking at than I was.

      “Are you sure, Mr Finnigan, that you can’t remember what you were doing on either the 16th or 28th of April?” I asked.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be awkward, but I can’t think. Can you remember what you were doing?”

      “I can remember what I was up to on those nights,” Bell said. “I was at the crime scenes of Emilia Gordon and Kirsty Kerr, seeing what true horror looked like, and it was nothing compared to these paintings.”

      I analysed Finnigan’s face for a hint of leakage that indicated he was holding out on us, but his round, chubby face didn’t give anything away. I went back to looking at his paintings and continued towards the back of the workshop. I noticed underneath the workbench at the back that there was a full black bin bag with a knot tied on the top of it.

      “What’s in the bag?” I asked.

      Finnigan scrunched his face in apparent confusion. “What bag?”

      Bell stopped scrutinising the paintings on the other side of the workshop and came over to where I was.

      “You’ve got a bin bag down here,” Bell said. “There’s something in it.”

      “I don’t know why there’s a bin bag in here,” Finnigan said. “Maybe it’s from when I cleaned the place.”

      That didn’t seem likely, because dust and dirt were covering the floor, along with some sweet wrappers and empty cans of Diet Pepsi. Judging by the mess, I considered that the bin bag could have been there for some time, and Finnigan may have forgotten that he left it there, but I wasn’t gonna let him off the hook. I took out my blue latex gloves, squeezed them over my hands, and snapped them over my wrists.

      “Let’s clear up the mystery then,” I said.

      Concern washed over Finnigan’s face, but he didn’t protest. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

      I pulled the bag out towards me, and it didn’t feel all that heavy. I got on my hunkers and undid the knot, with Bell standing over me. Before I opened the bag, I looked at Finnigan one last time, and he was still standing by the workshop door. I opened the bag, and the light from the bright lightbulb above shone inside it.

      “There’s a coat,” I said. I lifted it out and saw that it was a red, woollen lady’s coat. “Why do you have a lady’s coat here?”

      Finnigan’s mouth had widened. “I don’t know; it doesn’t look familiar. It might be my mothers. I can’t think.”

      “It’s strange that you can’t think whenever we ask you a question that might incriminate you,” Bell said with a glare. “What else is in there, DCI MacBain?”

      “Have you got gloves with you?” I asked.

      “I do.”

      “Put them on, then hold the coat for me.”

      Bell did as I asked, and I checked the bin bag for anything else. It appeared empty, but when I opened the bag right up, I saw a polaroid of a woman in her twenties, from her shoulders up. The polaroid had what looked like human hair stuck to it, where the woman’s hair would be in the photograph. It sent a shudder through me. As unusual as it was, I’d seen that before, only with a different woman in the photograph. It was another hideous blast from the past, from another murder case I’d previously solved back in Inverness.

      “Is that hair?” Bell asked.

      Not wanting to tamper with it too much, I carefully pulled the strands of hair up and saw that, just like the murder victim from Inverness, the woman I was looking at in the polaroid had a shaven head. I then studied her brown eyes and became confident that the lights were on when her picture was taken, but nobody was home. The victim from Inverness had her eyelids glued to the skin above them to keep her eyes permanently open. To top it off, the polaroid of her and her red coat was found at her killer’s house.

      Despite Finnigan being no match for me physically speaking, the depths of his depravity unnerved me enough to be cautious of him. I stood up and stared at him. He started to shake his head, slightly at first, as if he was stunned, then dramatically from right to left as his situation dawned on him.

      “I don’t understand how that got there!” Finnigan said. “I’ve never seen any of that stuff before!”

      I gently placed the polaroid back in the bag, took out my handcuffs, and briskly approached him.

      “Piers Finnigan,” I said, “you do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.”
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      Whilst Bell and I prepared to interview him, Finnigan was put inside a holding cell. Finnigan had protested his innocence for the whole drive back to the station, but most criminals do, and he’d already lied to us about not pleasuring himself in the library at Glasgow Uni. He’d confused me because, in that regard, he wasn’t comfortable telling us the truth. Still, he didn’t seem to mind either discussing with us his downloading indecent images of children or showing us his warped paintings, where evidence that could convict him of the copycop killings was. I wondered if he’d wanted to be caught and was now engaged in a game of cat and mouse with us.

      I was about to go into Ch Supt Gibson’s office with Bell to update her on what had happened at Finnigan’s house. Bell was waiting at my desk when I got back from the toilet. My bladder hadn’t been particularly distressed; I’d taken some time to check on Sofia. I was deeply concerned that MI5 agents would visit her at the safe house in Bearsden, where I’d left her.

      When I was in the toilet, Sofia had told me on the phone that no one was in the house with her to the best of her knowledge. I tried to reassure both her and myself that if Reynolds was going to stick with his previous tactics of killing us to get us off his back, then he wouldn’t have gone to all that effort to set up my dad as the co-founder of Project T, alongside his so-called pal, William Black, and to have me looking like a loyal soldier to my dad on a mission to keep his name from being tarnished by his involvement in Project T.

      It was difficult to gauge what it all meant, and I was still surprised that I hadn’t been arrested yet off the back of Reynolds’ stitch-up.

      Gibson’s appearance was as impressive as ever. Her glossy strawberry blonde hair wasn’t in a bun as I’d only ever known it to be; instead, it was resting down past her shoulders. She had a knack for having just enough makeup on to give her a glamorous look without having so much on that she looked ready for a night out.

      She greeted me with a warm smile as if she was already in celebratory mode for our catching The Copycop Killer. I was in no mood to celebrate, though, and not just because of everything that Sofia and I were dealing with, but because there were still a lot of loose ends that needed tying up in the copycop case. There was almost certainly another victim waiting to be found, matching the appearance of the poor soul in the polaroid from Finnigan’s workshop.

      Bell and I sat on the chairs on the opposite side of Gibson’s desk from where she was sitting.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Gibson asked me. “Aren’t you pleased that we’ve got a credible suspect in custody for the copycat murders?”

      “Somewhat, ma’am, but there’s a victim out there somewhere, and Finnigan’s not confessed to it yet.”

      “We practically caught him red-handed,” Bell said.

      “We didn’t, though,” I said. “He’s currently guilty of being a sex offender, a paedophile, and a creep of the highest order, but until we find the body of whoever is in that polaroid, then he’s not guilty of murder.”

      Gibson’s smile had faded, and she had a serious, thoughtful expression. “MacBain’s right, Bellend. I’m sorry, that just slipped out.”

      Bell’s jaw went slack. “Not you as well, ma’am?”

      “I’m really sorry, DI Bell; I did not mean to say that. It’s like when somebody’s surname is Hunt, but on the tip of your tongue, all you want to say is—You know what I mean.”

      After a few awkward glances were exchanged between us, Gibson continued. “MacBain is right; we shouldn’t count our chickens yet; there’s more work to do. Did he come across as guilty to you, MacBain?”

      “It’s hard to tell, ma’am. Finnigan could have easily committed those murders. As a former librarian, he was probably well read, and he’s obviously got a dark side he’s connected to that could have compelled him to, for whatever reason, take an interest in the high-profile murder cases I worked on.”

      Gibson put some strands of loose hair behind her ear and then rested her chin in her hand.

      “To have that polaroid with somebody’s hair stuck to it like that,” Gibson said, “he must be guilty. Give him everything you’ve got in the interview room, and hopefully, the woman from the photo will turn up alive and well. We’ve got the hair being analysed in the lab as we speak. You never know, we might get a hit on NDNAD.”

      “We’ll do our best, ma’am. I tell you, we’ve got our hands full, even if we do tie things up with Finnigan. What the hell was all that about at Glasgow Necropolis the other night?”

      I hoped to glean what details Gibson and my colleagues knew about what happened at the cemetery.

      Gibson sighed. “We have no idea at this stage. The male victim who was found in the cemetery didn’t have any ID on him, and we don’t have a record of his DNA.”

      “That’s a shame,” I said. Thank God, I thought. “This is a long shot, I know. Has the murder weapon turned up yet?”

      “No, I don’t think whoever shot him would leave the gun lying around for us to find.”

      “No. Well, Bell and I better get going.”

      After getting a quick sandwich at the cafeteria, Bell and I went into the interview room and waited for Finnigan to be brought in. It was a more extensive interview room than the one I usually used in Inverness, but its dreary interior was much the same. Thin blue carpets that were years past their best and windowless greyish blue painted walls gave it a depressing feel, made all the worse by the prospect that I might be sitting on the other side of the desk before long, being interrogated.

      I didn’t manage to keep that in the back of my mind for the interview with Finnigan. Instead, thoughts of my downfall, Sofia’s safety, Project T, my dad’s disappearance, Lena, wherever she was out there, and The Copycop Killer, all jostled for position in my head, with no clear winner.

      “Have you done an interview with a murder suspect before, Bell?”

      “No, but I’ve got the theory down on how to do it.”

      “Theory is just that, theory. Reality often plays out in ways you don’t see coming. Malevolent bastards like Finnigan like to indulge in mind games. The best advice I can give you is to—”

      “Keep the heid.”

      “How did you know I was gonna say that?”

      “I read in one of your reports from the case files you brought back from Inverness that you regretted not ‘keeping the heid’ when you were interviewing the murder suspect, and they were gloating that they were proud of themselves for committing the murder.”

      “I didn’t say you could read those.”

      “I’m sorry, I was interested. I thought I could learn something.”

      “That’s okay, but next time, don’t go through my things without asking.”

      The door opened and in came Finnigan, being escorted by a male and female police officer. He wasn’t in cuffs, and mercifully, he was in the most clothes I’d seen him in yet. As well as the navy-blue tracksuit bottoms he’d had on when I arrested him, he had a police custody issue grey sweatshirt over his chocolate-stained vest.

      “Mr Finnigan, take a seat,” I said.

      Looking sorry for himself, Finnigan shuffled over to his chair and sat himself down in a hunched-over position.

      “Before we start,” I said, “can I get you anything?”

      He lifted his head high enough to make eye contact with me. “You can get me out of here.”

      “Well, that all depends on how this interview goes, Mr Finnigan. Did you get any lunch?”

      “They offered it to me, but I didn’t go for it. I’m not hungry. Being arrested for a crime I didn’t commit put me off my food.”

      “Very well.”

      After the formal introductions for the recording, we began.

      “Mr Finnigan,” I said, “when I found that red ladies coat in your workshop, you claimed to not know anything about it. After giving you some time on your own to gather your thoughts, have you got any suggestions as to how the coat and a disturbing photograph of a woman with what we believe is actual hair glued to it, got there?”

      Finnigan shot me a look of raw resentment. “I didn’t put them there! Why would I have invited you into my workshop if I knew they were there? It doesn’t make sense.”

      “There’re many reasons why you might do that. You could have been seeking an adrenaline rush, and you might have thought that we were so far beneath your intellect that you could get away with incriminating evidence being underneath our noses. Or maybe you just couldn’t resist showing off your sick paintings.”

      “None of that’s correct. You’re the one who asked to see my paintings.”

      “How many paintings have you got in your workshop? I never counted them, but it must have been about a dozen, would you say?”

      “Thirteen.”

      “Thirteen paintings, with your one and only true friend, Satan.”

      “Satan’s not my friend. I hate him almost as much as I detest myself, and I fear him in the same way I fear what I’m capable of.”

      “And what are you capable of?”

      “Not murder!”

      Finnigan thumped his fist off the desk.

      “Calm down, Mr Finnigan.”

      “How can I calm down when you’re trying to frame me for a murder that I didn’t commit?”

      “Nobody’s trying to frame you. We didn’t show up at your door with that bin bag containing the coat and polaroid, and I saw you use your key to unlock your workshop. So, if it wasn’t you who put the bag there, then who did?”

      “I don’t know. If I did, I would tell you! I come and go from the workshop; it’s not always locked when it’s in use. I go into my house to make myself a brew or something to eat, then go back out again and paint before locking up. Someone could have put the bag in there when I was doing something like that.”

      “I’ve got to tell you, it’s not looking good for you, and your refusal to tell us the truth leads me to believe that when we find the woman who’s in the polaroid that you took, she’s not gonna be alive.”

      Finnigan’s face contorted, and he pressed the palm of his hand up against it, then he started to cry. “You’re not listening to me! I didn’t do it! I didn’t kill that woman or any woman. I’m not The Copycop Killer!”

      His crying turned to sobbing. If they were crocodile tears, he could have won an Oscar.

      “I’m not speaking anymore until I have a lawyer. I’m getting set up.”

      I know the feeling, I thought.

      Finnigan continued. “There are loads of people who could have wanted to set me up. My neighbours know that I’m a sex offender. What happened to me at Glasgow University was in the news. Then when I got caught being bad on my computer, I was sent death threats. I’ve had my windows put in more times than I care to remember. I’ve had ‘beast’ spray-painted on the front wall of my house. I’m telling you I’m being set up!”

      There was a knock on the door.

      “Come in,” I said.

      “Sorry to interrupt, sir,” said a young male officer. “There’s been a development.”

      “Go on.”

      “A woman’s body’s just been discovered in Kelvin Grove Park.”

      The sun had come out when we got to Kelvin Grove Park, which felt inappropriate given the circumstances. Bell told me that the sprawling park in Glasgow’s West End usually offered peaceful escapism from the hustle and bustle of the city centre. I could see the appeal with its grassy hills, areas of woodland, and meandering footpaths. The River Kelvin ran through the park, and that’s where we ended up, as did the victim.

      A dog walker close to a bridge in bushes on the riverbank found her after their dog refused to budge for its owner.

      The Head Scene of the Crime Officer, Mandy Stinson, dressed in her white coveralls, greeted us. “I’m sorry, MacBain, you can’t come any further.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Why?”

      “I don’t have a sick bucket for you.”

      “Very good,” I said sarcastically. “That was a onetime thing. I’m not gonna be sick again at a crime scene.”

      I didn’t appreciate Mandy’s joke. I found that forensics tended to have a twisted sense of humour.

      “Before you tell me anything about the victim,” I said, “let me guess, she’s got a shaved head?”

      Mandy quirked an eyebrow. “You didn’t shave it, did you?”

      “We’ve come from interviewing our top suspect at the station for the copycop murders, and he had a bag in his workshop that contained a red coat, which will no doubt belong to the victim and a polaroid of a woman with hair glued to it. It’s just like a murder I solved in Inverness years ago.”

      “God, MacBain! He’s getting a kick out of tormenting you.”

      “I’ll take a guess now,” Bell said.

      “Go on, Bellend.”

      “Stop calling me that! I mean it. I’ll put in another grievance.”

      “Alright, calm your tits,” Mandy said.

      “I don’t have tits.”

      “Get a sense of humour, Bell. Then people wouldn’t take so many digs at you.”

      “I’ve got a sense of humour, but you’re not good at telling jokes, Mandy. Now, back to my guess. The victim’s eyelids are glued to the skin above them, keeping her eyes open. Am I right?”

      “I told him that’s what happened to the victim in Inverness,” I said.

      “You’ve definitely got the latest victim of The Copycat Killer over there,” Mandy said. “Was the woman in Inverness strangled?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Same with the woman here.”

      I sighed. “Hopefully, this will be the last victim of The Copycop Killer. Can you take us to her, please?”

      We went past the police tape and the group of police officers and the forensic team who were spread across the riverbank and the thick woods that started fifty feet from the river.

      The victim wasn’t visible until we got close to the edge of the bushes that she was lying next to. She was on her back and fully clothed, but without a coat on, just like the victim from Inverness. I’d have bet every penny I had that the red coat from Finnigan’s workshop belonged to her. Her face was unmarked, and her eyes were fixed on the sky in a permanent, vacant stare. When I confirmed that she was the same young woman from the polaroid, it came as no surprise, but it was no less upsetting.

      “We’ve got that bastard,” Bell said. “Finnigan can’t deny it now.”
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      It was Friday, and just over a week had passed since victim number four of The Copycop Killer, Makayla Joyce was discovered in Kelvingrove Park. Makayla had also gone to Glasgow Uni, but despite the overwhelming evidence against him, Finnigan continued to protest his innocence so vehemently that it made me question whether the case was truly closed like Gibson had told the press that it was. Gibson was a highflyer, and her ambition was impressive, as was the speed at which she’d risen through the ranks. Closing The Copycop Killer case was another feather in her cap, and that was all well and good as long as it was closed.

      The media were desperate for a statement from me. I kept them at bay by saying, via Gibson, that I wanted some time to recover from what had been a very traumatic experience for me but not nearly as distressing as it was for the victims’ families. The reality was that the circumstances in my life were such that I wasn’t afforded any recovery time.

      In the week since I faced up to being framed by Edward Reynolds as a rogue MI5 agent and my dad being set up as a co-founder of Project T, there had been no further moves made by Reynolds that I was aware of. I’d nearly resigned myself to getting a dawn raid by the police or being interrupted by a gang of officers approaching me at my desk at the station to arrest me. The silence from Reynolds was foreboding. In my most optimistic moments, I wondered if he was attempting to enter into an unofficial truce. Just because his stitch-up job was convincing on paper, he might have still been wary of the bloody nose I was capable of giving him.

      Sofia had been just as apprehensive about what Reynolds would do next as I was, and to her credit, she’d made excellent progress revisiting the file on my USB drive that Kane had unencrypted for me the previous year. Amongst the women who were named on the file as people from some of the most deprived areas of the UK, who were all born in the 1960s, Sofia had found Lisa Fairweather. Sofia had missed her the first time around because, since 1979, when she’d married young, Lisa had changed her surname back to her maiden name when her husband, at the time, did a runner after not being able to cope with the newborn twins that they had.

      With no support, Lisa gave her twins up for adoption and never knew what became of them. The adoption agency that took Lisa’s twins was owned by the same consortium that owned the company my dad used to work for, Far Reach Industries. The government bought out the consortium, and the takeovers were spearheaded by none other than the then Secretary of State for Defence, William Black.

      Sofia and I planned to use our upcoming Saturday to go down to London and the adoption agency to make inroads into them. Sofia would pretend to be an expectant mother who was considering giving her twins up for adoption, and I would be the supportive friend.

      In the station, my colleagues’ focus had switched from The Copycop Killer to the gunshot victim at Glasgow Necropolis. Gibson thought it was only a matter of time until the person responsible for his murder was found, and it was hard for me not to think as much too. If Reynolds didn’t kill me, I was sure a stress-induced heart attack would.

      I got to my desk with some coffee for Bell and me, but Bell could have done with giving caffeine a miss, though; he was still buzzing about Finnigan being held on remand at HMP Barlinnie. As for me, I still had my doubts about Finnigan being The Copycop Killer, but the significant evidence against him was difficult to argue with.

      “Here you go,” I said, placing Bell’s paper cup on the desk.

      “Thanks.” Bell took a sip. “Did you see me on the news last night?”

      “No, I’ve been actively avoiding the news.”

      “I gave a statement on your behalf.”

      “What? You had no right to do that.”

      “I didn’t say anything bad. I had your back.”

      “Why did you have to have my back?”

      “A reporter from the Sky News asked me if you felt responsible for The Copycop Killer’s victims. I said that you didn’t, and you worked tirelessly to catch The Copycop Killer with me, and you sent your condolences to the victims’ families. Nothing wrong with that, is there?”

      “No, I suppose not, but I don’t understand the reporter’s angle. Why would I feel responsible? It’s not my fault that murders I’d investigated in the past were replicated.”

      “The reporter said that some people are saying that if you hadn’t disgraced yourself on national television last year when you interrupted Clark Roberts’ live interview, then Piers Finnigan wouldn’t have been inspired to copy the murders you’d solved. I didn’t want to say anything to you, but I thought you should hear it from your partner. Even people in the station are saying you’re partly responsible and a liability.”

      “Who?”

      “You won’t say I said anything?”

      “No, tell me.”

      Bell scanned the room to make sure no one was within earshot. “DI Crawford has been the main one, and to be honest, it’s all I’ve heard him talking about.”

      “That wee prick,” I muttered.

      DI Crawford was sitting at his desk, four desks down from mine, typing away on his computer. Based on the limited interactions I’d had with Crawford, I didn’t like him, and I found him to be a cocksure poser.

      Bell could see I was getting angry as I burned my eyes into the side of Crawford’s head, and he put his hand on my shoulder momentarily. “Don’t feel bad, MacBain. Crawford’s always bad-mouthing people. You’ve seen what he’s like with me. He was the one who started the whole Bellend thing.”

      I was too angry to respond to Bell. Over the years, my temper had been my downfall. I never lost it with reasonable, fair-minded people, but if being allergic to arseholes was a medical condition, then there would have been no medicine that could have cured my impulse to deal with arseholes the only way my lizard brain knew how.

      My legs were shaking with adrenaline, and I got out of my chair and walked over to Crawford. I didn’t have a deliberate plan to put my hands on him; it was more like an out-of-body experience. The closer I got to him, the angrier I became.

      “Oi, prick,” I said at a normal speaking volume.

      Crawford looked up from his computer and turned his head to the right to face me. He frowned at me like he wasn’t sure if he’d heard me correctly. I grabbed him by the collar, pulled his head back, and slammed his face off his keyboard before he could say anything.

      “I’m not responsible for those women being killed!” I shouted. “Do you hear me, you little shit?!”

      Crawford was stunned and didn’t try to fight back. His nose was busted open, and there were several marks on his face from where the buttons on the keyboard had imprinted onto his face. After my outburst of violence, I got a hold of myself, and my lizard crawled back inside its box. I instantly regretted doing what I did and knew I would be in deep shit for it.

      “I didn’t mean any harm!” Crawford said, quaking in his chair, leaning so far back from me that he almost fell onto the floor.

      I pointed at him. “You don’t have a clue what it’s like to be me.”

      Seeing the state of Crawford’s face and his blood dripping from his nose onto his white shirt made me calm down even more, and I saw that everyone in the office was looking at me in shock, not knowing what to do. Bell was still sitting in his chair at my desk with his jaw dropped. Gibson popped her head out of her office door.

      “What’s going on out here?” Gibson asked.

      “MacBain assaulted me,” Crawford said.

      Gibson looked at me with the same stunned expression on her face that everyone else had. “In my office now,” she said sternly. “Fae, call healthcare for Crawford.”

      Those familiar feelings of regret and anguish at my split-second outburst and poor emotional-based decision-making returned to entangle me. I closed the door to Gibson’s office and pinched my eyebrows several times to try to comfort myself before sitting down in front of Gibson, whose gaze was drilling through me.

      “Explanation now!” Gibson demanded.

      “I don’t know what came over me, ma’am. I’m sorry.”

      “That’s not good enough.”

      “I know, I’m sorry, I really am. Crawford has been saying that I’m responsible for all the women being murdered by The Copycop Killer.”

      “And you think you can go around assaulting anyone who says something you don’t like, and not just anyone, a fellow detective?”

      “I don’t think I can do that, ma’am. No.”

      “But you did.”

      “I know, I know, I’ve just got so much going on in my life.”

      “We’ve all got problems, MacBain, but you can’t assault someone just because they said things they shouldn’t have.”

      “Were you aware that Crawford was saying that about me?”

      “It’s the talk of the office and some of the media as well.”

      “And you didn’t think to put a stop to that talk in the office, the station you run? It’s your responsibility to have control of your staff, so they’re not turning on each other with toxic comments like accusing me of having blood on my hands for something I had nothing to do with.”

      Gibson pursed her lips. “Don’t dare come into my office and tell me how to run my station when you’ve just assaulted one of my detectives.”

      “I like you, ma’am, but it is your job to stamp out unprofessional bullshit like Crawford and co have been spouting about me. You’ve made the problem worse. Poor old Bell out there can’t catch a break in this place, and you’re calling him Bellend to his face.”

      “What are you trying to achieve here, MacBain?”

      “I’m pointing out that we’ve all done things here that are unprofessional, and I won’t forget that if I’m mistreated.”

      Gibson took a moment to consider the next words coming out of her mouth. “What exactly did you do to DI Crawford?”

      I let out a sigh. “I’m not proud of this, and it won’t happen again, but I walked up to his desk, got his attention, grabbed him by the collar and hit his head off the desk. I smacked his face off his keyboard, to be specific.”

      “He didn’t threaten or provoke you in any way?”

      “Not unless you call what he said about me behind my back provoking, and considering how personal the copycop case has been for me, I’d say that’s pretty provoking.”

      Gibson broke eye contact with me and stared down at her desk momentarily. “It doesn’t look good for you, MacBain. I should suspend you on the spot, but I know that will all but finish your career. I think with everything that’s happened to you, though, you could do with some time off, but if Crawford presses charges, I’ll have no choice but to put you on gardening leave. I’m going to go and check on Crawford. Wait here until I get back.”

      Gibson was gone for fifteen minutes, but time moved so slowly that it might as well have been fifteen years. When she returned, she had Crawford with her, who had a big plaster covering most of his nose. He looked sheepishly at me. I gave him a closed smile and felt bad for him. As pissed off as I’d been with him for bad-mouthing me, I was remorseful.

      Crawford sat in the chair next to me. I was about to apologise to him, but he got in before me. “I’m sorry for what I said, MacBain. It was uncalled for and insensitive of me.”

      His eyes were watery, but I think that was just because of the damage done to his nose.

      “I’m sorry for hitting your face off of your keyboard.” I didn’t think I’d ever say that sentence, I thought. “It was uncalled for, and I should have spoken to you instead.”

      I held out my hand, and Crawford shook it without hesitation.

      Gibson was standing over my shoulder as if she’d been ready to intervene.

      “Is your nose broken?” I asked.

      “No, but my keyboard is.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Is this the end of it between you two?” Gibson asked.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Crawford and I said in chorus.

      “It had better be. This station has come under too much scrutiny from the media as it is. I’ll be speaking to everyone in the station individually. The talking behind MacBain’s back stops immediately, Crawford.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “And as for you, MacBain, if you lift a finger to anyone else, you’re gone.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      I couldn’t believe I’d been so stupid to nearly get myself sacked again. I went back to my desk, thinking that day was as good a time as any to call it quits on my job. Regardless of whether I was lucky to still be in the job, I was a liability, not just to myself but, more importantly to others. I thought that regardless of how things went for Sofia and me the next day in London at the adoption agency, it was pointless to stay in the job because it was surely only a matter of time until Reynolds put whatever the final part of his plan would be into action. I couldn’t see him keeping the guillotine of a threat he had hanging over me for long until he decided to bring it down on me.

      “You’ve got a letter,” Bell said.

      Bell was still sitting at my desk, and there was a white stamped envelope with the station’s address and my name on it.

      “The postie delivered it,” Bell said.

      It wasn’t normal for me to get letters. My first thought was that it was from Reynolds. Bell looked at the letter with interest and wasn’t taking his eyes off it when I was about to open it.

      “Do you mind?” I asked.

      “Sorry.” Bell looked away. “How did it go with Gibson and Crawford? Are you getting sacked?”

      “I’ve still got a job, but don’t repeat this; I’m thinking of quitting.”

      “Quit the police? But you only just got here.”

      “I’ve been in Glasgow for weeks, but I’ve been in the police for twenty-three years. I’ve had enough. Can I get some privacy now, please, to open this letter?”

      “Sure, I’ll be at my desk if you need me.”

      Bell left, and I looked at the envelope in my hands with trepidation. The other people in the office were still eyeballing me, no doubt wondering why I was still there and had not been ejected from the building, or worse, taken downstairs to a holding cell.

      I sat down on my chair, tucked myself into my desk, and crouched over the envelope slightly to try to be as inconspicuous as possible without being overly cagey.

      The envelope contained one thing: a handwritten letter on a black piece of A4 paper that had been folded over twice. It looked like a fountain pen had been used to write the letter.

      

      Dear MacBain,

      You’re probably already wondering who this is, and you’ll have to wonder some more. I’m not going to make it easy for you to reveal my identity.

      I’ve been an admirer of your work for some time, but I have to say, MacBain, you haven’t done yourself justice in catching The Copycop Killer. Why? You ask. Because Piers Finnigan isn’t the killer. I put the evidence in his workshop, so you’d think he was guilty. Now you’ll be asking yourself, why would I go to the bother of pinning my crimes on the perfect suspect just to let you know a week later that you’ve got the wrong man? The truth is, MacBain, I’m enjoying watching you suffer, not knowing when I’ll strike again, and watching you run around like a headless chicken, just trying to stay two steps behind me.

      I didn’t write to you just to inform you of your incompetence. I’m putting you on notice, MacBain. We’re going to delve back into your back catalogue of solved murders, and I hope, for your sake, you’ll be able to work out which one I’ll be replicating tomorrow night. Blunt force trauma to the head seems like a good way for my next victim to go.

      You’re beautiful, MacBain.

      Yours, ever so sincerely,

      The Copycop Killer
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      If I hadn’t already burned through so much adrenaline, I’d have probably been more animated than I was when I got to the end of the letter. It gnawed away at me that Finnigan being The Copycop Killer wasn’t quite the perfect fit it appeared to be, but you follow the evidence and the evidence led to him. If Finnigan hadn’t been such a putrid person, I’d have felt sorry for him. After all, I knew only too well what it felt like to be framed for a crime you didn’t commit, but Finnigan’s past crimes ensured that I didn’t have an ounce of sympathy for him. Nonetheless, unless a copycat of the copycop sent the letter, the wrong man was behind bars.

      I was halfway through reading the letter for the second time when I felt warm air on the back of my ear.

      “Jesus, Bell!” I exclaimed when I turned around and saw Bell standing over my shoulder.

      “Who’s it from?” Bell asked.

      “The Copycop Killer, or at least someone claiming to be.”

      “Never! Give it here.”

      “Don’t touch it; it might have his prints on it. Read it without putting your fingers on it, and I’ll tell Gibson.”

      I updated Gibson on the development. She wasn’t convinced that we’d charged the wrong man in Finnigan with the copycop murders, and was of the opinion that there was a good chance that some sick wind-up merchant sent the letter. There was always that possibility, but we had to treat the threat seriously with the clock ticking until the apparent Copycop Killer struck again.

      Back at my desk, Bell and I began to go through the boxes and the mounds of paperwork from the murder case files that I’d brought back from Inverness. Gibson had offered more assistance to me than Bell, but nobody there knew my bygone cases from my old stomping ground as I did.

      “Where do we start?” Bell asked. “Chronological order?”

      “That’ll take too long. Not all of these murders were high profile.”

      “But they don’t have to be high profile to have piqued the interest of The Copycop Killer. Just a snippet in a newspaper or one article online with some details of the case could be enough to have him set his sights on replicating it.”

      Bell was right, my mind had automatically thought of the more well-known and infamous murders I’d investigated, but it could have been any one of the murders contained in those boxes.

      I bit my knuckle whilst I thought about it. “He’s given me a clue in the letter. I just need to think.”

      Being careful not to touch it, I reread the letter. “Blunt force trauma to the head seems like a good way for my next victim to go. So, he’s obviously planning on hitting his would-be victim over the head with a blunt instrument, and that eliminates a lot of murders from the files.”

      “What about this one?” Bell asked, holding a paper folder.

      I read the name on the folder. “No, he was stabbed to death, and let’s rule out all males for now too. Like most serial killers, this one seems to have it in for women.”

      “He probably has mummy issues.”

      “He’s got fecking issues anyway, whatever they are.”

      I turned my attention back to the letter. “I know I’m handsome, Bell, but not even my mum would describe me as beautiful.”

      “Why would he call you beautiful?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve not picked its relevance out from the back of my mind yet.”

      The scale of the task was sinking in.

      “Why does there have to be so many murders in the world?” I muttered. “The victim’s name is on the first page of the file. Put all the male victims here,” I pointed to the top left of my desk, “and all the females there.” I pointed to the right of the desk.

      We sifted through them, and a couple of minutes into the task, I read a name that sent a shockwave through me.

      “It’s her!” I said. “Skye Stewart.”

      “How come you’re so sure?”

      “Seeing her name brings it all back to me.”

      When I opened the file, I saw a photo of Skye from a happier time. Her long brown hair with a fringe that came down to her eyebrows was as I’d remembered it. She had a pretty smile, and as I looked at her photo, the sorrow I felt when I’d been at the scene of her crime came flooding back.

      “It sounds cliched,” I said, “but she really did have her whole life ahead of her. She was only young, twenty-one, I think.” I read her date of birth. “Twenty-two. She was at university up in Inverness. According to her fellow students and lecturers, she was a popular girl who got on well with everyone and made time for the students who weren’t so easy to get along with. Unfortunately for Skye, that would be to her detriment. An incel who was studying the same course as Skye and was only in danger of graduating to forty-year-old virgin status in a couple of decades killed her when she was on a night out.”

      “How did he kill her?”

      “Blunt force trauma to the head. He hit her on the back of the head with a hammer. She was walking back home from a nightclub in Inverness after her friend left her for some guy she’d pulled. I can’t remember what the piece of shit who killed her was called now.” I read on down the file. “That’s him, Thomas Fleming. He was obsessed with Skye and waited outside the nightclub in his car for her. CCTV showed that he’d been waiting for his opportunity to get her alone for weeks. He told us that when he got his chance, it wasn’t his intention to kill Skye, and he just wanted to stun her with the hammer so he could rape her. He never got that far, though. When he realised he’d killed her, he fled the scene.”

      Bell was staring at me with his eyes set in concentration. “That’s upsetting, but what makes you think The Copycop Killer’s referring to her case?”

      “Because when another clubber found Skye’s body, she had her earphones in, and her iPod was playing James Blunt’s ‘You’re Beautiful’ on repeat.”

      “I’d hate to be found dead listening to James Blunt.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be so insensitive, Bell. You need to work on your sense of humour.”

      “I was just trying to lighten the mood.”

      “There’s no lightening the mood, and you don’t do it with comments like that. We’ll need a team to go to Inverness with us tomorrow. I’ve got a feeling he’ll try to replicate Skye’s murder on the same street where her life was ended.”

      “But all the other copycop murders happened in Glasgow.”

      I considered the point Bell raised. “It’s been too easy for him so far. As he wrote in his letter, he’s two steps ahead of me. Killers like him get bored quickly once the rush of the kill wears off, and they do things to up the stakes. They rarely keep travelling along on an even keel. The fact that he’s now directly communicating with me shows that he’s upping the ante. I’ll make sure Gibson puts plainclothes officers around the nightclubs in Glasgow, but we’re going to Inverness.”

      Being thrust back into The Copycop Killer case made me temporarily forget that I’d made plans with Sofia to go to the adoption agency in London the next day, but once again, things were getting in the way of our Project T investigation. As much as I wanted to go to London with Sofia, there was absolutely no way I would do anything else with my Saturday other than try to save someone’s life and catch The Copycop Killer.
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      Sofia was frustrated that MacBain wasn’t accompanying her to London, but she appreciated the predicament he was in and agreed with him that the right thing for him to do that Saturday was to focus on catching The Copycop Killer.

      Sofia was on the train down to London and was looking over her shoulder more often than an owl. It was imperative that she wasn’t followed to the adoption agency. She thought if she could make it to Nature’s Way undetected, then the potential treasure trove of secrets that it held could be enough to swing her and MacBain’s Project T investigation in their favour.

      Considering the founding principle of Project T was to solve the nature vs nurture debate, Sofia wondered if the adoption agency was taking the piss when they called themselves Nature’s Way. It seemed like a subtle tip of the hat to the project and a blatant acknowledgement of what the adoption agency was facilitating.

      Sofia was falling into the same trap of overthinking that MacBain had already got himself trapped. She didn’t know for sure that Nature’s Way had anything to do with Project T, but she thought if Lisa Fairweather’s twins had ended up in the project, then there was a good chance that they entered into the experiments via Nature’s Way.

      Sofia's ordeal had taken its toll on her so far, and the relaxing motion of the train trundling down the track made her sleepy. Her eyelids became heavy, and her blinking less frequent. She tried to fight off her body’s request for sleep and looked out the window at the rolling hills and the fields whizzing by, but that only made her more tired. She’d open her eyes suddenly, as if in shock, not knowing if she’d only had them shut for a few seconds, minutes, or hours. Before too long, her eyes didn’t open again until London.

      Sofia was in a semi-dream-like state before the train announcer told the passengers they were approaching London Euston. She dreamed that the adoption agency was run by talking dogs that walked around on their back paws and stood straight like humans, and instead of babies, there were puppies at Nature’s Way. She woke up and realised it was just a weird dream, probably brought on by how Nature’s Way could easily be a brand of dog food.

      Nature’s Way was in North London. It was a stand-alone Georgian mansion built with white stone, with four stone pillars at the front of the building. The wall in between the pillars were painted red. There was a large arched doorway on the front of the house, a pitched slate roof, and two red brick-built chimneys on either side of it.

      Separating the pavement and the front of the building was a set of tall, black iron gates. An iron railing went along the side of the pavement opposite the side of the building that faced a public road. The back of the house also had an iron railing on its boundary, with a hedge towering over it thick to the point you couldn’t see through it.

      It was an abnormally warm day in London for that time of year. Spring had sprung early, and the sun was shining brightly. As Sofia was nearing the corner that would take her around to the front gate of the adoption agency, she began to lumber along the pavement, looking every bit the expectant mother. She was wearing a baggy yellow polka dot dress that went down just past her knees, which was ideal for her. Sofia’s usually petite frame looked like it was about to burst that day thanks to a silicon fake baby bump that she’d ordered online a few days earlier.

      When Sofia turned the corner, she saw a metal sign that said, “Nature’s Way.” It was ten feet up in the air and had been screwed onto metal poles that were fixed to the grounds of the adoption agency on the other side of the iron railings. Staying in character, Sofia rubbed her back as if she was feeling the strain of her bump. She pressed the buzzer and waited for the voice to come on over the intercom.

      “Good afternoon, Nature’s Way,” a woman said.

      “Hi, my name’s Jenny. I have an appointment to see someone today about giving my baby up for adoption.”

      “What’s your surname, dear?”

      “Cooper.”

      “One moment.”

      Sofia reached into her handbag and switched on her recording device before taking out a bottle of water, pretending to quench her thirst and returning the bottle to her bag. She left the handgun at MacBain’s house. After weighing up the various risks and potential outcomes, she thought it best not to have the gun in case she was searched before being allowed entry into the adoption agency.

      The woman came back on the intercom. “You’re a bit early, but you can have a seat in our waiting room. You look like you could do with it.”

      Sofia looked up at the top left of the gate and saw a CCTV camera fixed on her. She feigned a smile in the direction of the camera. “That would be good, thanks.”

      “Close the gate behind you, please.”

      The gates buzzed and detached themselves, and then Sofia pushed past them, doing as she was asked to do and closing them once she was on the grounds. They locked shut with a snap, and Sofia felt the pressure as she looked around. Suddenly, the busy streets of London seemed an awful lot further away than they were. The grounds of the adoption agency could have easily been a fortress, a house of horrors disguised as a welcoming refuge for babies who, for whatever reason, couldn’t be looked after by their biological parents.

      Sofia’s plimsolls crunched along the red granite chippings that covered the property’s grounds. On the left of the mansion, a high red brick wall built into the building that went across blocked the back of the property off to the hedge and iron railing. On the right side of the mansion, there was a gap that was wide enough to get vehicles past, and Sofia knew there was a car park around the back from the satellite images she’d seen online.

      After walking the 100 feet from the entrance gates to the arched front doorway, Sofia plodded up the five stone steps one at a time, as if they were more challenging for her to climb than they were. At the top of the steps, a dark varnished oak door provided a screen from the outside to the inside of the premises. Sofia reached out to her right to press the doorbell, but before she could, the door opened.

      Standing in the doorway was a woman in her sixties with wispy grey hair tied back and neatly held in place with brown hair grips. She wore a dark blue dress that made her look like a matron, and she had thick skin coloured-tights on.

      She stared at Sofia for a moment before speaking. “Your name?”

      “Jenny Cooper, I think it was you who I spoke to on the intercom.”

      “Do you have any ID, Jenny?”

      “Yeah.”

      Being an investigative journalist had given Sofia access to dark corners that most people didn’t know existed. From her handbag, she took out her purse and then a fake driver’s licence that she’d got a few years back whilst operating in one of the darker corners of society. She held it up in front of the woman’s face.

      “Give it here, dear,” the woman said.

      Sofia handed it to her, and the woman inspected it.

      “Are you Ann?” Sofia asked.

      Without looking away from the driver’s licence, the woman replied, “No, Ann’s the secretary.”

      “What’s your name?”

      The woman continued to inspect Sofia’s fake ID. “That’s not important. You won’t be dealing with me when you’re inside.”

      “Is Ann in today? I wanted to thank her for being so understanding with me on the phone.”

      “Ann doesn’t work on Saturdays.” She gave Sofia back her ID. “Come in, and we’ll get you a seat.”

      From inside the building, on the other side of the front door, Sofia could see the reception desk, which was to the right of a broad set of red-carpeted stairs. She could see the landing and the wooden bannister turning around to go up to the next flight from where she was standing. The floor of the lobby also had a red carpet. Considering how old the carpet looked, it felt reasonably soft under her plimsolls. The ceilings were high, and the cornices had ribbons carved into them. There was a lived-in green four-seater Chesterfield to the right of the front door opposite the reception desk.

      “Go and sit over there, dear.” The woman gestured with her hand to the Chesterfield. “Someone will be with you soon.”

      “Argh,” Sofia exclaimed, rubbing her silicon tummy. “I think one of my girls kicked.”

      “How far along are you?”

      “Seven months.”

      “Bless you, dear.”

      The woman walked with Sofia to the empty sofa and held her by the hand to help lower Sofia down onto it. The woman’s hand felt cold, and Sofia noticed the prominent blue veins on it and an age spot.

      “Thanks,” Sofia said as she settled herself into the sofa.

      The woman walked away briskly, went past the reception desk that had nobody there, and up the stairs, out of sight of Sofia. Trying her best to be casual about it, Sofia surveyed the lobby for more CCTV cameras. She couldn’t see any but imagined they would be in there with her somewhere, with the lens fixed on her.

      I wonder if that woman’s been here since the start, Sofia thought as she waited for someone to come and get her.

      Sofia thought the woman looked old enough to have played some part in Project T, and that it was standoffish of her not to give her name. She also thought the woman spent a long time inspecting her fake driver’s licence.

      After five minutes of waiting, Sofia heard the old stairs creaking. From where she was sitting, she could only see the bottom three stairs, and after a few seconds, a different woman appeared on them and walked towards her, smiling at her.

      This woman was a lot younger than the other one who had answered the door for Sofia, and she was in her twenties. She was dressed casually, with blue skinny jeans and a rust-coloured jumper. When she was near Sofia, she extended her arm to shake her hand. “Hello, Jenny, how are you today?”

      They shook hands.

      “As good as can be expected, I suppose,” Sofia replied.

      “I can only imagine what you’re going through, but if this is right for you, you’re doing the right thing.”

      “Do you think?”

      “Yes, definitely. Society’s quick to judge mothers who give up their babies for adoption, but at Nature’s Way, we believe that what people like you do is brave and much kinder than bringing children into a world that isn’t what’s best for them.”

      Sofia lowered the corners of her lips. “When you put it like that, it doesn’t sound so bad, but what I’m doing still feels wrong. I’m conflicted, but I know in my heart it’s the right thing to do.”

      “It’s a tough time for you, sweetheart, but you’ll find no judgment here, only support. My name’s Sasha, and I’ll be going through the paperwork with you today to get the ball rolling on giving your twins up for adoption.”

      “Okay.”

      “My office is upstairs, but don’t worry; there aren’t too many stairs.”

      At the top of the stairs, the red carpet continued onto the long hallway that stretched the entire width of the mansion without any doors dividing it. To the left of the top of the stairs, the bannister carried on for another ten feet along the hallway, and if someone was to look over that part of the bannister, they’d be able to see the ground floor below. There were numerous doors along the hallway, and Sasha took Sofia down to the right near the end of the hallway.

      Sasha’s office had a window at the back that had blinds slightly tilted to allow the afternoon sun in. Like the lobby, Sasha’s room also had cornices with a ribbon design carved into the plaster. The floorboards creaked as Sofia went over to the modern black leather chair opposite Sasha’s side of the desk and sat down.

      When Sasha was in her chair, she shook her mouse to get her computer out of standby mode.

      “I’ve got the online form you filled out here,” Sasha said. “I’ll make sure the details we have for you are correct first. So, your name’s Jennifer, but you prefer to be called Jenny, second name Cooper. You’re thirty-two, you live in Hackney, and you’re expecting twin girls. So far, so good?”

      “Yes, can I ask something?”

      “Of course.”

      “I was telling the woman downstairs who let me in, sorry, what was her name again?”

      “Margaret.”

      “I’m not sure what her first name is; she only introduced herself with her surname.”

      “Sparrow.”

      “That was it, Ms Sparrow—”

      “Mrs Sparrow, you mean,” Sasha corrected.

      “That’s right, Mrs Sparrow. Sorry, I’ve got a lot on my mind.”

      “I understand.”

      “Anyway, I was telling Mrs Sparrow that it’s important to me that my girls aren’t separated. Is that something you can guarantee won’t happen?”

      “We don’t separate twins here.”

      Based on how young Sasha looked and the investigation that Sofia and MacBain had done into Project T, revealing that it was a thing from the past, Sofia thought that Sasha probably didn’t have any clue about Project T.

      “That puts my mind at ease,” Sofia said.

      “Good, so—”

      “How long have you worked here?” Sofia asked.

      “Two and a half years. So, the forms that we’re going to—”

      “Nature’s Way first opened its doors in 1979, didn’t it?”

      Faint wrinkles formed on Sasha’s brow. “I-I don’t know. I wasn’t close to being born then.”

      “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I feel anxious about this. Can we just talk for a bit first, please, if you don’t mind? It would help settle my nerves.”

      Sasha looked concerned for Sofia. “If you need more time to think this through, or if you want to change your mind, that’s perfectly okay.”

      “No, no thanks, my mind’s made up. I just need to calm down first, and talking would help.”

      Sasha took her hand off the mouse and clasped her hands. “What do you wanna talk about?”

      “Anything to settle me down.” Sofia looked up at the cornice. “This will sound random, but I love architecture, and one of the reasons I clicked on your website was the picture of this building. Obviously, I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t think you were a good adoption agency, but the building was the first thing that caught my attention. I don’t suppose you know when it was built?”

      “I’m sorry you’re asking the wrong person. Margaret’s the one you want to ask about this place; she’s been here since it opened.”

      “That’s impressive. Is Margaret the manager here?”

      “Yeah, she’s got her hands full with the kids at the moment.”

      “I read online that Dr Slater used to work here. It impressed me that you had such a renowned child psychologist here. I’m sure the children would have been in good hands with him around.”

      “Dr Slater was before my time, but I heard about him when he and his wife got shot.”

      “I heard about that too. There are a lot of evil people in the world. I can’t think why someone would want to shoot a good doctor like him.”

      “I know.”

      “I’m a spiritual person, and I believe being killed like that could make his spirit restless. It wouldn’t surprise me if he came back to haunt this place. This wasn’t his old office, was it?”

      “Don’t. You’re scaring me, Jenny. No, this wasn’t Dr Slater’s office. Margaret said he worked down the hallway, two doors down from here.”

      “What, on the right when you come out of here, or the left?”

      Sasha scrunched her face in confusion at Sofia’s line of questioning. “Two doors down on the right.”

      “Sorry, but it makes me shudder to think about it. I wouldn’t want to be the person working there now.”

      “No one works there. It’s been empty since Dr Slater retired, a year before I started here.”

      “Where’s Margaret’s office? I’d like to thank her for being so kind to me before I leave.”

      “She’s one down from Dr Slater’s.”

      Sasha made a start on taking Sofia through the rest of the paperwork, and Sofia waited five minutes before acting on the new information she’d garnered.

      “I need to pee. Can we stop for a minute?” Sofia asked.

      “Of course, sweetheart. The ladies are across from the stairs.”

      There was no one in the hallway when Sofia came out of Sasha’s office. She couldn’t see a CCTV camera anywhere, so she stopped lumbering like she was carrying twins and walked with purpose to Dr Slater’s old office. She tried the handle, but it was locked.

      No surprise there, she thought.

      Next, Sofia hurried down the hallway and put her ear against Margaret’s door. She couldn’t hear anyone and tried the handle. Sofia had more success with Margaret’s office, and she was in.

      Margaret’s office was much the same as Sasha’s, with the only real difference being the bookcase that took up most of the left wall. Sofia took one last look outside before going into the office and closing the door behind her. Her adrenaline was soaring, and it hadn’t roared that strongly since she’d been with MacBain at the cemetery in Glasgow. The only plan she had was to find anything incriminating that she and MacBain could use to counter the fabricated evidence that Edward Reynolds had concocted.

      Sofia was drawn to the bookcase and the handful of books with the covers facing outwards rather than neatly tucked in like the rest of the books. When she got over to the case, she sighed in frustration.

      “The Wind in the Willows,” Sofia muttered.

      She saw that all the books were harmless children’s books. With the bookcase not revealing anything of interest, Sofia turned her attention to the computer on the desk.

      “Please don’t be locked,” she said quietly to herself. She shook the mouse. “Of course, it’s locked.”

      There was a drawer directly underneath the middle of the table, and she pulled on it, but it was locked too. “Tits!”

      Sofia thought of calling off the search for evidence in Margaret’s office and going back to Sasha’s to buy herself more time before sneaking off somewhere else when she heard the floorboards creaking in the hallway. Her eyes widened, and her stomach flipped as the creaking got closer.

      There was nowhere to hide but underneath the desk. She ducked and was about to begin squeezing under it when the door opened.

      “What are you doing?” Margaret asked, standing in the doorway staring at Sofia stonily.

      Sofia stood up straight. “I was lost. I’m sorry, is this not Sasha’s office?”

      Margaret stayed standing in the doorway whilst Sofia was glued to the spot.

      “You know full well this isn’t Sasha’s office.”

      “No, really, I am lost. I went to the toilet. You can ask Sasha. She’ll tell you. Can you remind me where Sasha’s office is?”

      “You didn’t get lost, but you are a long way from Scotland, Sofia.”

      Sofia was a good bluffer, and, throughout the years, her poker face had served her well, but her eyes fluttered a few rapid beats.

      “I don’t know who you’re talking about. You know my name’s Jenny.”

      “You can stop prolonging this charade. Your name’s Sofia Yates, and you’re an investigative journalist. Jenny Cooper is one of your many aliases, and you’re as pregnant as I am fertile.”

      Sofia acted surprised and widened her mouth. “None of that’s true. You’ve got the wrong person.” Sofia felt her bump. “Look at the size of me.”

      “You look the part; I’ll give you that,” Margaret walked over to Sofia and stood next to her desk. “But as convincing as you appear, Sofia, you’re full of it, silicon to be precise.”

      Margaret took a letter opener from her mesh holder on her desk that also contained pens and stabbed Sofia in the middle of her bump. Sofia looked down at the blade sticking in her, then back at Margaret, with a brief look of resignation, before trying to physically get herself out of the corner she’d been backed into. She raised her hand and was about to strike Margaret.

      “Security!” Margaret called out.

      Four male security guards instantly appeared in the doorway and came into Margaret’s office.

      “I’ve already called the police on you,” Margaret said, “so don’t get any ideas about running away.”

      Three-quarters of an hour went by, and Sofia was still being subjected to Margaret’s citizen’s arrest. The office door was closed, and the four security guards were standing ominously over Sofia, who was sitting on one of the chairs that had been placed in the back corner of the room nearest the desk. Margaret sat on her chair, twiddling her thumbs, glaring at Sofia.

      “The police are taking their time,” Sofia said.

      “I’m sure they’ll be here soon,” Margaret said.

      “They should have been here by now. It’s London; there’s police all over the place.”

      “I told them it wasn’t an emergency, and we’d be fine keeping you here until they got here.”

      There was a knock at the door. Margaret gestured with her eyes for one of the security guards to open it. When he did, there were two male police officers in uniform standing there.

      “Is everyone okay?” one of the officers asked.

      “We’re fine,” Margaret replied, “but I’m looking forward to getting this trespasser out of the premises. God knows what she wanted, but she came in here with a fake pregnancy bump, pretending that she was carrying twins, and I found her snooping about my office.”

      “Why did you do that?” the officer asked Sofia.

      “Yes, Sofia, why did you do that?” Margaret asked with a dark warning in her eyes.

      “There’s a reasonable explanation for this. I was—”

      “Save it,” one of the police officers said, “you can explain yourself down at the station. Stand up and face the wall.”

      Sofia complied with the officer’s order, and he handcuffed her hands behind her back.

      “Thank you, officers,” Margaret said. “Go easy on her; she’s a troubled soul.”

      Sofia was escorted out of Margaret’s office and out of the mansion’s back door into the car park, where there was a plain white van waiting for her.

      Sofia looked confused. “Where’s your police car?”

      “You’re going in the van,” the officer who had his arm hooked under Sofia’s right arm said.

      A man dressed in blue jeans and a grey jumper got out of the front passenger side of the van and opened the van’s backdoors.

      A bullet of panic burst into Sofia’s throat. “Why don’t you have a squad car?”

      This time the officer didn’t respond, and the other officer who’d walked with them out of the adoption agency hooked his arm under Sofia’s left arm.

      “What’s going on?” Sofia asked.

      Sofia struggled, but her resistance was futile. The men dressed as officers hoisted her up until her feet came off the ground, and all her legs could do was helplessly thrash about in the thin air.

      “You’re not the police!” Sofia yelled. “Help!”

      “Shut up, you dumb bitch,” one of the men holding her said.

      Before Sofia could protest in the car park anymore, the two men who were carrying her tossed her into the back of the van. With her hands cuffed behind her back, Sofia was unable to break her fall, and she face-planted onto the metal floor of the van. There was another man already in the back of the van waiting for her, and he turned Sofia onto her back and put duct tape over her mouth.

      The two men, dressed as police officers, calmly got into the back of the van and closed the doors. The van drove out of the open gates that separated the car park from the front of the property. Margaret was standing at the gates and smiled to herself as the van drove past her. She knew what was in store for Sofia.
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      “Come on, Sofia, pick up,” I muttered.

      That was my seventh failed attempt at calling Sofia that night. I thought that there was no way she could have still been at the adoption agency. The opening hours for their appointment-only slots had long since come and gone.

      It was Saturday night, and I was back in Inverness, sitting in my car, which I’d parked in an alley that was adjacent to the street that I’d not been on for ten plus years. Not since I was there on a Sunday morning after most of the city’s revellers had gone home, and one in particular sadly didn’t make it.

      Memories of the Skye Stewart case brought out a tangible feeling of sadness whilst I sat by myself in the car, waiting for The Copycop Killer to show his face. I had plenty of things to be sad about, but at that moment, I spared a thought exclusively for Skye. It had been a horrible death and an undignified, premature ending to her bright young life.

      It was ten p.m., and I’d been in position for the last two hours. I’d taken DI Bell and DI Crawford with me, and they were in separate cars at either end of the street. We had borrowed some plainclothes officers from Inverness to help with our operation. One of those officers was a female who was in her late twenties but could pass off as a younger woman, closer to Skye’s age at the time she was murdered.

      The alley I was parked in was near the middle of the street, and the nose of my car was back far enough from the start of the alley, that it couldn’t be seen by anyone if they were in the street and twenty feet or so away from my car. The road was half a mile long, and we were communicating with ourselves on radios. Bell and Crawford had driven up from Glasgow in their own cars, and it surprised me that Bell had said that he was comfortable driving himself up, seeing as he’d previously told me that he didn’t like driving if he could avoid it. He’d said that the country roads and the quieter motorways in the Highlands did not intimidate him like he was by the more congested Glasgow.

      I was glad to have the drive back home to Inverness to myself. It was nothing that I had against Bell, even though I did find him irritating at times. It was because I much preferred spending a few hours in my car with my thoughts to process things instead of worrying about what Bell and I would talk about for over three hours straight.

      There weren’t many people I felt comfortable enough with to spend concentrated time like that in a car with. In fact, I didn’t even need all my digits in one hand to count them. They were Lena, Sofia, Fletcher, and my dad. As much as I loved my mum, there were only so many times I could pretend to be enthusiastic about the Antiques Roadshow or the array of flowers and plants that she had growing in her rockery.

      As for my dad, in the two decades that had passed since his disappearance, I was in danger of putting the conversations we’d shared on some mythological pedestal that was more poignant and special than our time together was. The lines between actual memories and fluffed-up fantasies had potentially blurred when I thought about the time I’d spent with my dad. For sure, it hadn’t been all good. My dad had his flaws, as we all do. At times, he could be crabbit and take it out on me, Sam, and my mum. Never in a physical sense, but he would snap at us for the most minor things. I’d dumped most of the negative memories in a landfill in my mind, and on the grave of that negativity, I’d planted only good memories, some with the seeds of truth and perhaps others with my own man-made, manipulated version of events.

      Whatever the truth about my dad was, I was confident that he wasn’t in MI5. He had his secrets, and there were signs when he was around that they were catching up with him, but in all the years of investigating his disappearance, him being an MI5 agent never came up. He certainly had nothing to do with Project T, and I would fight to the death to clear his name. His name hadn’t been tarnished yet, but as I sat there in my car looking at the pavement of the street in front of me, I thought it wouldn’t be long until it would be.

      What’s happened to you? I thought, after trying to call Sofia again.

      I sighed in frustration and left my burner phone on silent, then put it in the side compartment of my door.

      When I got out of my car, I took my black winter coat with me from the front passenger seat. It wasn’t all that cold of a night if you were full of the drink and walking from Cube nightclub to the taxi rank that was at the bottom of the hill that Cube was on, or down the street, we were staked out on, to one of the modern city apartments that were situated a ten-minute walk from the far side of the street where Bell was parked.

      I was dressed all in black and looked up into the black night sky. There were no stars in sight and no moonlight to illuminate us. It had been raining for most of the day, and the street was still wet from the torrent that was unleashed by the clouds that still hung overhead, threatening to unload another downpour on the city.

      The added cover of darkness that the overcast sky provided was bolstered by our request to have the streetlights turned off on that street for the night. There hadn’t been streetlights there when Skye was murdered, and her death was the catalyst for them being put in, but if The Copycop Killer was there hiding amongst us, then we wanted him to feel as comfortable as possible to take the risk of striking again.

      I tentatively peeked my head out of the alley and looked to my left in the direction of where Bell’s car should have been.

      “Bell, are you in position? Over.”

      “Yes, MacBain, I’m sitting in my car facing the street.”

      “It’s too dark for me to see you. Get out of your car; it’s time to wait it out on foot.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “What about you, Crawford? I can see your car. The streetlights from the road you’re on are lighting you up.”

      “I’m here,” Crawford said, “and I’m inside my car too.”

      “Move it down the hill, so you’re a safe distance away from the start of the street. You’ll spook him from where you are.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Crawford reversed down the hill, leaving enough clearance between the start of the street that I was on and the street that Cube was on. We’d put some large bins on the pavement in the road where Skye had been murdered. One was over at Bell’s side for him to stand behind, and the other was across from the alley where I’d parked for me to hide behind. From a safe distance, the plainclothes officers were on either side of the street, telling everyone except lone males that the street Bell and I were on was closed.

      PC Drysdale was on her own with her radio and PAVA Spray. She had dressed in a mini skirt with black thermal tights and a thermal vest underneath her blouse and leather jacket. She looked every bit like the young, vulnerable clubber that we wanted her to appear to be to The Copycop Killer.

      “Give me a wave if you can hear me, Drysdale,” I said.

      “Loud and clear,” Drysdale said on her radio whilst waving at me in the distance, to my right, 100 yards away.

      The night started slowly and was non-eventful, but grew busier as the clock ticked closer to midnight and closing time for the pubs. When the numerous pubs in the vicinity bid their patrons farewell, the hordes of people in varying degrees of inebriation dispersed. Crawford kept us updated and said that some formed a disorderly queue at the taxi rank, some went to the nearest kebab shop to devour whatever processed delight it was filled with, and others went straight to their club of choice, Cube nightclub.

      From behind the bin where I was standing, I could only make out some of the nightlife as the clubbers passed by the street that the plainclothes officers were diligently guarding. Occasionally, the officers would swoop into view to stop people from entering the street I was on. I could see Drysdale pacing up and down ten feet at a time. I was feeling tense, but I imagined it was nothing compared to what she was going through. I was going to have to spring into life pronto if I saw a suspicious lone male approaching her.

      “Are you feeling the cold yet, Drysdale?” I asked on the radio.

      “Yet? I’ve been freezing my tits off since I got here.”

      “You’re doing great. Have you got a few more hours in you, or do you want me to arrange for someone to replace you?”

      “As long as the rain holds off, I should be okay.”

      “Let me know if you’re not, it could be a long wait yet.”

      We didn’t have to wait long until our first potential suspect was set to walk into our trap.

      “I’ve got a lone male approaching my end, over,” Bell said.

      “Copy that, Bell,” I said. “Did you copy that, Drysdale? Over.”

      “I did,” Drysdale confirmed.

      “Right, yous know what to do,” I said.

      Drysdale slipped out of sight into another alleyway that led to a dead end. The plan was for me to let Drysdale know when the potential suspect had passed me, then she would come out of the alley and saunter in the direction of the end of the street that joined onto the road where Crawford and some of the plainclothes officers were. Then, if the lone male got too close to Drysdale, we’d move in and arrest him.

      I slid into the gap between the back of the bin and the brick wall that went along the other side of the road to the side where my car was parked in the alley. I got on my hunkers and kept my ears pierced for the sound of approaching footsteps.

      “Stay in position, Drysdale,” I said, “he’s not passed me yet, over.”

      “Received,” Drysdale confirmed.

      “He’s gone past me, and he’s on his way,” Bell said.

      I was worried that I wouldn’t hear the man pass by, and it was tempting to stick my head out from behind the bin to look for him, but I stayed exactly where I was and focused solely on listening for his footsteps.

      Breathing quietly through my mouth, I made out the faint sound of shoes clomping down the pavement towards me.

      He’s on the same side of the street as me, I thought.

      The footsteps got louder, and I knew he was close.

      Don’t you dare take a pish behind this bin, I thought.

      He didn’t, and he went past me without detecting me. Almost as soon as he’d gone by, I rose back to my feet and saw him continue to head in the direction of Drysdale. I waited until he was out of earshot of my whisper, but not yet within range of hearing me on Drysdale’s radio.

      “He’s passed me, Drysdale,” I said. “Get walking, over.”

      “Received.”

      Drysdale came out of the alley without looking at the man who was 50 yards away from her. I closed the distance on him with quiet steps, so I could apprehend him if he looked as though he would try anything.

      Drysdale’s walking pace was perfect. It wasn’t so slow that it looked odd, but it was slow enough that the man soon melted away the separation between them. Drysdale knew to turn around and face him with her PAVA spray in hand if he got within a few feet of her. There was a knot in my stomach that was getting tighter as he got closer to her.

      Turn around, I thought.

      He’d got uncomfortably close to Drysdale and was now directly behind her on the pavement.

      Drysdale, turn around!

      Drysdale must have been seconds from spinning around to face him when he crossed the road and went on the opposite pavement. From there, he overtook Drysdale and walked the length of the street without doing anything wrong, leaving me both relieved and disappointed.

      The night moved on towards dawn with more false dawns like that. Even as we made it into the wee hours of the night, I retained hope that The Copycop Killer would show his face. The reason for my optimism was that Skye was murdered shortly after three a.m., but when three a.m. came and went, and four turned into five, and five into six, it looked like it was a lost cause. As you know, though, looks can be deceiving.
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      “I take it that it’s still all quiet on the Western Front at your end, Bell?” MacBain asked.

      “I’m afraid so, MacBain,” I said. “What a waste of time, eh?”

      “It was worth a shot,” MacBain said. “Thanks for everyone’s efforts. I’m calling it. We’ll meet back at the station for a debrief.”

      I switched off my radio and came out of the street that I’d had the misfortune to spend all the night in. I saw the plainclothes policemen and women who’d been on my side of the street getting into the unmarked police car. I gave them a wave and a polite smile and watched them drive off up the hill and turn the corner on their way back to Inverness police station.

      I looked at my watch and estimated I had an extra twenty minutes that I could use as I saw fit before MacBain would question why I was late in getting back to the station. If he did pull me up for my lack of punctuality, I would blame it on my poor sense of direction and my absence of confidence behind the wheel. He’d bought that tosh so far.

      The only reason I told MacBain that I didn’t like driving in the city was in case my victim, Vanessa Milne’s neighbours, recognised my car when we drove to her crime scene. I’d stalked her good and proper in my Audi until the opportunity to replicate one of the most gruesome murders that MacBain had investigated presented itself.

      I got the idea of becoming a copycat killer with a twist when I heard that the infamous DCI MacBain would be joining us at the station in Glasgow. All roads led to murder for me well before I’d heard of MacBain; there was an inevitability about it. The dark triad of narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy had dwelled inside me for as long as I could remember. I don’t know if they were always there. If she was still alive, you could have asked my mother what I was like before I realised that she was treating me like the daughter she never had.

      Cancer was too good for that evil skank. Look at me; I’m using evil as though it’s an insult. I can’t tell you that I feel disgusted by the fact that I’m evil. Evil’s just a word to me. Looking at its meaning in the dictionary, I must hold my hands up and say that I am evil, but evil’s all I knew growing up, and if you get too acquainted with it, then it becomes you, and you become it. It’s a match made in hell.

      When Mother threatened that my life wouldn’t be worth living if I told my ‘classmates’ about her calling me Stephanie instead of Stephen at home, or that she forced me to wear dresses and put my hair in pigtails, etc., (and there is plenty of etc.) I didn’t dare speak out against her. I kept everything in, and eventually, my pillow was dry at night instead of wet from the tears I shed before all hope was lost.

      Things took a violent turn for me when I discovered that Disneyland existed. I resented my fellow children for having what looked to me to be the perfect existence and a life that was so alien to me that I couldn’t even dream about it.

      As is the case with many killers like me, it started off with animals. I would steal the occasional pound coin from Mother’s purse. The cow never noticed that anything was missing. When I was a boy, it only cost two pounds for a mouse. At home, Mother often drank heavily during the day and on the weekends, when she would get well and truly blootered. Sometimes I would sneak out to the pet shop and buy myself a wee mouse. I hid the buck I bought in an old microwave that I found near the woods I would escape to, where someone had fly-tipped. I kept him fed and watered in there, and when I’d stolen enough money to buy him a wife, I bought a doe and put her in with him.

      Within a month, my plan had worked, and I had a little family living a life of misery inside that rusty old microwave. I knew I would kill them. The urge to do so was too strong to resist, but for the small amount of time that I kept them all alive, they were my only friends. I know that decapitating a family of mice with my teeth wasn’t an appropriate way to treat friends, but in my defence, there was nothing appropriate about me.

      Fast forward twenty years, and I’d upgraded my murderous tendencies to humans. I didn’t pick women because they were an easier target; there were plenty of feeble men around as well. I chose females for the obvious reason, you’ve guessed it, mummy issues.

      As for the question, why did I decide to torment MacBain? It wasn’t anything personal. I was reasonably fond of MacBain when I got to know him. He was one of the few who refrained from calling me Bellend. I could tell I annoyed him, but hey, I was trying my best to fit in. I’d like to see you try having the childhood that I had and see how you fair as an adult in the big bad world. I chose MacBain because I thought it would add an extra dynamic to the thrill of the chase. To have the great DCI Callum MacBain investigating my murders and to get a front-row seat to him trying to catch me was intoxicating. Being a detective also gave me the added pleasure of being able to relive my crimes as many times as I liked. Revisiting the scene of my murders and then looking at the photos of my victims and what I’d done to them was perfect.

      As for my next kill, time was running out. During my stakeout on the street with MacBain and co., I’d noticed young men and women going into the modern apartment buildings that were a stone’s throw from where I was parked. I thought that if I was lucky, I might capture a female who was doing the walk of shame.

      I didn’t move my car; I stayed inside it, and my eyes were fixed on the cul-de-sac where the apartment buildings were. I felt like a lion on the Serengeti, waiting patiently, oh so patiently, as still as could be, like I was invisible. I could have stayed there for hours, but time wasn’t on my side, and I needed to buy myself more.

      I phoned MacBain. “Hi, surprise, surprise. I’m lost, but I’ve stumbled into a morning oasis, otherwise known as Costa. Can I get you a coffee while I’m here?”

      “Haven’t you heard of sat nav or Google Maps?” MacBain asked.

      “The battery on my phone’s about to die, so that’s not an option.”

      “And you used what small amount of power you’ve got left in it to call me and ask me if I wanted a coffee. You’re turning out to be a good partner, after all, Bell.”

      “That’s the kinda guy I am.”

      “I better get my order in before I lose you then. I’ll have a black coffee, please.”

      “You mean an Americano?”

      “Yeah, whatever bullshit you wanna call it. Hang on, one sec. Crawford, do you want a coffee? Get a flat white for Crawford, too, please.”

      “Have you two made up?” I asked.

      “We were never made in the first place, but it goes to show that smashing someone’s face off their desk can be a real ice breaker.”

      “I hope for my sake we’ve already broken the ice.”

      “Yeah, we’re fine.”

      “That’s a relief. I’ll be late getting back to the station because it’ll take me a while to figure out how to get there.”

      “Don’t worry; we’ll start the debrief without you. There’s not much to debrief on, anyway. I really thought that The Copycop Killer would kill again on that street.”

      “Never mind, we’ll get him. It’s only a matter of time until he’s caught. I’d better go. I’ll be as quick as I can. Bye.”

      I gave myself another twenty minutes of waiting time with that phone call, and I made a deal with myself that if I didn’t spot any suitable candidates for my next kill, I’d have to resign myself to defeat and get back to the station via Costa.

      The minutes went by, and so far, the only thing that was dead was the streets. It was like some hungover, sleeping ghost town, but as my deadline for defeat was fast approaching, I was thrown a bone, almost literally. She was a skinny thing, not much more than five feet. She would have appeared taller had she not been walking barefoot and carrying her high heels. Stumbling out of the cul-de-sac and onto the pavement across the road from me, she looked like she was doing the walk of shame. The only drawback was that her appearance was nothing like Skye Stewart’s with her peroxide blonde hair. That was a bummer, but MacBain would still be left with no uncertainty that The Copycop Killer had struck again when I’d finished with her.

      She was walking up the hill in my direction, and I waited until she was almost opposite me before I got out of my car, crossed the road, and intercepted her. When I got close enough to talk to her, I could see that she was still feeling the effects of alcohol. Her head was bowed, and her gaze was fixed on the pavement as if she’d diluted her mission to get home by focusing on putting one foot in front of the other without falling over until she reached her destination.

      “Excuse me,” I said.

      She raised her head and looked at me cautiously with her bleary brown eyes. By confidently holding out my police ID, I attempted to quash any uneasiness that she felt about a stranger approaching her on an empty street. When she realised that I was in the police, she furrowed her brow.

      “Don’t worry,” I said, “I have to speak with you about an incident that occurred here about an hour ago.”

      “What incident?”

      “A woman was attacked in that street.” I gestured back across the road to the street I’d been staking out.

      My intended victim had a look of disbelief on her face and stared across the street in the hope of seeing something.

      “Is she okay?” she asked.

      “She’ll live, but she was badly beaten.”

      “Oh my God! Why do you want to talk to me?”

      “I’m taking statements from anyone in the area who may have seen something.”

      “I didn’t see anything; I was in a flat back there.”

      “That’s fine, but I’ll still need an official statement from you. My car’s over there. It’ll only take five minutes.”

      She wasn’t 100% convinced, but the fact that she was still talking to me and hadn’t moved since I stopped her told me I was close to luring her into my car.

      “Where’s the rest of the police?” she asked, scrutinising the area.

      “We’ve got some officers on the other side of the street where the assault happened. The reason I’m on my own in plain clothes is that we don’t want to scare anyone away from talking to us. Take another look at my police ID if that makes you feel better.”

      This time I gave her my ID to inspect. She held it close to her face, and the hand she was holding it with was swaying as she studied it.

      “It will only take a few minutes,” I said, “then I’ll let you get on with your morning.” She looked at me, and I gave her a closed smile. Then she looked back at my ID.

      “We’ll need to get a move on; there are other people in those flats that I have to interview,” I said matter-of-factly.

      “Yeah, okay.”

      I was the perfect gentleman and opened my front passenger door for her. Once I closed it, I casually looked around to make sure no one was watching us, and then I got into the driver’s side of my car.

      “I’ll get my notepad,” I said.

      I pretended to look for it in the compartment in my door. The only thing in there, though, was a set of handcuffs.

      “Silly me, it’s in my glove box. Can you get it out for me, please?”

      “Yeah.”

      She opened the glove box. “I don’t see it.”

      “It’s underneath the car manual.”

      With her sufficiently distracted trying to find my notepad, I had one last look around to make sure there was no one coming, and with the area still dead, I finished what I was there to do. I locked the handcuffs on her right wrist first, then grabbed her left arm and bent it behind her back, securing the handcuffs on her left wrist as well. With her unable to inflict any defensive wounds on me, I gripped her throat with my right hand and used my left to pull the lever on the side of her seat so it collapsed backwards. That gave me the space to get on top of her and squeeze the life out of her.

      Once I was sure she was at least unconscious, I let go of her neck and, to stop any blood splatter from getting on my car, I put a bin bag over her head and then hit her on the back of the head with a hammer. Then I took the handcuffs off her, drove my car up the hill, and turned right into the street I’d been staking out.

      There was still no one around, so I quickly got out of my car, ran around to my victim’s side, pulled her out onto the pavement, and removed the bin bag from her. I was nearly done; all that was left to do was take out an iPod from my jeans pocket and put James Blunt’s “You’re Beautiful” on repeat.

      I felt the endorphins rush through me as I took in the crime scene, and then, with one last look up and down the street, I got back in my car and put Costa into Google Maps on my phone. I drove off in the direction of the street that Cube nightclub was on, hopeful that later that morning, I could return to the scene of my crime with MacBain.
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      Sofia had been taken to a large, detached house in rural Northamptonshire, but she didn’t know where she was. She would have asked her captors if she could have done that, but her mouth had been taped over with gaffer tape since the van that brought her to the remote location had left the adoption agency. She’d noticed that the traffic was getting less and less, and she’d remained in the back of the van, lying uncomfortably face down with her hands cuffed the whole way there. Sofia suspected she’d been taken to the countryside when she felt and heard the van go over some puddles and bumps that she associated with a rural road.

      Since her kidnapping, Sofia had been sitting on a wooden chair in the spacious kitchen and told by her captors not to move. She’d been in the dark since she left the adoption agency. The black hood that was covering her head was still on her when Edward Reynolds came into the kitchen, picked up one of the wooden chairs that were tucked under the dining table, and put it right in front of Sofia before sitting down in the chair with the back of it pressed against his chest.

      Reynolds lifted the hood off Sofia, and as pitch black as it had been for her, the light brought her little comfort. Next to Sofia, there was a lamp that had been placed on an end table that had been taken from the living room whilst it was being transformed, and Reynolds had the lamp pointed directly into Sofia’s squinted eyes. Reynolds slowly removed the gaffer tape from Sofia’s mouth, and she groaned and grimaced as the tape pulled on her skin.

      “Good morning, Sofia,” Reynolds said.

      Once Sofia had adjusted to the dazzling light, her eyes confirmed what she thought her ears had heard, and her heart sank to her feet when she saw that it was Reynolds.

      “Give us some privacy,” Reynolds said to the two agents in the kitchen with them.

      The agents left the kitchen and closed the door behind them.

      “I hope the drive here wasn’t too bumpy for your twins,” Reynolds said. “And I thought I was the supreme bullshit artist.”

      “Well done, you got me,” Sofia said, “but you can’t run from your past forever. Sooner or later, it will catch up with you.”

      “That remains to be seen, but whatever happens, you won’t be around to see it, not unless you tell me where you and MacBain are hiding your evidence.”

      “And what evidence would that be?”

      “Don’t play coy with me, little lady.”

      “I don’t have to play coy; you’ve already confessed to what you did in Project T on the recording with MacBain and me in MacBain’s car.”

      Reynolds maintained his calm and slyly smiled. “You think that’s a confession, do you? That was no admission of guilt on my part. You, MacBain, and I know that I was coerced into a false confession. MacBain was going to shoot me if I didn’t tell him what he wanted to hear, and that’s what any jury would think. The only evidence that the world will think exists is that which proves that MacBain’s father was the co-founder of Project T, alongside William Black, and that MacBain, just like his old man, was a rogue agent who was desperately trying to cover up the sins of his father.”

      Sofia tried not to let on that she knew Reynolds was right, but her anger got the better of her. “You’re a horror! How much blood will have to be spilt before you accept that you can’t prevent the truth from coming out?”

      “That’s an apt question, Sofia, because it’s time to spill some of yours.”

      Reynolds broke his penetrating eye contact with Sofia.

      “Reid,” he called.

      Agent Reid came into the kitchen.

      “Is the living room ready?” Reynolds asked.

      “Yes, sir,” Reid replied.

      “Good. We’ll keep Sofia here for the interrogation. Go and get the tool kit.”

      Agent Reid left the room.

      Sofia tried to jump out of her chair, but another set of handcuffs had been cuffed to one of the wooden bars on the back of her chair and the middle of the handcuffs on her wrists. The force of her panicked movement lifted the chair off the ground, and Reynolds slammed the palms of his hands onto Sofia’s lap and forced her chair back down onto the tiled floor.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Reynolds asked. “What you’re about to experience can be as painful as you make it. I know what you think of me, Sofia, but the truth is, if I was wicked, then I couldn’t have cared less about the nature vs nurture debate. I understand that the public wouldn’t see it that way, and they’d think the physical and emotional abuse that the children endured in Project T were egregious, but it takes a thick skin like mine to make other human beings suffer for the common good. I did my duty, and I served my country. If the public weren’t so stupid, then they’d be able to see that.”

      Sofia spat in Reynolds’ face, and it landed on his left cheek, just below his eye. In response to the impact of her saliva, he clenched his jaw, and his nostrils flared.

      “You were right,” Sofia said, “you are a supreme bullshit artist.”

      “That was a bad idea.”

      Reynolds calmly took a red handkerchief from his dark blue suit jacket and wiped the spit from his face. Agent Reid returned with a deep aluminium briefcase and put it on the dining table.

      “Would you like me to interrogate her, sir?” Reid asked.

      Reynolds’ eyes were bulging with anger as he stared at Sofia, and he didn’t blink as he said, “No, I’ll conduct the interrogation myself, pun intended.”

      Fifteen minutes later, Sofia was still refusing to crumble to Reynolds’ demand that she tell him where her and MacBain’s Project T evidence was. The thin, chopstick-sized metal rods that Reynolds had dug into her fingernails were sending excruciating levels of pain pulsating through her. Reynolds was standing next to the dining table, ten feet away from Sofia. There was an open briefcase on the table with a plastic box in it with a knob on it that could send varying degrees of electric current through the wires that came out of the box, connected to the intrusive metal rods sticking into Sofia’s fingernails.

      Sofia was in the middle of Reynolds’ latest electrical assault on her and was writhing around in agony. “Argh!” Sofia howled.

      Reynolds didn’t worry that someone would hear Sofia’s screams; the house was too remote for that to happen. Just as Sofia was approaching the point of unconsciousness, Reynolds switched off the power on the box in the briefcase.

      “Sofia, Sofia, why must you be so stubborn? You’re only prolonging the inevitable. If you don’t tell me where you keep your evidence, you will force me to give you another shock, and the next one will do more than tickle you.”

      Sofia’s head was slumped to the side, and sweat dripped off her forehead onto the floor. Reynolds went over to Sofia, scrunched a handful of her hair in his hand, yanked her head back, and then put his face so close to hers that she could feel his breath.

      “Where’s the evidence!” Reynolds shouted.

      A groggy Sofia shifted her stare from the kitchen ceiling to Reynolds’ blazing blue eyes. “We keep everything on a USB drive.”

      “You don’t keep anything on the cloud?”

      “No, we didn’t want to risk getting hacked.”

      “And where do you keep the USB drive?”

      “Do you promise you won’t kill me?”

      “I promise.”

      “In that case, then, it’s up your arse.”

      In frustration, Reynolds let go of Sofia’s hair and ran his fingers through his short grey hair. “You’re trying my patience, Sofia. I’ll fry you in that chair until it goes on fire!”

      Reynolds stomped back over to the briefcase, switched the box back on, and tuned the setting up as high as it would go. As the shocks annihilated her, Sofia’s body stiffened, her face contorted, and she made white-knuckled fists as she squeezed thin air. This time, Reynolds waited for Sofia to pass out and switched off the electricity as soon as she did.

      “Reid,” Reynolds called.

      Agent Reid opened the kitchen door. “Yes, sir?”

      “Get the petrol.”

      When Sofia came to, the first thing she noticed was the sweet smell of petrol and then its bitter taste. She realised that she’d been doused in it, and her terror-filled eyes bugged out, and her breathing became rapid.

      Reynolds was alone again in the kitchen and was standing beside the dining table.

      “That’s right,” Reynolds said, “you are covered head to toe in petrol, and all it will take is for me to strike one of these,” Reynolds picked up a box of matches from the dining table and shook them, “and you’ll feel the most astonishing amount of pain for several minutes before succumbing to the flames that will melt that pretty face of yours into such a bubbling mess, that your mother won’t be able to identify what’s left of your body.”

      “My mother’s dead.”

      “Well, you’ll soon be reunited if you believe in that sort of thing.”

      Reynolds took a match from the box and held the match head against the striking paper.

      “I know you’ve got the bit between your teeth, Sofia, but are you really prepared to die like this for the sake of withholding some evidence?”

      Sofia was wobbling from the shock of both the electricity and her predicament. She was a person of honour and wouldn’t let evil destroy her values and her strong sense of right and wrong, but everyone has their limit, and Sofia had found out the extremely hard way what hers was.

      “It’s in my bra.”

      “Reid,” Reynolds called.

      Reid, who was waiting on the other side of the door in the living room, came straight in. “Yes, sir?”

      “When you took Sofia’s baby bump off, you told me you searched her.”

      Reid looked nervous. “I did, sir.”

      “A strip search?”

      “Eh, down to her underwear, yes.”

      Reynolds gritted his teeth and shot Reid a withering glare. “That’s not a strip search! She could have anything on her! Get everything off her and search her properly.”

      “Doyle,” Reid called.

      When agent Doyle came into the kitchen, he and Reid ripped the rods out of Sofia’s fingernails, and then properly strip-searched her. When they did, they found a USB drive inside Sofia’s bra.

      “We are very lucky that’s all she had hidden in there,” Reynolds said. “You can get dressed now.”

      Sofia put her clothes back on, and Reid and Doyle were about to handcuff her back to the chair.

      “Wait,” Reynolds said, “there might not be any need for that.” Reynolds looked at Sofia. “Don’t insult my intelligence again and think you can make me believe there’s only one USB drive. Where's the rest?”

      In defeat, Sofia glanced at the floor but wasn’t ready to verbalise her vanquishment.

      “If you don’t tell me, Sofia, I’ll make sure that MacBain burns to death as well as you.”

      Sofia couldn’t bring herself to look at Reynolds and kept her eyes on the floor. “There are two other copies. Callum keeps one of them on him, and the other is at his mum’s buried in her rockery in her back garden.” She looked up desperately at Reynolds. “She doesn’t know it’s there, though. Don’t hurt her!”

      Reynolds smiled at Sofia. “You did the right thing, and you tolerated more punishment than most could. You should be proud of yourself, but I’m sorry, Sofia, I can’t let you leave here alive.”

      “You promised me!”

      Sofia tried to run out of the kitchen, but Reid and Doyle held on to her, stopping her in her tracks, then cuffed her arms behind her back again.

      “Take her to MacBain’s living room.”

      The corners of Sofia’s eyes wrinkled in confusion. “You’re taking me to Scotland?”

      “No, but you’ll feel like you’re there.”

      Reid and Doyle frogmarched Sofia into the living room, and Sofia’s jaw dropped when she saw what it looked like.

      “This isn’t MacBain’s flat, the kitchen’s different, but the living room’s exactly the same.”

      “It’s convincing, isn’t it?” Reynolds asked.

      It was more than convincing; it was the spitting image of the living room in MacBain’s Inverness apartment. From the identical sofas to the framed photograph of MacBain with his dad that hung on the wall above the three-seater sofa.

      “What’s this about?” Sofia asked.

      “You’ve got a starring role in framing MacBain for your murder.”

      “No, you can’t!”

      “You’re an impressive person, Sofia. You would have made an excellent agent if you’d chosen a different path.”

      Reynolds took out a pair of white plastic gloves from the inside of his suit jacket and snapped them on over his hands. Then, from a side table across from the door to the kitchen, he lifted an evidence bag that had a handgun in it and took the gun out of the bag. He calmly walked to the middle of the large living room and stood in front of the sofa.

      “Put her on the couch,” Reynolds said.

      Sofia struggled and tried her best to get away from Doyle and Reid. “Get off me! This shouldn’t be happening. I’m just a journalist!”

      She carried on trying in vain to break free from the clutches of Doyle and Reid, but they were too strong for her. She made a last-ditch effort to repel what Reynolds had in store for her and let her legs go limp. She began to fall, but Doyle and Reid held her up and then dragged her over to the sofa.

      “Does this gun look familiar to you?” Reynolds asked Sofia.

      “I don’t know.”

      “You should know; you’ve seen it before. So’s MacBain. It’s the same handgun that he left behind at Glasgow Necropolis, which he used to kill one of my agents there. The world will soon think that you’re just another body to add to MacBain’s count.”

      “You won’t get away with this!” Sofia yelled.

      “I’ve done a good job so far.”

      Reynolds fitted a silencer to the gun, readied himself, and looked at Sofia darkly with his gun trained on her head. His men pushed Sofia backwards onto the sofa and stood out of the way. Sofia was in the process of springing herself to her feet, but she was out of time.

      Pop

      The silencer on Reynolds’ gun made the shot that he fired into Sofia’s forehead sound so quiet that it was almost as if it hadn’t happened.

      “Get photos taken and send them to MacBain immediately,” Reynolds said to Reid. “Then put the place back to normal and clean up.”

      Sofia’s body lay motionless on the sofa. Her head was tilted, and the blood poured out from the exit wound on the back of it.

      Agent Reid got his camera, took pictures of Sofia, and then looked at them.

      “It’s spot on, sir,” Reid said to Reynolds.

      Reynolds went over to Reid, looked at Reid’s photo on his camera, and when he saw it, he laughed to himself. “It’s perfect. MacBain’s got nowhere to go but prison.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d finished the debriefing, and Bell still hadn’t got back from Costa. Crawford had joked that we should send out a search party, but it was getting to the point where I would have to send someone out to look for him by the time he finally showed up.

      Dunnel had given us clearance the day before to use the office upstairs where I used to work whilst we were in Glasgow, and I was sitting at my old desk. Apart from the plainclothes police officers who had helped with the operation the night before and Crawford, there was no one else in the office yet.

      I was knackered, but I wanted to complete my report for the disappointingly non-eventful night before. I turned on my old computer and wearily punched in my password on the keyboard. The computer took a few minutes to load up, and I was about to go to the toilet when a bedraggled Bell walked through the office door holding a cardboard tray of coffee.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Bell said.

      “You’re beyond late,” I said. “You missed the entire debriefing, but to be fair, you didn’t miss much.”

      “Here you go,” Bell said as he handed me my coffee.

      “Ta.”

      “Has there been any reports of a murder anywhere else in Scotland yet?” Bell asked.

      “Not that I’m aware of. I’m logging on to my computer just now. I’ve got a sinking feeling that The Copycop Killer followed through with his intention last night and that it’s only a matter of time until a young woman is found dead in some quiet street this morning.”

      “My money’s on Glasgow.”

      “You’re probably right. It was stupid of me to think that the killer would change his location so far from Glasgow, but he was upping the stakes with the letter he sent me and the clues he gave.”

      “He wanted an extra thrill,” Bell suggested, sitting down on a neighbouring desk.

      I saw on my computer that I had an email waiting for me.

      “I’m getting my report done,” I said. “Get yours done too, and then we’ll get out of here.”

      Before I began my report, I clicked on my emails and went into my inbox.

      That’s strange, I thought.

      The sender was my personal email, but I’d not sent anything from my email to my work one. Even though I was sitting down, my balance wasn’t quite right, and I was lightheaded when I clicked on it. The sound of the officers chatting in the room faded away, and the earth-shattering photos of Sofia, in what I recognised as my living room, clearly dead with a bullet in the middle of her forehead, sucked me into the computer like a vortex to hell.

      “MacBain. MacBain!” Bell called.

      I had a delayed response to Bell, and in a dazed state, I turned my head to the right to face him. He was still sitting at the neighbouring desk, and I didn’t say anything. I just looked at him, stunned into an emotionless shell of a man.

      “Would you mind printing my report for me when I’m done?” Bell asked. “I’m not linked up to the printers here.”

      I was aware of the words that came out of Bell’s mouth, but they went through me, and my brain failed to engage itself in giving him a response.

      “Is that okay? MacBain? Sir? Are you okay? You’re as white as a sheet.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “You don’t look well. Is everything alright?”

      Bell got out of his chair and walked toward me with a look of concern. My survival instincts belatedly kicked in, and I tried to lock my computer. I failed on the first attempt; my fingers were shaking, and I momentarily forgot which buttons on the keyboard I had to press.

      The fear of Bell or anyone else seeing Sofia dead in my living room gave me a surge of adrenaline to sharpen my focus enough to successfully hit the Windows and the L key, and the screen saver came on just before Bell got to me.

      “Has something happened?” Bell asked, looking at the picture of Loch Ness on the computer.

      “Eh? I’m gonna be sick.”

      I got up out of my chair too quickly for my own good and staggered in the direction of the gents’ toilet, smacking my leg off the corner of my desk as I went. In normal circumstances, the pain of the dead leg would have been sharp and throbbing, but I was too numb to feel that or anything else at that moment.

      I went into the gents, and with my hands still shaking, I struggled to lock the door, and then, for the second time within a few weeks, I hurtled vomit down the toilet. The uncomfortable experience of the acid from my bile burning my throat and my eyes watering brought the shocking reality of the situation home.

      My brain, which had short-circuited in the immediate aftermath of seeing the email, exploded back into life with what felt like a thousand thoughts per second.

      How can Sofia be dead? I thought. Who killed her? I thought she was in London. Why is she in my flat? Is there anyone still there now? Reynolds! Sofia, you can’t be dead! Sofia’s dead body’s in my flat!

      I needed to get over to my Inverness apartment immediately. I was in such a rush that I don’t remember if I flushed the toilet. I flung open the door and nearly took out Bell with it. He was standing on the other side of the door with an even more concerned look on his face than he’d had before I ran off to be sick.

      “MacBain, what’s wrong?”

      “I feel terrible.”

      I swiftly walked back to my computer, put in my password, and logged off it.

      “I need to go home,” I said.

      “You’re going back to Glasgow now? What about the reports?”

      “No, I’m going to my apartment in Inverness. I need to lie down. I’m sorry, I’m sick.”

      “R-right, how long will you be?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll meet you and Crawford back in Glasgow.”

      I ran out of the office and didn’t stop running until I got to my car.

      Everything appeared normal when I arrived outside. It was still early, and the car park was mostly full of cars. Some of the cars looked familiar, and some not so much, although I hadn’t given my neighbours’ cars any real attention before. Still, nothing looked out of the ordinary, but I knew that counted for nothing when MI5 was involved.

      Surely Reynolds must be responsible, I thought.

      When I was out of my car, I walked over to the entrance door of my apartment, gripped by anticipation and fear of what lay in store for me. I was still reeling from Sofia being shot. She was dear to me, and I couldn’t compute that she was gone.

      There weren’t any signs of forced entry when I got to the door of my flat. I kneeled and, with my back to the wall, stretched my arm over to the lock on the door and put my key in as quietly as possible. Old Mrs Cook lived in the flat opposite mine, and she would have been able to see me through her spy hole if she was looking. That wasn’t a concern, though; not getting my head blown off in the upcoming seconds was.

      Inside everything seemed normal. There were no footprints on the carpet, my mail was still in a mess in my doorway, and there was no smell of blood.

      To hell with it, I thought.

      I approached the living room on the left of the hallway and turned into the doorway, preparing myself to either fight and/or for the psychological impact of seeing one of my last remaining trusted friends, Sofia, whom I’d grown to care for deeply over the months, dead on my sofa in a violent mess.

      It was like I was stuck in a perpetual nightmare, even after I was sure I’d woken up. My living room was exactly as it had been when I’d left it. No MI5 agents waiting to kill me, no blood, and no Sofia, neither dead nor alive.

      I couldn’t work out what had happened. The photographs of a dead Sofia looked real, and it was both the spitting image of her and my living room. I continued to process it all, and it became apparent that I was being set up even more than I had already been. My email had been hacked, and there was only one suspect: Reynolds was framing me for Sofia’s murder.

      But is she even dead? And how did he replicate my living room?

      The photograph of my dad and me that hung on the wall above my sofa was the only one in existence. They must have broken into my apartment and made a copy of it. With Reynolds being based in London and Sofia having gone there to go to the adoption agency, I estimated that either she had been killed or it had been made to look like she had by Reynolds or his agents.

      I checked the rest of the rooms in my apartment and tried calling Sofia again.

      “Damn it!” I shouted.

      Sofia’s phone remained off, and my hope that she was still alive was turning into what I suspected was a delusion. It was undoubtedly Sofia in the photo, and it didn’t make sense for Reynolds to keep her alive. He’d already shown, on numerous occasions, his propensity for murder when it came to cleaning up the mess that he’d created in Project T.

      It wasn’t just taking the lives of those who could bring him down that Reynolds was cleaning up. I considered how successfully he’d created compelling evidence to manipulate the past and put blood on mine and my dad’s hands. It was evident that the evidence that Sofia and I had on our USB sticks would have been of interest to him, and I didn’t have much doubt that Sofia’s would be in his possession now.

      Enough was enough. Despite how guilty Reynolds had made me look, I decided that I would go public with what I had and do my best to prove Reynolds’ wrongdoing. I didn’t have much of a choice.

      With Reynolds closing in on me, I figured I was only days or even hours away from him putting his plan to stitch me up into action, and the longer I resisted going public before I was ready, the worse things were going to get. If it wasn’t already bad enough that my dad looked like he was the co-founder of Project T, and I was a rogue MI5 agent hell-bent on a cover-up, I would now be accused of Sofia’s murder.

      As Sofia did, I always kept my USB drive on me, and the last remaining one was at my mum’s, buried in her rockery without her knowledge.

      “Mum!” I said to myself.

      I was under no illusion that Sofia knowing that the other USB drive was hidden at my mum’s could mean that now Reynolds was privy to that knowledge too.

      I didn’t know precisely when Sofia would have been killed, but I knew it would have been within the last twenty-four hours, and if Reynolds had got the location of all our evidence out of Sofia, he’d surely have agents on his way to my mum’s. Me still having one of the USB drives in my possession was the only glimmer of hope that I had that I could continue to be a free man. That wasn’t at all comforting, though, as I sped to my mum’s house in my car, running a red light on the five-minute drive that would have been closer to fifteen minutes had I not been driving like a bat out of hell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I was nearly at my mum’s house when my work phone rang.

      “Not now, Bell,” I muttered, looking at the phone’s screen.

      I let it ring out the first time and the second, but Bell was relentless, and on his third consecutive attempt, I answered it and put it on speakerphone.

      “I’m busy at the moment, Bell.”

      “You’re not going to believe this.”

      Reynolds sent the photos of Sofia to the station, I thought.

      “Try me,” I said.

      “The Copycop Killer has killed another one.”

      I had the sinking feeling that The Copycop Killer would strike again, despite us not catching him on our stakeout the night before.

      “Where?” I asked.

      “Inverness.”

      “Inverness? But why not on the street where we were waiting for him? It makes no sense.”

      “That’s the thing, MacBain. It was on that street; the victim was found ten minutes ago.”

      “We missed him. We were there all night. I didn’t think he would do it in the morning.”

      “I’m sorry to have to tell you that. Another thing, MacBain, the officers first on the scene, said that the victim was bleeding on the back of her head, and she had earphones in. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you who she was listening to.”

      “James Blunt.”

      “You’re beautiful.”

      “Bastard!” I yelled in primal rage, banging my closed fist on my steering wheel. “The piece of shit’s tormenting us!”

      “He’s tormenting you. Where are you?”

      “I’m driving to my mum’s.”

      “It’s too early for a visit, isn’t it?”

      “It’s not that; it doesn’t matter what it is. I’ll be at the crime scene as soon as I can. We need to catch this scumbag, Bell.”

      There were many things that I needed to get done, but whether they would was a question that I couldn’t answer with any degree of certainty. However, I was sure that as much as The Copycop Killer was torturing me with his twisted game, my mum’s safety was paramount.

      I came screeching round the corner onto her sleepy street that only had a half-dozen or so houses on it that were all separated by spacious gardens and high hedges, and went careering up her driveway, bringing my car to a halt behind my mum’s Volvo estate, with the dust from the gravel rising in a cloud around me.

      It was coming up to seven o’clock, and my mum was usually an early riser, but all the lights in her detached bungalow were off. Instead of knocking on her front door, I went around the back to see if her rockery had been disturbed. The rockery was at the back left of the garden, opposite her shed 100 feet away, and I glanced over at it as I ran to the back door. From what I could see from where I was on the pathway at the back of the bungalow, the rocks, flowers, garden gnomes, and fairies that my mum had on the rockery were undisturbed.

      I banged on the back of the door. “Mum!” I called.

      I shouted for her again and again. I don’t know how many times, but it was a lot. I was prepared to kick her door in, but I didn’t have to; through the frosted glass panel of the door and the white blind that was hanging down on the other side of it, I saw the hallway light coming on.

      “Callum?” my mum called from the other side of the door with a croaky just out-of-bed voice.

      “Yeah, Mum, it’s me.”

      She opened the door, and her short grey hair was all messed up and sticking to the side, with some of it flattened on her forehead. She was still in her pink pyjamas and had her white nightgown on. She looked surprised and scared to see me.

      Even though I’d tried to shut down her previous questions on whether I was still investigating Project T and my dad’s disappearance, I knew that she knew I was still carrying on with it, and she understood the dangers that it entailed.

      “What are you doing here?” my mum asked.

      “Are you okay? Has anyone been here?”

      “I’m fine, or I was until you gave me a fright. What’s happened, Callum?”

      “It’s a long story, but you’re not safe here. Wait here.”

      I dashed over to the rockery and tossed her garden gnome to the side of her lawn.

      “Hey! Don’t do that to Terrance; you’ll break him,” my mum called from the back door.

      The gnome marked the spot where I’d hidden the USB drive in a small, airtight plastic tub. I dug my fingers into the damp and cold soil and tore through the muck like a mole on steroids until I felt the tub.

      “Thank God,” I said to myself.

      “What are you doing?” my mum called.

      I looked over my shoulder at her, and she was still standing at the back door. I ran back to her with the tub.

      My mum was giving me a questioning look. “Callum MacBain, tell me what’s going on immediately!”

      “I’ll tell you in a minute, but first, you need to get changed,” I gently but hurriedly pushed her inside and locked the door behind us, “and pack a travel bag.”

      “I’m not doing anything until you tell me what you’re doing at my home at seven in the morning on a Sunday, digging up my rockery and getting mud on my carpet!”

      “Mum, I mean it; we don’t have time.”

      “I don’t care, tell me!”

      I grabbed my hair in frustration, looked at the carpet, and groaned. “I didn’t stop investigating Project T.”

      “I knew it. You should have told me the truth when I asked you for it.”

      “I didn’t want to involve you, Mum.”

      “I was already involved, and you turned your back on me.”

      “I didn’t turn my back on you. I was trying to protect you.”

      My words sounded familiar; I’d said the same thing to Fletcher and Dunnel, and yet it seemed that no matter how much I tried not to involve people in it, the tentacles of Project T had a way of ensnaring anyone who had the misfortune of knowing me.

      “What have you got there?” my mum asked, gesturing to the plastic tub in my hand.

      “It’s a USB drive with all the evidence I’ve collated so far in the Project T investigation.”

      My mum’s wrinkles between her brows deepened. “And what was it doing in my garden?”

      “That’s a good question, and in hindsight, it was a bad idea on my part to hide the fallback USB drive here, but I wanted to keep it close without hiding it anywhere too obvious. I keep the last remaining one on me all the time.”

      “Who’s coming for it that’s caused you to come over here like a mad man possessed?”

      “There's a man in MI5 who—”

      I hesitated.

      “What man? Give me his name, Callum.”

      “Edward Reynolds, he’s high up in MI5, and he co-founded Project T with William Black.”

      “Thee William Black, as in the William Black who’s about to be the next Prime Minister?”

      I nodded.

      “Oh, Callum,” my mum said, with a sad and worried look.

      “I know, Mum, it’s bad.”

      “Your father going missing because he couldn’t let sleeping dogs lie was bad. Me getting kidnapped two years ago by a drug lord with a vendetta against you was bad, Lena leaving you last year was bad, a serial killer taunting you is bad, and now MI5 is against you. All things considered, it’s not bad; it’s bloody terrible! Catastrophically, awful!”

      “You’re right, Mum, but what can I do? I’ve tried my best with everything. If it were as easy as just telling you what was going on, I would have, but none of this has been straightforward.”

      “How long have you had evidence of Project T for?”

      “Months, but it’s never been enough to go public with, and if I went public with it too soon, they’d quash it. That wasn’t my only concern, though; I didn’t want Reynolds and Black to kill the ones I loved, which they absolutely would have done and have done already. I’m not ready to go public yet, and it might not work, but I’ve got no choice.”

      “Who’s dead?”

      “Sofia Yates, who was an undercover journalist who was helping me with the Project T investigation.”

      “That’s a sin. I’m so sorry. You loved her?”

      “Yes, we went through a lot together. We weren’t romantic, but we were close. Another thing, Mum. Lena didn’t leave me; she’s in hiding, and I don’t know where she is. Reynolds wants her dead as well. Lena was an MI5 agent sent to Scotland to get close to me and find out what I knew.”

      My mum’s eyes narrowed. “Two-faced bitch.”

      “No, it’s not like that. We fell in love, and she didn’t do anything to hurt me. She’s on the run just now because when she found out what I was investigating, she was appalled by it and wanted nothing more to do with stopping me. Now, Reynolds wants her dead.”

      “You need to tell the police about this immediately.”

      “That’s why I’m here. We don’t have time for me to go into all the details, but Reynolds used his resources at MI5 to make up evidence using fake documents, so it looks like Dad was in MI5 and co-founded Project T with William Black. I don’t think Black knows he’s been double-crossed.”

      “Your father wasn’t in MI5; he was a data analyst,” My mum paused in thought for a moment, “but he did have his secrets, and we both know it was his secrets that got him killed.”

      “I know he wasn’t in MI5, and he certainly didn’t create Project T. We’ve all got secrets, and Dad had some big ones, but he was a good man. You know that.”

      My mum stopped her paranoia from getting the better of her. “He was a good man.”

      “Dad wasn’t the only person Reynolds set up. He’s made it appear that I, too, am an MI5 agent and that I’ve been doing everything I can to cover up for Dad’s ‘participation in Project T,’ including framing me for Sofia Yates’ murder.”

      My mum raised her eyebrows. “How would he do that?”

      “He’s staged it somehow to make it look like Sofia was shot in my living room. They hacked my email, and, according to my email account, this morning, I emailed photographs to my work email of Sofia sitting on my sofa with a bullet in her head, but she hasn’t been in my living room recently. There’s blood spatter on my wall and all over my sofa in the photo. I think they’ve replicated what my living room looks like. Sofia was in London yesterday trying to dig up dirt on Reynolds and Black.”

      “Why did—”

      “Mum, we don’t have time for any more talking. I need to get you out of here. I’m taking you to the airport, and you’re gonna get a flight down to London to stay with Sam again.”

      “This is the second time you’ve sent me to your sisters because my life’s in danger.”

      “I’m sorry, Mum, but we need to get going.”

      In disbelief and visibly shaken by the morning’s events, my mum walked off down the hallway to her bedroom and started packing her things. I went through to the kitchen on the right, put the tub containing the USB drive on the kitchen table, washed the mud off my hands, and got myself a glass of water.

      Ding dong

      There was someone at the front door.
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      I didn’t know who exactly it was, but I was sure that it wasn’t Santa Claus making a behind schedule visit, so before I answered the door, I lifted the kettle to check if there was any water in it; there was, and I flicked it on. I didn’t want to call out to my mum in case whoever was outside heard us. I switched the kitchen light off, then quietly left the kitchen and headed for my mum’s bedroom. The front door had a porch as a buffer zone and wasn’t visible from the back hallway. It was around the corner from the kitchen, past the living room on the other side of the bungalow. The blinds at the back door were still down, and I switched the hallway light off as well.

      When I got into my mum’s bedroom, I was relieved that she’d had the good sense not to have answered the door. She was standing like a deer in the headlights by her wardrobe opposite the bottom of her bed. I saw that her curtains were drawn, and the thought of a sinister face appearing at the window put me in danger of freezing in fear as well.

      “Put your bag down and come to the kitchen,” I whispered.

      Ding dong

      My mum’s eyes widened even more than before our unwanted visitors tried the doorbell again.

      “Come on, Mum.”

      She put her bag down and, still in her white dressing gown, came to me in the doorway and went out into the hallway.

      “We’re going to die,” my mum said.

      “Not if you do as I say.”

      When we were in the kitchen, I closed the door, and by that time, the kettle had nearly boiled. It wasn’t making enough noise to be heard from outside on the other side of the kitchen window. The blind on the kitchen window was down, and I turned the light off in the kitchen before telling my mum what to do next.

      “Take this,” I said, taking the biggest kitchen knife from the wooden knife block close to the kettle where the window was, “and go and hide behind the chairs on the other side of the table.”

      I could see my mum’s survival instincts kicking in. She was in her early seventies, but she wasn’t one to be anyone’s easy victim. Her years as a Chief Superintendent and as a hardened detective and police officer before that helped with that. She took the knife from me, gripping the handle tighter than was necessary, and hurried over to the two chairs at the far end of the kitchen table, then crouched behind the chair that was nearest the wall, where she waited for whoever was no doubt about to come through the kitchen door. A jacket hung over one of the chairs that were closest to me, so I put that over the chair my mum was hiding behind to help conceal her.

      Ding dong

      A knock on the back door almost immediately followed the third ring of the doorbell. That told me there were at least two people outside.

      Then there was a knock on the kitchen window, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end so fast that I wouldn’t have been surprised if they ripped out of my skin and flew through the air like tiny darts. I took the second biggest knife from the knife block and hid the knife block in the cupboard below next to the cereal.

      The kettle finished boiling just as I heard the back door burst open. It crossed my mind for a split second that it could be the police there to arrest me after Reynolds forwarded the photographs of Sofia to more members of the police other than me, but they would have announced themselves as police by the time whoever had kicked down the back door was on their way down the hallway. I removed the kettle’s lid and, as quickly as I could, I got a pan from my mum’s pots and pans cupboard, poured the boiling water into it, then emptied the glass jar of sugar next to the kettle into the pan.

      Due to my legal and illegal firearms being back in Glasgow, the pan of water and knife were all I had to defend myself, and I stood to the side of the kitchen door opposite the fridge-freezer. I couldn’t hear footsteps approaching. Whoever was there with us was being as cautious as we were being. A minute later, the silence was interrupted by the sound of the porch door being unlocked, the door opening, followed by the same process for the front door.

      My experience in dealing with attacks from Reynolds in the past was that he typically sent either one or two agents at a time to do his dirty work, and I guessed that there would most likely be two, armed with pistols that had silencers on them. There would be nothing silent about whichever unlucky sod was going to be on the receiving end of my bubbling sugary skin stripper, though. I was ready to throw it over the first face I saw that came into the kitchen. I had the pan in my right hand and the knife in my left and was staring at the kitchen door handle, locked in a trance of high alertness that would only be broken by the handle turning, and turn it did.

      It turned so quickly that I nearly emptied the contents of the pan into thin air. The person who opened the door had done it so speedily that they could hide at the side of the door before I could see them. They were as aware as I was of what the stakes were. I figured they must have cleared the rest of the bungalow and knew that we were in the kitchen.

      In moments like that, your fight, flight, and freeze can do battle with one another to win the day and force you to see things their way. I’ve mostly been lucky and occasionally cursed that the response I usually chose was fight. In retrospect, when I learned that DI Crawford had been talking pure shite about me behind my back, I could have done with freezing and thinking about taking the higher ground instead of the dark guy who lives in me taking over the controls. That dark guy has been responsible for some negative moments in my life, but I have to give him credit where credit’s due because that same twisted, vindictive bastard sure knows how to fight and stand his ground, and I’m pleased to say that he won the day that day, telling flight and freeze where to go.

      A floorboard creaked underneath the carpeted hallway, and it did so closer to the back door than the corner that went around to the living room and porch. I knew that at least one home invader was about to appear at the left of the kitchen door.

      I felt my fear bubble to the surface momentarily as a man dressed in casual clothes was suddenly standing in the doorway, holding a pistol in front of him in a firing stance. He was aiming it in the direction of the window when he noticed me, but he didn’t have enough time to adjust his aim before I destroyed his handsome features with my hot, sugary first line of defence.

      “Argh!” he yelled as the sugar from the water melted his skin away with hideous ease.

      Pop

      Pop

      Sure enough, there was a silencer on his gun, and I heard the two rounds that he’d fired aimlessly crunching into the wall behind me, towards the opposite corner to where my mum was hiding. His face was bright red and bleeding, and when he opened his eyes after the initial shock of my attack, I don’t think he could see properly because his eyes didn’t meet mine. I didn’t give him the chance to get off another round. I swung the kettle down on top of his head, then dropped it, and with my right hand, I grabbed his right wrist to get control of his gun. With my left hand, I stabbed my knife into the side of his neck.

      The onslaught of violence utterly overwhelmed him, and rather than pull the knife out of him, I took advantage of the shock he was suffering from and forced the gun from his hand. I would have shot him in the head at point-blank range had it not been for his pal rushing in from the other side of the kitchen door. He was aiming a pistol in my direction too, but when he saw that I was holding a gun, he ducked behind his colleague as he advanced toward me. I wanted to shoot through his human shield to get to him but said shield still had some fight in him. It turned out that he, too, had a dark bastard living inside him who was prepared to fight to the death to save him.

      He grabbed my right wrist and stuck his head on me. His forehead connected with my left eye socket as I was looking in the direction of my pistol. With my left hand, I grabbed his jumper where his chest was and pushed him back against his pal, and the two of them went crashing against the fridge-freezer. His pal’s right arm was temporarily pinned against the fridge freezer, and I could reach over the shoulder of the man I’d attacked first and get a hold of the wrist of the other gunman to stop him from aiming his gun at me.

      Now I couldn’t use my gun because the man I’d attacked with the boiling water was holding onto my wrist, and his pal couldn’t use his gun because I was also refusing to let go of his wrist. I ended up in the middle of them, both using their free hands to rain punches down on me. I was unable to protect myself from their blows and was in danger of succumbing to them, when from the corner of my right eye, I saw a flash of white, then a kitchen knife going into the neck of the man who already had a knife sticking out of the other side of his neck. I looked to my right and saw my mum pulling her knife back out of his neck and stabbing him again. The stabs had weakened him, and my mum grabbed the gun from my hand and aimed it at the two men.

      “Stop!” she shouted. “Drop your gun now.”

      The stab wounds that the man had sustained were too much for him, and he fell forwards onto the floor with my knife still in him. The gaping wound left by my mum’s attack caused the blood to spurt out from his neck onto my mum’s brown linoleum floor as his life left him.

      The last remaining man didn’t fancy his chances and dropped his gun, then stood with his back against the fridge-freezer with his hands up. I picked up his gun and pointed it at him.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “Don’t shoot; I’m MI5.”

      “Of course, you are. Where’s Sofia Yates?”

      He looked at me blankly. “I don’t know who that is.”

      “Don’t give me that shite.” I booted him with the flat of my shoe in the solar plexus, then when his head went forward, I gripped his throat, rammed the back of his head off the fridge-freezer, and pressed the end of my gun against his temple.

      “Don’t play games with me,” I said. “Where’s Sofia Yates?”

      “I don’t know who she is!”

      I didn’t think he was lying to me, and Reynolds knew better than to give his agents any more details than they needed about what they were doing.

      “Where’s Reynolds?”

      “He’s in London somewhere. I don’t know exactly where. I’m sorry.”

      “You will be sorry.”

      I was so tempted to blow his brains out after everything I’d been put through, and I think my mum could sense that.

      “Callum, calm down. I’m calling the police.”

      “I’m calm,” I said.

      “No, you’ve lost control. I’m calling 999.”

      “Wait. Look at the state of the place. How are we gonna explain this bloodbath?”

      My mum looked down at our assailant who we’d killed and the pool of blood growing bigger and getting closer to her pink fluffy slippers.

      “We’ll tell them the truth, something you should have done ages ago.”

      My mum stepped over the blood and was about to walk past us out of the kitchen.

      “Stop,” I said, “I’m telling you, Mum, it’s not as easy as that. These bastards might as well have the power of God on their side. They’ll set us up for that one on the floor too.”

      “You’re too paranoid, Callum.”

      “I get why you think that, but you’ve not lived the life I have for the last two years.”

      “But you were going to give your evidence to the police today.”

      “I know, and I will, but I’m worried.”

      “I’m sorry, Callum, but you’re going to have to get over that. I’m getting my phone. It’s in my bedroom.”

      My mum brushed past me and headed for her bedroom, leaving me with the MI5 agent.

      “Right, arsehole,” I said, “I’m about to take a few steps back from you, and you’re gonna turn around and put your hands behind your back. If you do anything other than that, then I will not hesitate to shoot you dead where you stand.”

      The sweat ran off his head and down onto the end of my pistol. The fear coming from his eyes was tangible, and with my gun trained on him, I stepped back from him. Without saying a word to each other, he turned around and did as I’d asked.

      “Argh!” screamed my mum from her bedroom.

      The agent in the kitchen with me looked over his shoulder at me.

      “Stay where you are,” I said with a raised voice. He complied. “Mum?”

      “You stay where you are or your mum’s dead,” called a female English voice that I hadn’t heard before from my mum’s bedroom.

      “Callum, do as she says,” called my mum in a choked voice.

      The agent in the kitchen pushed his luck and again began to turn around.

      “I said stay where you are!” I shouted.

      “This isn’t the time to lose your cool, DCI MacBain,” said the female English voice, which was getting closer.

      Never was a truer word spoken. When my disarmed mum re-emerged in the kitchen doorway, she was accompanied by an athletic-looking woman in her thirties. She was taller than my mum and had her arm around her neck, with the end of her gun pressed against the side of my mum’s head. It was my mum’s turn to have terror-filled eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” my mum said to me.

      “Don’t be sorry,” I said. “You’ll be sorry if you take one step closer, though,” I said to the woman.

      “We both know that’s a lie,” she said.

      The agent facing the fridge-freezer put his hands to his side and turned around.

      “Get your hands behind your back,” I ordered.

      This time he didn’t comply.

      “You can stop acting like you’re in control now,” the woman said.

      “Let my mum go, or I’ll put a hole in yours and your pal’s head.”

      The woman raised her dark eyebrows. “You must fancy your chances of being a crack shot, but let me tell you, you won’t kill both of us without your dear little mum getting a hole in her head first.”

      The woman slowly removed her arm from around my mum’s neck, drew her pistol from the holster on the inside of her jacket, and gave it to the other agent, who then pointed it at me. I kept my gun trained on the woman’s head.

      “We’ve got a Mexican standoff,” I said, “so let’s all call it a day, and you two can get the hell out of here and piss off back to London.”

      “You’re mistaken, MacBain; this isn’t a Mexican standoff; we’ve got the upper hand. We will leave, though, but not before you give us what we came for. Judging from the mess outside at the rockery, I saw that you got to it before us.”

      I hoped that they didn’t know that I always kept a USB drive on me and that they thought the only other one apart from Sofia’s USB drive was the one I’d retrieved from the rockery.

      “It’s on the table,” I said, gesturing to the plastic tub on the kitchen table.

      The woman gave her colleague a nod, and while keeping his gun aimed at me, he carefully walked by the dead agent and me to the table, took the USB drive out of the tub, and put it in his jeans pocket.

      “You got what you came for,” I said. “Now yous can leave.”

      The woman gave me an insincere smile. “You’re a slippery bugger. Give me the other one.”

      With my best poker face, I said, “There is no other one. That’s it.”

      “I know you’re lying; we know that you have one in your possession wherever you go, and you’ve got three seconds to give it to us before your pig-headedness gets your mum killed, and her dressing gown gets covered in her brain matter.”

      I didn’t know what to do, but the countdown was on.

      “Three…”

      The woman had a dangerous glare in her eyes and held my stare with them, which left me in no doubt that she was serious about making good on her threat should I disobey her command.

      “Two… On—”

      “Okay!” I said. “I’ll give it to you.”

      “That was a wise choice,” she said.

      “It’s in the inside pocket of my jacket. I’m gonna slowly put my hand in and get it for you.”

      “I hope, for your mum’s sake, that’s what you’ll do.”

      As much as it pained me, that is exactly what I did. The zip on my pocket caught at first, which caused the agents to grow suspicious of me, but after I yanked at it, it freed, and I pulled the USB drive out.

      “This is it. There aren’t any other copies.”

      “He’s lying,” the man said.

      “Reynolds told me that there were only two more to get,” she said.

      “Where’s Sofia?” I asked.

      The woman shrugged her shoulders and didn’t say anything.

      The man stepped toward me to take the USB drive from me. I still had my gun aimed at the woman, who’d returned her arm around my mum’s neck.

      “Not so fast,” I said to the man. “Give me my mum first.”

      The woman shook her head. “It’s not going to happen as easily as that. Our car is parked at the end of the street, and I’m going to take your mum with me while I start it. Then your mum will be allowed to walk very slowly to the middle of the street, where this gentleman will meet her, and they will both continue to their intended destinations. The gentleman will join me in the car, and your mum will be reunited in your arms without having received any unnecessary injuries, providing the two of you don’t try anything stupid.”

      It was a crap proposition, but if it meant my mum would still be alive, then I’d worry about the fallout of losing all of my Project T evidence later, even if it was from behind bars.

      “If you take your dead friend with you, you’ve got a deal,” I said.

      “You’re not in a position to negotiate,” she said.

      “As long as I have my gun pointed at your head, I beg to differ. I want this sack of shit out of here.”

      The woman evaluated me, looking for a sign of hidden weakness, but my fragile state of mind remained camouflaged with false confidence.

      “You can’t have it all your own way,” I said.

      Without breaking eye contact with me, she spoke to her colleague. “Stay with MacBain. I’ll get the car.”

      She started to back out of the kitchen with my mum.

      “Hang on,” I said. “Before you go, I’m gonna point my gun at sweaty bollocks. I won’t shoot if no one else does.”

      With that, I quickly turned to face the gunman, and the woman finished backing out of the doorway and going to her right to the back door.

      After a tense wait, with the gunman and I not uttering a word to each other and him shedding more sweat, I heard the back door open, and then the female agent returned with my mum.

      “The car’s around the back,” the woman said to the man. “Put him in the boot.”

      The male agent put his pistol in his holster, hid underneath his jumper, and dragged the dead body out of the kitchen and out of the back door.

      When he returned, out of puff, the woman spoke to me. “I’m going back in the car now. You’ll wait here for two minutes, then the two of you will come out and go to the bottom of the driveway.”

      As she told me to, I waited with the man until the two minutes were up.

      “After you,” he said.

      “No,” I gestured with my hand for him to go in front of me out of the kitchen, “I insist.”

      “I’m putting my gun away. You’re not going to get an itchy trigger finger, are you?”

      “Not yet, but something tells me I will develop an almighty itch if we ever meet again.”

      He narrowed his eyes and smirked at me before putting his gun away and leaving the kitchen first.

      It was still early, and there were no signs of life coming from the houses on my mum’s street. I put my pistol in my jacket pocket and kept it aimed at the man as we walked down the driveway. When we got to the bottom, I could see a silver SUV that wasn’t there when I’d pulled up outside my mum’s home, parked at the end of the street that joined a road where there was a bend.

      “Is that it?” I asked.

      Before he replied, the front passenger doors of the SUV opened, and my mum and the female agent got out. I couldn’t see the gun on the woman, but I knew she would have been ready to draw it in a heartbeat if things didn’t play out exactly as she’d told me they would. My mum was struggling to put one foot in front of the other so much that it was like she was walking on wet concrete. The anxiety she was feeling at the magnitude of the situation was evident.

      The man looked back at me. “Remember, MacBain, don’t do anything stupid.”

      He slowly walked away from me with more confidence than my mum, and the two of them got closer, then passed each other in the middle of the street.

      Come on, Mum, I thought.

      When my mum was close enough for me to see the whites of her eyes, she didn’t look much less terrified than she had when there was a gun at her head, and I tried my best to comfort her with a reassuring nod of encouragement. The man got into the SUV when my mum was about twenty feet away, then it drove off to the left and around the bend.

      I breathed a sigh of relief, but the temporary solace I’d found by embracing my mum was short-lived. An impending sense of doom burst through my internal dam of resolve, and it drowned out all previous hope I’d had that I could stop Reynolds and Black from getting away with their many terrible deeds.
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      It took us three hours to clean up the mess made in my mum’s home by her unwanted visitors. A simple search with luminol by forensics would find multiple traces of blood despite our best efforts, but by the time we’d finished, there wasn’t any visible to the naked eye. Scrubbing my mum’s carpet in her hallway with all my might and a spare pair of her Marigolds seemed like a wasted effort. I was sure that the horse had bolted with my chance at bringing Edward Reynolds and William Black to justice, that my days as a free or an alive man were numbered.

      Ever since the Project T came into my life, I’d only been free on paper. I questioned if I’d brought the negative consequences of my investigation into Project T on myself and if the deaths of Sofia and Kraken before her were my fault. I considered that I was to blame for my fractured relationship with Fletcher, who, until I stuck my nose into Project T, had been much more than a partner at work. Even Dunnel had been more than a boss to me in all the years we’d worked together at Inverness.

      The warning signs were there long before it got to the point that it had. I could have walked away from my investigation and realised that I’d bitten off more than I could chew, but instead, I took bite after bite of my Project T shit sandwich. It seemed my hunger for the truth wouldn’t be satisfied until I’d poisoned myself and everyone close to me in my relentless and foolhardy pursuit of it.

      I was at the point where finding out precisely what had happened to my dad wouldn’t be enough for me to consider that it had all been worth it, but Reynolds and Black getting away with it was unthinkable, and as long as there was a shred of hope that I could bring them to justice, I would try for as long as I could. That was the uncomfortable truth that I was faced with. Despite the heartache, the deaths, the misery, the corruption, despite it all, Reynolds and Black couldn’t be allowed to get away with what they’d done.

      With my mum on a flight to London to stay with my sister, Sam, I needed an exit strategy of my own, but mine had to be a hell of a lot more off the grid than my mum’s was. There was only one person I knew who could help me with that.

      I thought that Lena must have been following The Copycop Killer case from wherever in the world she was hiding, and if she still loved me, even a small percentage of the amount that I loved her, then I knew she would have been rooting for me from afar. I had to think of a way to bring Lena out of hiding, just long enough for us to be reunited, so together we could take stock of everything and plan, from somewhere that wasn’t a prison cell, how we would bring the reckoning that Reynolds and Black deserved upon them. That was all very well and good in theory, but with the clock ticking, putting it into practice felt like pie in the sky and merely a comforting thought of escapism.

      There was another problem that I wouldn’t allow myself to abscond from, The Copycop Killer. After his latest victim earlier that morning, it was clear that the disgraced former librarian, Piers Finnigan, was wrongfully in jail. The only consolation was that he was on remand, and his trial was months away from getting underway. When I got to the station at Inverness, I parked my car in the public car park in case I ran into a colleague who would bend my ear about the case. I needed some time on my own to think and process what had happened.

      I’d had loads of missed calls from Bell and even a couple from Fletcher, who I figured would have gone into the station on her day off in light of the copycop murder. I had a photocopy of the letter that The Copycop Killer had sent me the day before he killed in Inverness, and I got it out of my trouser pocket to read over it again.

      

      Dear MacBain,

      You’re probably already wondering who this is, and you’ll have to wonder some more. I’m not going to make it easy for you to reveal my identity.

      I’ve been an admirer of your work for some time, but I have to say, MacBain, you haven’t done yourself justice in catching The Copycop Killer. Why? You ask. Because Piers Finnigan isn’t the killer. I put the evidence in his workshop, so you’d think he was guilty. Now you’ll be asking yourself, why would I go to the bother of pinning my crimes on the perfect suspect just to let you know a week later that you’ve got the wrong man? The truth is, MacBain, I’m enjoying watching you suffer, not knowing when I’ll strike again, and watching you run around like a headless chicken, just trying to stay two steps behind me.

      I didn’t write to you just to inform you of your incompetence. I’m putting you on notice, MacBain. We’re going to delve back into your back catalogue of solved murders, and I hope, for your sake, you’ll be able to work out which one I’ll be replicating tomorrow night. Blunt force trauma to the head seems like a good way for my next victim to go.

      You’re beautiful, MacBain.

      Yours, ever so sincerely,

      The Copycop Killer

      

      After re-reading it, I used my work phone to Google The Copycop Killer’s inspiration for his most recent murder. I looked up what I could find about the Skye Stewart case. It was an eerie thought that I was scrolling through the same pages that The Copycop Killer had and potentially reading the articles that caused him to salivate over his macabre fantasy that he would soon turn into a reality. When I read my second article on Skye’s murder, I noticed no mention of what she was listening to on her iPod when she was found bludgeoned to death.

      How did the killer know that she was listening to “You’re Beautiful”? I thought.

      I carried on reading through the online stories and, after seven search pages’ worth, I’d read all the available public information on Skye Stewart’s murder. Skye’s murder was at the time fourteen years earlier, and it was impossible for me to remember what details were said to the press at the time, but as I read on, it dawned on me that, unlike the other three victims of The Copycop Killer, there was a crucial detail of the original murder scene that wasn’t available to the public, that the killer had still recreated.

      The sadness I felt when I was at Skye’s murder scene stayed with me for longer than most murders did, and in part, that was due to her listening to a melancholy song when she was brutally taken from the world. I considered that the day before when I first read the letter The Copycop Killer sent me, I’d mistaken my strong memory of that detail of Skye’s case with that of something that was public information. If that particular sad fact about the case was never public information, it would have to be someone who had access to the case files.

      Did I even mention the song in my report? I thought.

      I rammed thoughts of Project T, my imminent arrest, and Lena to the back of my mind as I slammed my car door and ran inside the station.

      All the previous awkwardness that I’d felt over facing my old workmates back at Inverness was non-existent, and it was a good job that was the case because the office was buzzing with activity. Crawford was at his temporary desk with Fletcher, engaged in a deep conversation with her. The undercover officers who’d been on the operation to catch The Copycop Killer the previous night were also working overtime, with a shed load of paper coffee cups strewn around two desks that had been put together with numerous officers sitting around it. Dunnel’s office door was open, and it looked as though he must have come in on his day off as well. Bell was at my old desk with his head buried in paperwork. There were boxes of files surrounding him on the desk. I made a beeline for him, giving Fletcher, who was on the other side of the room, a quick wave as I passed her.

      Bell looked up when he saw me coming. “Never mind the search party for me; I was about to call them out for you; it’s after one!”

      “I’m sorry I slept in. I felt like shit, I passed out on my couch, and I forgot to set my alarm. Any developments?”

      “We’ve got the victim’s name. She was Paula Sweeney, twenty-six, and a local girl from Inverness.”

      “Any witnesses?”

      “No, no one saw anything, but we found out who she was last night. She was on her way home after meeting a man on a night out at Cube nightclub, and she went back to his house. He’s got flatmates, though, who saw him go to bed with her and were still up when Skye left on her own.”

      I looked at the boxes of files on the desk as well as the paperwork that Bell was reading, and I recognised my handwriting.

      “They’re my original murder case files,” I said. “That’s just what I was after. How did you get them?”

      “Your old partner, Fletcher, gave them to me.”

      “What are you doing with them?”

      “I’m swotting up on all the old murders you investigated, trying to predict which murder The Copycat Killer will recreate next.”

      That was the second time that Bell had gone through my old case notes without my permission, and it was the first time that I had a twang of suspicion about Bell. Suddenly, his inappropriate comments and insensitivity that he’d shown about the murders we’d investigated together were more meaningful than I’d thought before. Until that point, I’d put Bell’s social awkwardness and inability to gel with his colleagues down to him just being somewhat socially inept. It felt wrong to allow myself to entertain the thought that there could be something sinister about the office bellend. However, what was right was that apart from Fletcher, Bell was the only person I knew who had spent any time with my old murder case files recently. On top of that, Bell’s, at times, nauseating groupie-like behaviour towards me felt disquieting when I put it all together.

      “Do you know where Syke Stewart’s case file is?” I asked.

      “Yeah, it’s right here.”

      Bell had it underneath the paperwork on the desk. I read through it from the beginning. I was looking for any mention in my notes about James Blunt’s song.

      “What are you doing?” Bell asked.

      “I’m just check—I’m refreshing my memory.”

      “Looking for anything in particular?” Bell asked in a relaxed manner.

      “No.”

      It took me a minute or so to find what I was looking for, but there it was, in my own words.

      

      Skye Stewart had her earphones in when refuse collectors discovered her body. One of the first responding officers, PC Ross Nevin, told me that when he was searching Ms Stewart’s phone to obtain information about her, Ms Stewart’s iPod was playing James Blunt’s “You’re Beautiful” on repeat.

      

      I must have noted it because it struck such a chord with me, and I wondered if it had also made an impact on Bell. He was the last to leave what would become the crime scene that morning, and even with his apparent lack of direction, it took an awfully long time for him to get back to the station from Costa.

      “What happened to your eye, MacBain?”

      I’d put some of my mum’s makeup on over the spot where the MI5 agent had headbutted me in my mum’s kitchen, but the bruising was still visible.

      “I opened my kitchen cupboard to get a mug out for coffee when I woke up and forgot to close it.”

      “You look deep in thought.”

      “I’m just processing things.”

      I was uncomfortable making eye contact with Bell, so I stared at the table instead whilst I thought. I noticed a Parker fountain pen next to the paperwork Bell was reading and remembered that The Copycop Killer used a fountain pen to write his letter.

      “Is that your pen?” I asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Can I borrow it, please? I want to write something down.”

      “Of course.”

      “Thanks,” I said, taking the pen from him, “I need to go to the toilet. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      I put the pen in my pocket and went to the gents. Using a fountain pen didn’t make Bell guilty, and I considered that I was overthinking the case. Still, there was no denying that there was a real possibility that Bell was the only one who’d recently been aware of the song that Skye Stewart was listening to when she was killed.

      I didn’t need the toilet; I needed to get away from Bell so I could think without him suspecting anything of me. When I came out, I continued to avoid him and went to see Fletcher, who was still with Crawford. Her black hair was tied back into a ponytail, and the dark circles below her eyes that she used to give herself a ribbing over had cleared up. I suspected there was a correlation between her not working with me anymore and her healthier appearance.

      Fletcher knew I was standing beside her, and Crawford looked uncomfortable that she carried on talking with him, despite me being there for a good ten seconds.

      “Excuse me,” I said politely.

      Fletcher gave me a neutral look that didn’t do justice to our years working together and building a friendship.

      “In days gone by, MacBain,” Fletcher said, “I would have been angry with you for going AWAL on the day that a serial killer added another murder to his collection, but you know what? Now I don’t have it in me to be disappointed with you, never mind angry.”

      Crawford glanced at Fletcher warily, then back at me, not wanting to be caught in the middle.

      “You’ll be sick of hearing me apologising to you by now,” I said. “I get that, but for what it’s worth—”

      “Save it,” Fletcher said coldly.

      Whatever embers of our friendship were left, I resigned myself to Fletcher’s thinking I was an unreliable arse who’d let her down one too many times, so I did as she demanded and moved on. “I need to speak with you in private, and preferably with Dunnel as well, if he’s in.”

      “He’s in his office. Some of us thought it was important to come into work this morning.”

      We went into Dunnel’s office. He was in the middle of eating a Sunday roast and had his tie tucked into his white shirt to stop it from falling onto his plate.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt your lunch, sir. That’s not a plate from the canteen.”

      “It’s from home; my wife dropped off my roast dinner. I don’t like to miss a Sunday roast, but unlike you, I didn’t think it was acceptable to be home this morning when I found out that a young woman was found murdered in my city.”

      “I’m sorry, sir, I couldn’t stop vomiting. I wouldn’t have been of use to anyone in the state I was in. The last thing I wanted to do was leave, but it couldn’t be helped.”

      “I suppose it’s understandable that the case is affecting you like that. You’re the one who The Copycop Killer is targeting.”

      “I appreciate your understanding, sir, but we all know his victims are the real targets. On the subject of The Copycop Killer, obviously with Piers Finnigan, it looks like we’ve got the wrong man.” I looked over my shoulder at the open door of Dunnel’s office to make sure there was no one there. “I’d like to speak with you and Fletcher in private. I think I have a suspect.”

      “Close the door,” Dunnel said.

      Once I’d closed the door and Fletcher and I had sat down at Dunnel’s desk, he put his plate of half-eaten lunch to the side and untucked his tie.

      “What do you have for me, MacBain?” Dunnel asked.

      “This is a long shot, Sir.”

      “It often is with you.”

      “Well, this one really is, but I think I’m on to something. I know you have, Fletcher, but have you met DI Stephen Bell yet, sir?”

      “Yes, the young guy with the receding hairline.”

      “That’s him.”

      “DI Crawford was teasing him over his hairline this morning,” Fletcher said. “Bell was adamant it was a widow’s peak and was getting himself worked up over it. Then Crawford started calling him—”

      “Bellend,” I chimed in.

      “That’s right.”

      “They all call him that at the station in Glasgow, well maybe not all. I never did, but many people do; even Chief Superintendent Gibson did once when I was there. To be fair to them, Bell is a bit of a bellend, but until today, it never crossed my mind that he could be The Copycop Killer.”

      It was a good job that Dunnel wasn’t drinking his cup of tea that was on his desk because when I told him of my suspicions about Bell, he inhaled so sharply that he could have got tea in his lungs.

      “You think one of our own has done this, but why? Surely not one of us.”

      “There is no us, there’s no them, people are people, and Bell wouldn’t be the first member of the police force to do bad things.”

      “I know that, but come on, MacBain, The Copycop Killer?”

      “Why do you think he’s a suspect?” Fletcher asked.

      “I know yous didn’t work in Inverness back in 2006, when the inspiration for The Copycop Killer’s victim from this morning, Skye Stewart, was murdered, but do yous remember Skye’s case?”

      “No,” Dunnel and Fletcher said.

      “I don’t know who’s said what to yous from the office so far. In case yous don’t know, Skye Stewart’s iPod was playing James Blunt’s ‘You’re Beautiful’ on repeat when her body was found.”

      “I didn’t know that,” Dunnel said.

      Fletcher shook her head.

      “Have yous seen the letter that The Copycop Killer sent me yesterday?” I asked.

      “Aye,” Dunnel said.

      “So have I,” confirmed Fletcher.

      “When I first read the letter, I had to rack my brain to work out the clue the killer was giving me, but when I did, it was evident that he was referring to Skye’s murder.”

      I took my copy of the letter back out of my pocket and gave it to Dunnel to look at, who read it and then passed it to Fletcher.

      “The song’s undoubtedly the clue he wanted you to work out,” Dunnel said, “but how is Bell linked to this?”

      “I remember finding it haunting that Skye was listening to that song. Until today, when I searched for facts about her case online, I’d thought that was a detail, like the other copycop murderers, that was readily available online, but it’s not. I can’t find a single mention about the specific detail of ‘You’re Beautiful’ being on repeat when Skye was found, and I don’t think it was ever released. The library’s closed today, but we’ll be able to look at the newspaper archives tomorrow to confirm that detail of the case was never publicised.”

      Dunnel scratched his temple as he listened intently, then patted his grey hair back into place. Fletcher was entirely focused on me too.

      I continued. “For me, Bell comes into the picture because, as far as I’m aware, I think that apart from you, Fletcher, he’s the only one who’s been reading over my old murder case files. I propose that we put a twenty-four-hour surveillance team on him.”

      Dunnel clasped his hands, stretched out his arms, and cracked his fingers, keeping eye contact with me. “You could be clutching at straws.”

      “I very well could be, but you must admit, sir, it’s compelling. That’s not the only thing. Looking back on it now, it was Bell who presented me with Piers Finnigan as a suspect. He didn’t spoon-feed me him, but I think he could have manipulated the situation, or if I’m being honest, manipulated me to think that Finnigan was The Copycop Killer. Bell’s a similar age to the four victims from Glasgow. There was an overlap between Bell going to Glasgow University and all four victims from Glasgow going there too. Granted, they studied different subjects, but they were all there simultaneously. Bell knew that Piers Finnigan had been sacked from his job as a librarian at Glasgow Uni for sexual misconduct. He would have also known that Finnigan was at the uni at the same time as him and the victims. As well as all of that, if it was Bell, he could have planted the picture and hair of victim number four, Makayla Joyce, in Finnigan’s workshop. Looking at the big picture, I don’t think it’s such a long shot.”

      “If the newspaper archives don’t turn up any word of Skye listening to ‘You’re beautiful’ when she was killed tomorrow,” Dunnel said, “then I’ll liaise with Chief Superintendent Gibson and get your man put under surveillance.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you, sir. Also, as you can see, the killer used a fountain pen to write his letter. Bell doesn’t have the same handwriting, but he could have intentionally changed it. However, Bell does use a fountain pen, and I’ve got it here.” I showed Dunnel and Fletcher the pen. “It might not be the same pen, but I’m gonna get Martin to take a sample of the ink and get in touch with Parker pens to find out what type of ink they use. You never know; it might be a match.”

      I bowed my head, rubbed my brow, and closed my eyes.

      “What’s wrong, MacBain?” Fletcher asked.

      “If Bell is The Copycop Killer, it’ll be bittersweet for me.”

      Fletcher put her hand on my shoulder. “That makes sense; he’s your partner.”

      “That’s not why it’ll be hard. If it turns out it’s Bell, I could have worked this out a day earlier, and Paula Sweeney would still be alive. If I’d realised that Skye Stewart was listening to James bloody Blunt, she’d be lying in her bed just now instead of a morgue.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up over it. You can’t be expected to remember every case by heart.”

      I tapped my forehead in frustration. “My head’s just not right.”

      I took a moment to reflect, then continued. “Bell called me at 06:22 this morning to say he was in Costa and offered to get me a coffee, but he didn’t get here at the station before ten. Fletcher, would you mind going around the Costas in the area to find out which one Bell went to and at what time he did?”

      Fletcher scrunched her face. “Why can’t you do it yourself?”

      “I’ve got a press conference to arrange.”

      Dunnel waved his hand dismissively at me. “The media can wait. I’ll put out an official statement later today. We don’t want to face a barrage of questions from them when you think The Copycop Killer might be,” he lowered his voice, “Detective Inspector Bell.”

      “I can handle the media, sir. I have alternative motives for holding a press conference. I’m in a world of trouble, and I need to find Lena Taggert or more to the point, she needs to find me.”
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      William Black was standing on a pavement in Bournemouth outside his campaign bus, waving goodbye to his starstruck supporters. He was on a whistle-stop tour of the country and the road to victory in the upcoming general election. With his perfectly fitted suit and pearly white smile, he appeared unflappable, but although he didn’t show it, thoughts of being the next Prime Minister with a landslide victory, as the polls suggested, weren’t at the forefront of his mind. Instead, it was DCI MacBain who was living rent-free in his head.

      After a final over-the-top game show wave, Black stepped onto his bus, and it pulled away.

      “I want some privacy,” Black said to his female assistant. “I’m making a phone call to my wife.”

      “Please, can you look over this speech first, sir?”

      “No. I’ll look at it later.”

      Black noticed the concern in his assistant’s eyes. “Felicity, I’m famed for my no-notes approach to speeches. Don’t worry yourself.”

      “It won’t take long; I’ve added a couple of key points about what you’re going to do to curb the rise of inflation.”

      Black sighed. “Give it here. I’ll cast my eyes over it once I’ve finished speaking with my wife.”

      Black took his assistant’s notes off her and went through the door at the back of the bus, where he was on his own. He sat down on one of the leather seats in front of a table, placed the notes on the table, and took out his phone.

      In his office in Bayswater Road in London, Edward Reynolds was sitting at his desk upstairs from the “architects” business, sipping on coffee. He was in need of that coffee; the night before had been a long one for him with Sofia Yates.

      When Reynolds’ work phone rang, he looked at the caller ID and cleared his throat. “William, how’s the Prime Minister in waiting?”

      “I’ll be doing a whole lot better if you tell me that MacBain was dealt with this morning.”

      “He’s being dealt with.”

      “You mean he’s still alive?”

      “A complication arose this morning.”

      Still sitting on his chair in the back of his bus, thinking it was empty, Black scrunched his cardboard coffee cup in frustration, but hot coffee burst out of the cup, scalding his hand, going on his blue shirt, and spilling onto his speech notes.

      “Argh!” Black exclaimed.

      “What’s wrong?” Reynolds asked.

      “That moronic little bitch of an assistant of mine must have replaced my old coffee with a new one. I’ve burned my hand.”

      “That was silly,” Reynolds said unsympathetically.

      “Never mind that; what damn complication is MacBain giving us now?”

      “You need to calm down, William. MacBain is still with us, but it’s not all bad news. I think I’ve got all the evidence now that he had that could have been damaging to us.”

      “You think, do you, Edward? I thought my coffee cup was empty until I was proven wrong and burned!”

      There was a knock on Black’s door, and his assistant popped her head in. She saw the spilt coffee, and a crease formed on her forehead.

      “Are you okay, sir?”

      “I’m fine; leave me be.”

      “I’ll fetch you some paper towels.”

      Black’s face contorted with anger. “Piss off, Felicity!”

      Felicity melted on the spot and was visibly upset. “I-I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t knock on my door again.”

      Felicity closed the door, and then Black returned to his conversation with Reynolds. “I’m back.”

      “Is it safe to talk?” Reynolds asked.

      “Yes, I just got myself worked up there.”

      “Well, don’t; we’re nearly over the line, and MacBain will soon be nothing but a bad memory. I’ve retrieved the two USB drives that were in MacBain’s possession, and Yates was adamant that the two were all he had.”

      “What makes you think she was telling you the truth?”

      “I have my methods for getting the truth out of someone.”

      “Where’s Sofia now?”

      “Put it this way; she’s more useful dead than alive. As for MacBain, don’t worry that he’s still with us. My plan B of framing him is almost as good as our plan A, anyway. Considering MacBain’s annoying knack for staying alive and the risks we take every time I send agents to kill him, I’m going to get MacBain to see things our way.”

      “How?”

      “Even with Sofia took care of, MacBain’s not our only problem. His mother knows what’s going on, and she’s a retired Chief Superintendent. We can’t afford to go to all the effort in eliminating MacBain’s threat, only for some old woman to ruin us.”

      “This is out of control, Edward.”

      “No, it’s just a high-stakes game, and we’re winning. I’ve got eyes and ears everywhere. His mother’s not at home, but we’ll find her, and as for MacBain, he’s at the police station in Inverness right now. The place is rigged with recording devices, and I’m about to listen to a recording that was taken from his boss’s office earlier. He’s got nowhere to hide and no choice but to do exactly as I say.”

      Black looked pensively out of the window at the passing cars on the motorway. “I hope you’re right, or everything we’ve built will have been for nothing.”

      “You can trust me, William. Remember, your best interests are my best interests.”

      Reynolds ended the phone call with Black, put his phone away, and whilst still sitting at his desk, he typed a password into the keyboard of his computer, then clicked into a file and pressed play on the recording.

      The first part of the recording of MacBain speaking with Fletcher and Dunnel in Dunnel’s office was about The Copycop Killer. Although that wasn’t what he was listening for, Reynolds found it interesting and was surprised to hear that DI Bell was a suspect, but when the conversation moved on to something else, Reynolds’ interest was piqued.

      “I can handle the media, sir. I have alternative motives for holding a press conference. I’m in a world of trouble, and I need to find Lena Taggert or more to the point, she needs to find me.”

      “And why would you being in trouble be of any interest to me?” Dunnel asked.

      “Or me?” Fletcher added.

      “I get where both of you are coming from. When I said that I didn’t want to involve yous in my Project T investigation anymore, I appreciate that offended both of you, compromised your ethics and put yous in a tight spot.”

      “You’re right about that,” Fletcher said, “but when you turned your back on us, it put you in the tightest spot of all.”

      “You’ve made your bed, MacBain, and it’s very much a single bed.”

      Reynolds smiled to himself as he listened to the recording of MacBain’s suffering.

      “Look, I’m not asking for yous to help me. I’ve decided to come clean with what I’ve been investigating behind your backs.”

      “I knew it,” Fletcher snapped. “You two-faced wanker.”

      “For God’s sake, don’t I deserve the benefit of the doubt? I made it clear that the reason for me not opening up was that it was too dangerous for yous if I did. If you two walked an inch in my shoes, I guarantee you’d feel like yous had walked a marathon.”

      “You didn’t let us find that out for ourselves,” Fletcher said.

      “But it’s been horrific,” MacBain said. “All I tried to do was protect you.”

      “I don’t care what you’ve got to say anymore,” Fletcher said. “I stopped caring when you shut me out. You can sort your own mess out. Good luck.”

      “Fletcher, come back,” MacBain said.

      Reynolds heard Dunnel’s office door open and close again.

      “What about you, sir?” MacBain asked. “Will you give me a chance to explain myself?”

      “I’m as pissed off with you as Fletcher is, but she shouldn’t have walked out. Speaking to you purely as a Chief Superintendent, if you’ve got a criminal matter to discuss with me, then go ahead; otherwise, you know where the door is.”

      “Last year, when I told you if you didn’t walk away from my Project T investigation, then your and your family’s lives would be under threat, well, that still stands today. If anything, it’s as dangerous as it ever was. I just want to give you the head’s up, sir, that if I’ve not heard from Lena within the next 48 hours, I’m going public with everything I know about Project T.”

      Reynolds was glued to his computer screen and watched the sound waves of MacBain’s and Dunnel’s voices as if he was observing a video of them.

      “What do you know, and what’s prompted you to do this now?” Dunnel asked.

      “I know that Edward Reynolds is an extremely dangerous man high up in MI5 and has been with them for decades. I know that Reynolds and the next Prime Minister, William Black, co-founded Project T in the eighties and subjected twins, who were children, to horrific physical abuse and even death for some warped obsession they had with the nature vs nurture debate. Sir, I know a lot of things, and myself and a few others have risked our lives to acquire evidence to prove my claims, but.”

      MacBain fell silent.

      “But what?” Dunnel asked.

      “But I’ve lost it all. Reynolds got all the evidence from me, and worse than that, he’s used his resources at MI5 to frame me as a rogue agent on a personal mission to cover up for my dad being a co-founder of Project T and an MI5 agent. Which he never did, and he’s not!”

      Reynolds chuckled to himself.

      “Are you sure your dad wasn’t a part of Project T?”

      “Of course I am! And I know he wasn’t in MI5, and I can guarantee that I’m not either.”

      “Then how have you been set up?”

      “Reynolds made fake documents that made it look that way. He sent me a box full of them. He even made a fake passport that looks like it belongs to my dad. My dad got too close to uncovering the truth. I guess the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, and now I’m following in my dad’s footsteps. I don't know precisely where they lead, but wherever it is, it’s not good.”

      “So, you’re going to go public without any evidence after being set up?”

      “I told you I’m in a world of trouble. I don’t want to go public yet, but the way it’s going, I’ll be dead if I don’t, and I risk other innocent people being killed if I continue as I’ve been going.”

      “Why are you giving me the heads up, MacBain? Do you feel like you owe me something? Or am I in danger? Or my family?!”

      “I owe you a lot, sir; there’s no doubt about that, but you're not under threat as far as I’m aware. Reynolds and Black don’t know that you know anything about Project T, and I’ll make sure it stays that way. Whatever happens to me, I won’t tell a soul that you knew anything. The reason I’m telling you this is that I need your blessing to hold a press conference here, so I can tell the world that we’re looking for a witness who was in the area around the time that The Copycop Killer killed again this morning. I want to tell the media that we believe the potential passer-by who may have seen the killer is Lena Taggert. If the killer is Bell, we should have enough evidence to arrest him within the next 24 hours, and I’ll keep an eye on him until then.”

      “Jesus Christ, MacBain, that’s a pack of lies! What’s your ex-girlfriend got to do with this?”

      “Lena was an MI5 agent. She never met Reynolds and didn’t know a thing about Project T. Two years ago, she was sent from London to infiltrate me and report back how much I knew and what I was investigating. When she found out the extent of the atrocities that were committed in Project T, she turned, and by that time, we’d already fallen in love.”

      “This is too much, MacBain, even by your standards. My head’s going to explode!”

      “I’m sorry, sir, but that’s the truth. Lena’s on the run. I helped her go into hiding. I’ve not seen or heard from her in months, and I’ve not got any contact details for her, but if I can use the press conference to get her attention, I have a chance of going on the run with her until I can get more evidence. I know this is a lot to take in, and if it really is too much, you can pick up your phone, make your phone calls, and ensnare yourself in Reynolds’ cover-up. I promise you, sir, you don’t want to do that. Reynolds is even setting up William Black. This thing’s bigger than all of us. Just help me, and you’ll have done your bit.”

      Reynolds heard MacBain pick up Dunnel’s phone.

      “Or do what you think you need to do,” MacBain said.

      There was a pause whilst Dunnel considered his next move, and Reynolds could feel the tension building, and he shifted nervously in his chair.

      “You can have your press conference,” Dunnel said, “but then we’re truly done.”
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      Dunnel told the media to gather downstairs in the station’s makeshift press room. Apart from the office upstairs, it was the largest room in the station and was usually used for conferences. It also occasionally doubled up for other purposes, like the disciplinary hearing that I’d had earlier that year. We’d moved the long white table that was usually in the middle of the room to the top end of the room on the right side when you walked in the door. Around twenty chairs took up most of the floor space, divided into rows that started fifteen feet from the table. On the table, there were four microphones, and behind them, four chairs for me, Dunnel, Bell, and Fletcher.

      The latter had been away from the station for hours, going around local Costas to establish which one Bell used and when. Dunnel and Bell were with me in the corridor outside the press room, and now that both local and national media had assembled there and packed the room out, we were about to go inside to commence the press conference.

      Dunnel was standing behind me, and Bell was in front of me. I’d suggested to Dunnel that, as a detective who was officially working the case alongside me, Bell should be at the table with us to face the media. I reasoned that I didn’t want Bell to get a hint that he was a suspect.

      As we waited to go in, it felt weird to look at the back of Bell’s head, imagining that contained inside it was the brain belonging to The Copycop Killer. I thought if his head was as messed up as I surmised it was, then apart from the occasional arsehole comment and unlikeable trait that leaked out of Bell from time to time, he did a good job of hiding from the world the depths of his depravity.

      A female police officer ten feet in front of us stood in the doorway of the press room, looked at her watch, and spoke to the waiting media. “That’s six o’clock. We’ll begin now. Everyone will get a chance to ask DCI MacBain a question, so please don’t all shout at once.” She looked over at us. “You’re up, gents.”

      I followed Bell into the room, and my eyes had never been assaulted by so many flashing lights before. I looked over to my left to acknowledge the press, but that only made the frantic flashing of their cameras greater, and from what I could hear, not one of them had obeyed the officer’s requests to not all shout at once. I heard, “DCI MacBain,” “The Copycop Killer,” and “do you have any suspects?” all mixed into one muddle of loud voices multiple times on the short walk from the door to my seat.

      Bell was beside me to my right, and Dunnel was to my left. I gestured with my hands for the journalists and reporters to quiet down, but that did little to hush them.

      The female officer was scowling at them from the doorway when she helped me out. “Quiet down. I told you, you’ll all get your chance. Please!”

      That did the trick, and once they saw that we were staying tight-lipped, they settled themselves down.

      Bell nudged my leg. “Where’s Fletcher?” he whispered in my ear.

      “She’s working on a robbery case,” I replied, at a safe distance from my microphone. “I told her it didn’t matter if she couldn’t make it.”

      I looked out at the media, staring back at me with bated breath, and I pulled the microphone towards my mouth.

      “Thankyo—” Ear-piercing feedback from the PA system below the table interrupted me, so I moved the microphone back from my mouth a bit. “Thanks for coming at such short notice this evening.”

      “Do you have a suspect?” a male reporter shouted out.

      His interruption triggered a domino effect of unruly questioning that soon turned into a shouting match.

      “That’s enough!” shouted the female officer authoritatively. “If you can’t conduct yourselves in an orderly manner, you’ll be ejected.”

      She was good, and the mob sheepishly quietened down before I resumed. “I’m sure you all know who I am, but in case any of you have just got back from a holiday to Mars, I’m DCI Callum MacBain, and I’ve been heading the investigation into the murders of Emilia Gordon, Kirsty Kerr, Vanessa Milne, Makayla Joyce, and, most recently, Paula Sweeney. To my right is Detective Inspector Stephen Bell from Glasgow, and to my left is Detective Chief Inspector Rick Dunnel from here in Inverness. Before I go any further, I’d like to send my heartfelt condolences to all the victims' families and friends.”

      I cleared my throat. “I’m sure you’re eager to know why we called you here this evening. The reason is that there is a person who we believe may have been in the area at the time of Paula Sweeney’s murder this morning. Paula Sweeney was killed at approximately 06:30, and after conducting a series of door-to-door interviews, I spoke with the flatmate of the woman I’d like to talk to. The potential witness is called Lena Taggert.”

      “Is she a suspect?” A female reporter asked.

      “Not at this stage.”

      “The Copycop Killer must be a man, don’t you think?” the same reporter followed up.

      “We don’t think Lena Taggert is a suspect, but we do believe that she may have seen something.”

      “Is it your estimation that the five murders are linked?” a different report asked.

      “Yes, regrettably, the killer seems to have followed me to Inverness, and like the four murders before hers, Paula Sweeney’s murder had the hallmarks of a homicide I worked on in 2006, that being the murder of Skye Stewart.”

      “Why do you think The Copycop Killer is doing this to you, DCI MacBain?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “I have no idea. Unfortunately, as yous know, I’ve recently been somewhat of a public figure, which I brought on myself with my deeply regrettable actions at Clark Roberts’ golf resort.”

      “Have you spoken to Clark Roberts since you gate-crashed his interview?”

      “That’s not what we’re here to talk about,” Dunnel interjected. “DCI MacBain called this press conference to try to catch the person responsible for the murders of five innocent women.”

      Despite the tumultuous relationship we’d had of late, Dunnel still had my back when it counted, and I was eternally grateful to him for that.

      Although I’d mentioned Lena’s name, I had to do more if I was to be sure to get her attention, provided she was still out there alive and well somewhere.

      “Are you live?” I asked the camerawoman directly in front of me in the front row.

      “Yes.”

      I looked into a TV camera for the first time since I’d drunkenly done so at Clark Roberts’ golf resort. “I’m making a personal appeal to you, Lena Taggert, to come forward and speak to me. It’s imperative that you do so. Even if you didn’t see anything this morning and you have nothing else to give me other than the confirmation that you weren’t in the area when Paula Sweeny was killed, I still want to hear from you. The police incident number for this case is 0800789322, and if you call that number, it will go through to a mailbox that I will personally check. Please, Lena, come forward.”

      I stopped staring into the camera and addressed the room. “Be sure to get that message circulated. I want to see it on every news channel, at the top of every hour until Lena Taggert phones me.”

      “DCI MacBain, are you following any other chain of inquiry?”

      “Not at this moment. That’s the end of the press conference. Thanks again for coming.”

      The mob wasn’t happy, and they burst into an incoherent barrage of questions. I stood up, which prompted Dunnel and Bell to do the same, and we left the table and headed for the door. When I was nearly at the door, one reporter cut through the racket of voices. “We were told we would all get the chance to ask a question.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, “we’re very busy. Help me find Lena Taggert.”

      In the hour and a half that passed since the press conference, I hadn’t moved from my old desk upstairs. I had one of the phones that had been linked to the police inquiry number I’d given at the press conference set up on my desk, and I was staring continuously at it like a love-struck teenager, desperate for it to ring. Lena was yet to call in; so far, all it had been was a bunch of wackos and time-wasters. I considered that Lena might have been asleep in a different time zone, but my imagination was also getting the better of me, and my intrusive thoughts were flaring up, conjuring up all sorts of scenarios that could have led to Lena’s death out there in the big bad world.

      Never mind the big bad world, though; the wee slice of it in which I existed had about as much badness as one could imagine. I only had to look to my right to see a potentially large portion of said badness.

      Bell was chatting away with DI Crawford, doing his best to fit in. Crawford’s face was tripping him, and I could see that he was dying to get away from Bell. On the other hand, I was keen to get closer to Bell, and with time running out on my freedom, life, and/or my time as a detective, I had to catch The Copycop Killer whilst I was still around. I had a plan to test my theory that Bell was the killer and if he was, to apprehend him later that night.

      All things copycop killer took another step forward when Fletcher got back from trekking around every Costa in the vicinity. She came into the office with a tray load of Costa coffees and dished them out to the officers and detectives, including Bell, much to my internal disgruntlement. Then she came over to me with only one coffee in her hand that she was already drinking from. She was giving me a hard time, alright, but as always, the professional integrity she’d shown by putting in such a shift was admirable.

      

      “Alright?” I asked Fletcher when she got to my desk.

      “Come and talk with me in Dunnel’s office,” Fletcher said subtly.

      Fletcher’s face gave nothing away, and I made a point of not looking across at Bell on my walk over to Dunnel’s office. Dunnel had gone home after the press conference, so it was just Fletcher and me in there.

      “Bell’s lying to you,” Fletcher said.

      “Sweet Jesus!” I exclaimed, struggling to keep my voice contained.

      “Why are you so surprised?”

      “It’s one thing to have a theory that could have very well been fuelled by paranoia and overthinking, but it’s entirely different to face up to the possibility that my own partner is capable of such odious acts.”

      “It’s not nice to have secrets kept from you, is it?”

      I didn’t have the energy to defend myself again with Fletcher.

      “What did you find out about Bell’s timeline?” I asked.

      “He went to Costa on Inglis St. There’s footage of him getting there at 06:53.”

      “Nowhere near when he called me at 06:22 to say he was in a Costa,” I said.

      “The Costa on Inglis St was the only one he was in this morning.”

      “Not enough to prove he’s a murderer, but he’s lied to me for a reason.”

      “We’ll see what the newspaper archives turn up at the library tomorrow.”

      Providing I’m still a free man, I thought.

      “I’m not gonna take my eyes off him tonight,” I said. “He’s staying in a hotel, and I told him I’m spending the night at my apartment, but I’ll be in my car tonight. Would you like to join me?”

      “I’d rather not.”

      Fletcher turned her back on me and opened the door to walk out.

      “Fletcher.”

      She stopped to listen to me but didn’t turn around.

      “Thanks for doing that for me today,” I said.

      Without saying anything, Fletcher nodded her head to acknowledge my thanking her, then left Dunnel’s office. Before I could gather my thoughts, Bell appeared at the door.

      “Is everything okay?” Bell asked with keen eyes.

      “Apart from everything that you already know’s not okay, yes. Actually, Bell, it’s not.”

      “No?”

      It was time to enact my plan to lure Bell into a trap.

      I shook my head. “No, I’m extremely worried that The Copycop Killer will kill again tonight.”

      “He could kill at any time. What makes you worried specifically about it being tonight?”

      “In my first year as a detective, before the internet was really a thing, there was a murderer who killed three women over three consecutive days. We caught him on the third day. He’d never killed before, and he went on a frenzy, making mistakes left, right, and centre.”

      Bell was gazing at me with such interest that you’d think I was explaining the meaning of life to him.

      I continued. “They all happened in Inverness. Skye Stewart’s murder had nothing to do with it. The triple murders were years before that, but The Copycop Killer’s murder rate is quickly escalating. With the media attention we’ve got on him, and with there being a potential witness who saw what he looked like this morning only a phone call away from giving me the vital information I need to catch him, he might think to kill again while he still can. There were stories written about it in the papers at the time. He’d be able to find information on the murders in newspaper archives with no problem.”

      Take the bait, you little prick, I thought.

      “I hope you’re wrong.”

      “I pray I’m wrong. I can’t take being tormented by him anymore. It would send me over the edge if he killed again tonight. I hate to say it, and I wouldn’t say it publicly, but I think The Copycop Killer’s a mastermind. He’s my toughest foe yet.”

      I bowed my head and covered my face, rubbing my eyebrows, pretending I was stressed out at the prospect of The Copycat Killer striking again that night. I let the silence in the room build and let Bell salivate at the prospect of committing another murder.

      Bell was first to break the silence. “I didn’t see any mention of three murders in a row in your case files.”

      “That’s because they don’t exist. The murders happened before we stored everything on computers. A few years ago, I took some of my old case notes home with me to study them. I like to do that every once in a while to keep my critical thinking sharp. I find it useful to look back over old murderers to remind myself exactly how they were solved. Anyway, that weekend, when I took them back, my nephew got a hold of them when I wasn’t looking. He was only wee, and he got scared when he saw some of the photos attached to the files and threw them in my sister’s fire without my knowledge. It was unprofessional of me to leave them lying around, but I only switched off for a moment.”

      My sister, Sam, didn’t have any children, nor did she ever own a house with a fire, and my biggest lie of all was that those murders never happened.

      “How did he kill them?”

      “Stabbed to death with a kitchen knife.” I looked at my watch. “It’s getting late, and who knows what tomorrow or God forbid, tonight will hold? Let’s call it a day, I need my bed.”

      I drove out of the car park at the station and parked around the corner, down the road where Bell wouldn’t spot me and where I had a clear view of the station’s staff car park. If Bell was to take my bait, then it was vital that I saw him leaving the station and follow his every move.

      Whilst I was waiting for Bell to come out, a sudden knock on my passenger window made me jump. I saw an arm in a black jacket belonging to a man. I expected to see a gun for a split second, but the man’s hands and black gloves were empty. That didn’t stop my heart from galloping as I wound down my window. I didn’t recognise his face. He was in his early forties with stubble and a neat, short hairstyle.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “I’ve got someone on the phone who would like to speak with you,” he replied in an English accent.

      He took out a phone from his front right pocket and reached into my car with it. I looked warily at him, but the fact that I wasn’t dead yet was mildly promising, so I took the phone from him and held it to my ear, keeping my eyes on the car park, so Bell didn’t slip away without me noticing.

      “This is DCI MacBain.”

      “DCI MacBain, you’re proud of the DCI part, aren’t you?” Reynolds asked with a calm and measured voice.

      “What have you done with Sofia?”

      “I didn’t do anything to Sofia; just like you, she did it to herself.”

      “Did what? Shoot herself in the head?”

      “I’m pleased you’ve seen the photographs. How Sofia technically ended up with a bullet in her skull is irrelevant. Regarding Sofia, all that matters is that the world will soon think that you murdered her.”

      “Why are you talking to me, you maggot, and why didn’t your agent, standing outside my car, shoot me?”

      “They’re good questions, MacBain, and you’re in luck because I have the answers for you. As you’re aware, I’ve wanted you dead for a while, but you’ve been like a splinter in my finger that I just can’t seem to get rid of. I’d be lying if I said that eliminating you hadn’t become an unhealthy obsession of mine, but unlike you, I’m not as stubborn as a mule. I can adapt to a changing situation by making adjustments accordingly, instead of your approach of burying your head in the sand until you’re so far in the shit that you can’t get out. You see as it happens, MacBain, right now you’re worth more to me alive than dead, but only if you cooperate with me.”

      “What do you want?”

      For all his arrogance, I knew that I had something that Reynolds felt threatened enough by to spare my life, but that didn’t bring me any reprieve for my grieving for Sofia and the dismay I felt at my predicament.

      “You know very well that I’ve got you over a barrel, MacBain. I’ve got your evidence. I’ve got the ‘original’ papers and documents that prove you and your father have been in the agency. I’ve also got your murder weapon from Glasgow Necropolis; you know the one. The gun that you lost just after you shot dead one of my agents with it, on your rogue mission to cover up your father’s tracks that lead all the way back to the 1980s, putting him slap bang in the middle of Project T.”

      “Listen to me, you slimy, dirty wee snake. If you think you’re gonna get away with this, with all your lies, you’re wrong. You hear me? Wrong! You better kill me now, Reynolds, because there’s not a thing you can say or do to me that will stop me from bringing vengeance on you. It’s one thing to frame me, but do you think your pal, William Black, will go down without a fight? When he finds out that you’ve thrown him under the bus, he’ll tear you to shreds with the public platform he’s got.”

      “William’s a pompous prat. I anticipate some amount of heat coming my way, but that’s presuming that William is alive to accuse me of anything.”

      “I’m telling you—”

      “I’m telling you, I’m in charge of this conversation, and I’m the one who controls your destiny, not you. You think you’re smart, MacBain, by trying to bring Lena Taggert crawling out of the woodwork, but Lena can’t help you; I can.”

      “You’re sick in the head.”

      “Shut your mouth and listen. I’m no fool. I know that the genie’s out of the bottle and that your mother knows about Project T, and I’m aware that if too many people are a nuisance, problems could develop. You’re already up shit creek without a paddle, MacBain, heading over the waterfall's edge. There’s nothing you can do about that, but for your mum’s future, on the other hand, you can still do something to influence it. You’ll meet me tomorrow night, write a confession letter that I’ll dictate to you, and then hand yourself in to the police. If and only if you do that, I won’t find your mother and kill sweet old Mrs MacBain. It’s quite simple; either you go over the edge of that waterfall on your own, or you take your family down with you.”

      There was no way that I believed that Reynolds wouldn’t be able to work out soon, if he hadn’t already done so, that my mum had gone to London to stay with my sister, but because he was correct about my mum’s knowledge of Project T, and as I was in need of more time to see if Lena would emerge from hiding, I deemed it wise to go along with his request.

      “I reluctantly accept what you’re saying. Where are we meeting?”

      “There’s an old filling station in Lentran. You’ll be able to find it easily enough. Meet me there at eight pm. You’re doing the right thing, MacBain.”

      “Piss off.”

      I hung up and gave the phone back to Reynolds’ agent.

      “Do you know what your boss has done?” I asked.

      His face was emotionless, and he didn’t answer me. He walked away down the pavement behind me and left me reeling from yet another blow inflicted by Reynolds.

      Unless Lena showed up, there didn’t seem to be any way out for my family or me. However, if she did, I planned to tell the world what Reynolds and Black had done before regrouping with Lena, and I’d take my family with me if that’s what it took to keep us all alive.

      In the meantime, I also had 24 hours to catch Bell. It was looking bad for him regardless of my further involvement in the case, but in the time it would take for my colleagues to prove his guilt, he could be free to kill again. I watched as his car drove out of the station and turned right in the direction of his hotel. I carefully followed him, determined to make the most of the time I had left to take him down.
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      Bell drove past the turnoff for his hotel.

      Maybe he does have a shite sense of direction, I thought.

      A mile later, though, it was apparent that he knew where he was going. He went into Tesco and parked near the store entrance. I reversed into a space near the back corner of the car park and observed Bell going into the supermarket.

      I stayed where I was. It would be easy enough to find out what he’d bought later. He re-emerged within five minutes, holding a solitary shopping bag that wasn’t full. Then he put the bag in his front passenger seat, got in his car, and drove away.

      This time, Bell didn’t go past the hotel; he parked in the hotel’s rear car park. It was half eight, and darkness had fully descended on Inverness. I parked on the street across from the back of the hotel, which was built from big beige rectangle blocks, and its slate roof was made up of several small, pitched roofs. There were outdoor lamps screwed onto the front of the hotel that went around the side that I could see and the back of it, which lit up most of the rear car park. Unfortunately, Bell parked at the back of the car park, and whilst I could see his car from where I was a couple of hundred feet away, I couldn’t make him out inside it.

      His car door remained closed for a minute or two, then I saw his head pop up over the roof of his car, and he walked around to the front passenger side. Next, he did something that I thought was somewhat strange. He took the Tesco bag to the back of his car, then opened the boot and put the Tesco bag inside his duffle bag before slinging the duffle bag over his shoulder, locking his car, and walking around the side of the hotel and in through the front door.

      I wondered if he didn’t want anyone to see what he had in the Tesco bag or if he was just being practical.

      I had plenty of time to contemplate that and what was going to become of me the next night with Reynolds. I could have done with speaking with my mum, but if Reynolds hadn’t sussed out where she’d gone, I didn’t want to risk any contact with her over the phone, and my mum and I had agreed not to contact each other for the time being.

      There wasn’t much wind that night, and the black sky overhead was clear of clouds, but there was a chill in the air. My engine had been off for close to half an hour, and with no heating available, I pinched my nose to see if it felt as cold as I suspected it would, and it did.

      I was prepared to wait there all night if I had to. After I’d hopefully planted murderous seeds of inspiration in Bell’s head, going back to my apartment wasn’t an option. It’s not as though I would have been able to get a wink of sleep anyway, which was beneficial with a potentially long night ahead.

      My mind refused to switch off as I sat in my car, with my gaze fixed on the hotel’s front entrance, only being temporarily broken to glance over at Bell’s car in case he’d left from a back door that I couldn’t see. At a quarter to midnight, just as I was exhaling a fog of cold out of boredom, Bell casually walked out the front door, dressed in jeans and a jacket zipped up that had a hood on it. He walked along the path at the front of the hotel, came out of the gateless entrance of the hotel grounds, and went up the pavement on the other side of the road to me, coming in my direction.

      Shit, I thought.

      I slid down my seat until the top of my head was below my door window and waited for what I thought would be long enough for Bell to pass me but not so long that I would lose sight of him. I peered up at the window, imagining that Bell’s hand would materialise at any second to knock on the glass and bring an end to my plan, but it didn’t, and after fifteen seconds or so, I dared to push myself back up gradually and peek out of the window.

      He was still on the other side of the road from me, and now he was behind me. For fear of being seen, I couldn’t risk taking my car, so I got out of it and pursued him on foot.

      Staying on the opposite side of the road from Bell, I kept 100 feet away from him, ready to crouch behind one of the parked cars out of sight from the streetlights that dotted the road. The road was long, and on my side, there was a row of semi-detached houses, and on Bell’s, there was a brick-built wall with gardens and old red sandstone tenement flats on the other side of it. There weren’t any cars on the road for the first couple of minutes, and when one approached, Bell put his hood up. I was left with no doubt that he had something sinister planned.

      Where are you going?

      I’d not spent much time in that part of the city. As for “Mr Bad at Directions,” he certainly seemed to know where he was going. Five minutes into the walk, I saw a small gathering of people on the corner smoking in the distance on Bell’s side of the road, and I remembered that what was there could be attracting Bell, a run-down pub on the corner of the end of the road. The pub had a bad reputation as a hangout for sleazy old men who should know better, spending their pensions on drug-addicted prostitutes half their age. As a visitor to the city, Bell had done his research to find that place. If it was a vulnerable woman that he was after, then he was going to the right place.

      When he was fifty feet from the corner that the pub was on, he stopped walking and leaned against the wall. There was a van five cars up from where I was, and I jogged up to it, crouching as I went, and took cover behind it. I figured that Bell didn’t want to get too close to the pub where there would be multiple witnesses and that he was waiting for an opportunity to present itself.

      Just before the pub, twenty feet up from Bell, a cobbled street led to a dead-end at the back of more old sandstone tenement flats. I thought if Bell had murder on his mind, he would probably attempt to take a woman down there rather than risk being as brazen as to attack her where he was. That was a logical thought on paper, but a person’s life likely and largely depended on whether Bell was thinking logically in his own warped way. I felt the pressure of making the right judgement call, seeing as it was me who had probably manipulated him to be there in the first place.

      The group of four smokers consisted of three men, who, from where I was standing, looked to be in their late sixties or early seventies and a woman in her twenties. Unlike the men, who, with their warm jackets on, looked like they could have gone mountaineering in them, she was wearing a skimpy dress and a dainty leather jacket. She was swaying slightly, and I hoped that, at the very least, whatever she was intoxicated with was helping her to feel warmer than she was. The man who finished his cigarette first tossed it away, and he and the woman walked out of sight to where the front of the pub was. Then a taxi came into view from the same direction that the man and woman had gone in and pulled up beside the two remaining men. They said their goodbyes, then one got in the taxi, and the other tromped down the pavement towards Bell.

      The scene captivated me, but I had to be careful not to be seen. I could tell that Bell was feeling similar pressure, and although there was no chance of him avoiding being noticed where he was, he pulled his hood forward and lowered his head so the old man wouldn’t be able to see his face. The man went past Bell with a drunken grunt. I don’t know if Bell said anything in return, but if he did, it was quiet, and his head didn’t move.

      Then a woman who was dressed in similarly inappropriate clothing for the elements as the other young woman who’d just been there came around the corner on her own. When I looked back at Bell, he’d already noticed her, and ominously, he took his hood off and walked in her direction. For a man who’d been careful to conceal his identity up until that point, it was obvious that he’d chosen his target.

      I’d intentionally left the illegal firearm I’d obtained from the dead MI5 agent at my mum’s home in my glove box. I wasn’t prepared to run the risk of getting caught with it when I was out there following Bell. All I had on me was my PAVA spray, but even without that, I would have more than fancied my chances against Bell.

      The woman noticed Bell and met his gaze before they were a speaking distance away. Because most women at any time, let alone late at night, wouldn’t be looking to make eye contact with a stranger on a quiet road, it looked like she was a prostitute, maybe hopeful of getting some business. When they got close enough to talk, Bell stopped first to encourage her to do the same, which she did. I was too far away from them to hear what was being said. They spoke for less than a minute, then Bell shrugged and gestured with the palm of his hands facing the sky like he was saying there was nothing he could do about something. The woman appeared to be in contemplative thought, and then Bell took out his wallet and showed her some cash. His money talked, and they both went off together in the direction of the cobbled street.

      It was go time for me. At the very least, I could arrest Bell under suspicion of soliciting a prostitute, which would add credence to my belief that he was The Copycop Killer. I didn’t wait for them to disappear into the darkness of the cobbled street. I trotted across the road, and when I got to the same side as them, just before they turned into the cobbled street, I shouted out.

      “Oi, Bell!”

      They both turned around and looked at me at the same time with a startled expression.

      “Put your hands up now!” I shouted at Bell.

      “MacBain?” he asked in disbelief.

      “Hands up!”

      He refused my order and ran off down the cobbled street, leaving the woman standing shocked on the pavement.

      “Call the police,” I said to her as I ran past her after Bell.

      When I got to the cobbled street, I couldn’t see Bell, but the only way out was the way I came in. The street was a couple of hundred feet long. There was a sandstone building with three floors on my right, and on the ground floor near the entrance of the street, there was a closed fire exit at the back of the pub, with half a dozen beer kegs next to it. Next to the beer kegs, there was a large industrial bin on wheels, with a smaller glass bin beside it for the pub’s bottles. The lights were off on the windows of the flats above the pub, and with no streetlights, I took out my pocket torch and clicked the button on to get some much-needed light.

      I scanned the torch over the bins, then got on my hunkers and shone it underneath them. Bell was slim enough to have slithered under them, but the snake hadn’t opted to do that. Even though I thought I was physically superior to Bell, that didn’t stop me from feeling apprehensive about being there.

      I changed the direction of my torch to my left and its beam hit the brick wall that went from the top to the bottom of the street. It was too high for most people to climb, and even if Bell had somehow managed to jump high enough to get his hands on the top of the wall, he wouldn’t have had enough time to clamber up and over it by the time I got there.

      There was an estate car parked in front of the back wall, with the front of it facing me. When my torch hit its back window, I could see cardboard boxes of crisps inside, and I thought it probably had something to do with the pub. I walked further down and hadn’t heard the woman calling the police yet, so I glanced over my shoulder to where I’d last seen her, but she was gone. I didn’t blame her; she had no idea what was going on, and she wouldn’t have wanted to attract any potential trouble.

      I went past the glass bin and imagined Bell jumping out of the larger bin like a deranged knife-wielding Jack-in-the-box. I didn’t think he would have had time to hide in the bin, but that didn’t stop me from being on tenterhooks as I opened the lid and looked down inside it at the mountain of black bin bags.

      The only place left for Bell to hide was somewhere around the car. I got my PAVA spray ready and, with one hand holding the canister and the other the torch, I cautiously got closer to the car.

      “You can come out now, Bell; there’s no way out for you.”

      There was no reply and not a sound to be heard apart from my breathing, which I’d noticed had become quicker. When I was twenty feet from the front of the car, I again got on my hunkers and shone the torch underneath it. I couldn’t see Bell, but he could have been hiding behind one of the back wheels. There were significant enough gaps to walk around on either side of the car, and I chose the right side, which had a narrow gap between the car and the wall of the sandstone building because I thought it would be better to flush him out into the open.

      Still not being able to see him, I pretended that I could. “Bell, come out.”

      The silence continued, and I got to the front of the car and shone my torch along the narrow gap. I took some steps down the gap, and when I was adjacent to the front passenger window, Bell sprung out from behind the back of the car on my side. Instead of running off into the open, he charged at me.

      I could fire some of my PAVA spray in his direction, but he kept his head down to shield his eyes. He coughed and spluttered, but the spray didn’t stop him from advancing, and when I saw that he had a kitchen knife in his hand, I instinctively darted backwards and lost my balance, landing on my back. I dropped the torch, and the PAVA spray bounced out of my hand and out of reach when the back of my hand cracked off the hard cobbles. After I saw that I couldn’t get to my PAVA spray in time, the next thing I saw was Bell descending towards me with a large kitchen knife. I put my hands up to grab his wrist but got my right hand slashed in the process. I successfully got my left hand onto his wrist first, then my right hand, which now had blood running from it, joined it and stopped Bell from getting his knife into its intended destination in my chest.

      With my hands preoccupied with preventing Bell from fatally stabbing me, my solar plexus bore the brunt of his body weight as he drove his knees into it, knocking the wind out of me. I was in a panic. Bell was stronger than he looked, and unlike me, he was still in his prime, but still, I didn’t think he would have been strong enough to overpower me like he was. If I could have spoken, I would have tried to reason with him, but all I could do was struggle to stop him from plunging his blade into my already oxygen-starved lungs.

      “Well done, MacBain,” Bell said. “You worked out that I’m The Copycop Killer. Aren’t you going to give me some credit for fooling you for so long?”

      I gritted my teeth, and my face contorted as I tried so desperately to stop Bell from driving the knife into me. I was just about managing to breathe now, but it was painful. The force I felt from Bell intensified when he jumped up from my solar plexus and put his entire body weight onto both of his hands, still holding the knife’s handle.

      It felt like I’d been punched in the chest, and if it hadn’t been for my eyes confirming that the blade of the knife had disappeared into it, I might have thought that it was just a punch. That feeling was quickly followed by a tingling sensation that spread from my chest up to my head that I felt in my jaw. Bell was lying flat on top of me with his hands still on the knife’s handle. His eyes were wide open from the drug of violence that he craved, giving him a thrill like no other, that no one, apart from despicable, disgusting individuals like him, could appreciate. My hands were still on Bell’s wrists, and I brought them up to his, but my resistance had waned, and I was too weak to do anything other than lie there and watch him watching me.

      I saw a look on his face that his victims would only see. His mask was long gone, and I was staring into whatever poor excuse for a soul he had. His brown eyes were like two dark whirlpools, sucking me in closer to the Great Beyond. He stretched his neck and got his face right into mine. There was no anger in him, just a macabre fascination with death. As far as we were both concerned, Bell had a front-row seat to mine. I could tell he was enjoying watching my life slip away, not in a vengeful sense, but more as if death was what he lived for and when he felt at his most alive.

      “Why me?” I asked in between laboured breaths.

      “Most serial killers get caught eventually, and I wanted to be sure that when my time came,” he took one hand off his knife and tapped his chest, “this killer would never be forgotten and never ignored again. No one will ever forget The Copycop Killer. Stephen Bell will live forever.”

      I was keeping the back of my head a few inches off the ground so I could see Bell and the knife. My head was getting heavy, so heavy, and I had to rest it; I had to rest everything. I tipped my head back, and the cobblestones felt like pillows as I gave in to my body’s request for sleep. I still wanted to fight, but the desire to sleep was too strong. Even my fingers felt like they were made from lead. They slipped off Bell’s hands, and my hands flopped down at my side. Unable to keep my eyelids open any longer, they closed, and a warm blanket of death covered me.

      I felt the weight of Bell and the world leave me, and I wondered if I, too, was leaving my body. With all the energy I could muster, I opened my eyes and lifted my head just for a second to see that Bell was gone, but I was still there with the knife’s handle protruding from me. My head fell backwards again, and I moved it further back than was natural so I could see behind myself. The light from my torch was shining down the street, and I saw Bell fleeing after leaving me for dead.
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      There was no light at the end of the tunnel or a mystical voice giving me wise words of guidance and reassurance. I didn’t even get a hint that my dad was watching over me. I went from seeing Bell running away from the scene of what he wanted to be his latest murder to nothingness and then a repetitive beeping sound that I slowly woke up to. When my eyes reopened, the first thing I noticed was the wires running from my arms and the plastic tube attached to my nose. Then I saw a blue curtain that was pulled all the way over, and I looked down at my hospital bed.

      I felt groggy, and it took me a few seconds to remember why I must be in the hospital.

      I’m alive! I thought.

      The momentary, slightly happy and somewhat bemused feelings I experienced fizzled out, and a cannonball of panic blasted through me and snapped me out of my semi-confused state.

      “Bell!” I shouted wearily. “Where’s Bell?”

      I heard hurried footsteps scuttling towards the blue curtain, and then it opened, and a female nurse in blue scrubs came over to me.

      “Take it easy, Mr MacBain; you’ve just woken up from surgery.”

      “Surgery!” I put my left hand up to my bare chest, felt the bandages, and saw that some of the hair on my chest had been shaven around them.

      “How long have I been asleep?”

      “You were unconscious when you came in last night, and then we kept you under for theatre.”

      “Where’s Bell?”

      The nurse cocked her head. “Who?”

      “Stephen Bell, The Copycop Killer.”

      “Ahh, the police arrested someone last night; the man they think did this to you.”

      “Was anyone else attacked last night?”

      “I don’t know, I’m sorry.”

      “Shit!” I said loudly as I remembered my meeting with Reynolds. “What’s the time, please?”

      “It’s ten past two.”

      “Am or pm?”

      “Pm.”

      “I need to go.”

      My bed was nearly flat with a slight upward tilt at my head’s end. When I tried to sit up, I felt light-headed, and the nurse, gently but with enough force to control me, put her hands on my shoulders.

      “Mr MacBain, you need to say where you are.”

      “You don’t understand; I have to be somewhere tonight.”

      “You’re not going anywhere. You’re lucky you’re still alive. The knife that you were stabbed with only missed one of your lungs by centimetres.”

      “I’m not in prison,” not yet anyway. “You can’t keep me here.”

      I put my hands on the bed and pushed myself up again, only for the nurse to shove me back down.

      “Sir! Relax.”

      “Okay, okay, but I need to find out what’s going on at work.”

      “Your friend will be able to help you with that. I’ll go and get her.”

      The nurse was away, and a minute later, she returned with Fletcher, who looked at me with a warmth that I hadn’t seen her direct at me for months.

      “Fletcher, what are you doing here?”

      “I would have asked you the same question had Bell not told me how you ended up here,” Fletcher spoke to the nurse. “Can you give us some privacy, please?”

      “That’s fine, but don’t be shy about handcuffing him to that bed if he tries to go anywhere again.”

      “It’s usually only women that I handcuff to beds, but I’ll make an exception for MacBain.”

      I raised my eyebrows and shook my head in amusement.

      The nurse left us to it and closed the curtain over again.

      “Are there many other beds in this room?” I asked.

      “A few, but there’s no one next to you.”

      We kept our voices low in case my fellow patients heard us.

      “Is Bell at the station?” I asked.

      “Yup.”

      “How did he end up there? The last time I saw him, he was hot-footing it away from the street where he left me to die.”

      “A patrol car found him running on the street near the hotel he was staying in. A woman left an anonymous phone call at a nearby phone box, and she said that a man asked her to call the police.”

      “That was me.”

      “Who was she?”

      “I think she was a prostitute. She was with Bell just before this happened to me. Did he confess?”

      “Not immediately. He said he was out for a ‘late night run’ in jeans and a jacket, but they brought him in for questioning last night when they found you shortly after. He wasn’t saying anything, but when I interviewed him this morning, I told him that we knew his Costa timeline didn’t add up and that we were going to be taking a DNA sample from him to see if the prints that were found in Vanessa Milne’s kitchen in Glasgow and on the iPod that was on Paula Sweeney were a match for his. Martin’s not heard back from Parker Pens yet, but I told Bell that we were following that lead too. Then when he heard that you were gonna be okay, he confessed the lot.”

      “This is bloody awful. Not just for his victims and their families but the police. What are people gonna think of us now?” And of me after Reynolds’ stitch-up job is complete.

      “I know, people like Bell deserve the noose, but there are monsters everywhere, and unfortunately, a fox got loose in the henhouse.”

      “We didn’t let a fox in; we let a dirty bastarding werewolf into the henhouse. I’ll tell you one thing, Fletcher.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You were a better partner than Bell.”

      Fletcher quirked an eyebrow. “Thanks, I’m flattered. Was that you doing your usual lone wolf behind everyone’s back detective work last night? Look where it got you, eh?”

      “Eh, no, remember, I asked you if you wanted to come with me, and you declined, but I don’t blame any of this on you, obviously.” There was a pause. “I wish we could go back to how things were before it kicked off with Project T. I miss you, Fletcher. Not because you’re the best partner I ever had, but because of our friendship.”

      Fletcher held my gaze for a moment, and her eyes became misty. “Me too, but I don’t know if we can come back from what happened.”

      “There’s gonna be a lot more happening soon, and I’m gonna look like a piece of shit. You’ll question everything you thought you knew about me, more so than you already have. I won’t compromise you by telling you—”

      “Oh, here we go again.”

      “No, it’s not here we go again. It’s not just your life that would be at stake if I told you everything, but also my mum’s and my sister’s. Whilst I’ve still got the chance to look you in the eyes, I’ll tell you this now. Before Project T ruined things, everything you thought you knew about me is the truth. I know that in your heart, you know I’m a good man. Keep that to yourself, but don’t let it go.”

      Fletcher shed a tear, and she wasn’t the only one. I was resigned to defeat. In a way, it helped that I’d had a near-death experience on the eve of my meeting with Reynolds to sign my confession letter because still having the privilege of oxygen in my lungs made the blow of my liberty being taken from me, as well as my family history being rewritten by Reynolds slightly, just ever so slightly less painful.

      I looked away from Fletcher and waited for her to leave and fate to come knocking on my door. Fate did indeed knock on my door, but not in the way I expected.

      “By the way, you got a phone call on your police inquiry line for you that might interest you,” Fletcher said.

      I immediately felt a new lease of life that no amount of the hospital’s morphine could replicate, and I turned my head back to face Fletcher with anticipation dancing in my stomach.

      Fletcher continued. “When I was leaving to come here, one of the officers who’s been manning the inquiry line said that Lena left you a message.”

      “What did she say?”

      “I’ve not heard it myself yet, but apparently, she asked you to call her and left a number. I don’t know what game you’re playing, MacBain, but like I’ve said to you before, good luck.”

      Fletcher came over to me and kissed me on the forehead, then walked over to the curtain and pulled it back to walk out.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” I asked.

      “Back to the station.”

      “Not without me, you’re not. I need to listen to Lena’s message.”

      Fletcher helped me get out of bed and freed me from the entanglement of wires, needles, and tubes. I was only in my boxer shorts, and the hospital’s plastic bag with my belongings was in a wardrobe that was to the right of the top of my bed. With the help of Fletcher, I gingerly got dressed.

      “You’re looking pale. Are you sure this is a good idea?” Fletcher asked. “That nurse comes across as a bit of a battle-axe.”

      “I’ll let you know later if it’s a good idea.” I held my chest and winced. “This is grim. Can you help put my shoes on, please?”

      I sat on the edge of the bed whilst Fletcher kneeled on the floor and slipped my shoes on. I hadn’t had my shoelaces tied for me since my dad taught me all those years ago.

      Fully clothed in my crumpled trousers and shirt, I stood with my arms out and Fletcher put my jacket on for me, then we left the room.

      There was a small office across the corridor with no blinds or curtains, which the nurse I’d spoken with earlier was in. She was speaking with another nurse, and they were looking at something on a clipboard.

      “Argh!” I groaned as I got down on my knees, out of sight of the nurses.

      With my slashed hand in a bandage, still nursing the gunshot wound, I got in Glasgow, and now my stab wound, I was a poor wee soul.

      “I’m going now,” Fletcher called through the glass to the nurse. “Don’t get up. It’s okay.” Fletcher went to the office door and opened it enough to stick her head in and use her body to block the gap in the door whilst I crawled away down the corridor towards the double doors. “I’ll see you later. He’s doing well, really well, actually.”

      Once I was out of sight from the office window, I tried to get up, but I was too sore and dizzy to do so without making a racket. Fletcher closed the office door, walked briskly over to me, and helped me up.

      “What was all that about?” Fletcher asked. “You could have just insisted that you were leaving.”

      “I can’t be arsed with the grief.”

      “Yeah, because this isn’t grief.”

      Like a wounded soldier, Fletcher took my arm and put it over her shoulder for support, and we left through the double doors.

      The fifteen-minute rest I got in Fletcher’s car from the hospital to the station did me some good. When we got to the station’s car park, I felt like I might have got some colour back to my cheeks.

      “How do I look?” I asked.

      “Like a ghost.”

      As soon as I stood back up, the light-headedness returned, and I was drunk with dizziness. With Fletcher’s help, I made it into the station and up the stairs to the office. Like I was in an American movie, I got an over-the-top round of applause when I walked into the office. That was embarrassing, and I wasn’t sure if it was warranted or not. It was cruel to finally have the respect of my Inverness colleagues again, with the prospect of their ridicule returning before we all knew it. My head was scrambled, not just because of my injuries and the effects of morphine. I was desperate to hear Lena’s message and eager to find out how, if at all, it would influence my meeting with Reynolds.

      I plopped down on the swivel chair in front of my old desk with sweat dripping from me like I’d been running for miles. I lifted the phone and dialled the code to listen to the messages. I had to delete a bunch from the mad hatters and time-wasters brigade before getting to Lena’s. I recognised her voice straight away and, despite my discomfort and the massive amount of stress I was under, as soon as I heard her voice, I was teleported right back to the last time I’d seen her when we’d had an emotional goodbye that we both felt at the time was likely to be our last. As much as I’d have loved to have heard her voice again in better circumstances, it was a blessing to hear from her, nonetheless.

      “My name is Lena Taggert. This is a message for DCI Callum MacBain. I saw your press conference, and I’d like to speak with you about what I may or may not have seen. You can call me on 07789934659. Be quick, though; I won’t have that number for long.”

      Lena giving me a UK mobile number gave me hope that she might be closer than I’d feared. Whether that was a false hope remained to be seen.

      Fletcher was still with me and eagerly waiting for me to stop listening to the message.

      “Do you think that was definitely her?” Fletcher asked.

      “Yeah, I need to play it again to take the number down.”

      I played the recording once more and, this time, jotted down Lena’s number.

      “That’s her number,” I said. “Do you know if anyone’s called her?”

      “I don’t know, not that I’ve heard.”

      I stayed sat on my chair staring at the number for a moment.

      “What are you waiting for?” Fletcher asked.

      “I’m scared to call it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t wanna drag Lena into anything unnecessarily.”

      “Like what?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      I would not risk using my mobile or a phone at the station in case the lines weren’t secure. I trusted Fletcher completely, but not her phone.

      “Can I borrow your car?” I asked.

      A look of hesitancy came over Fletcher’s face. “I like my car MacBain, and I’m particularly fond of it not having a scratch, a bump, or a bash on it, or you know that it’s not written off.”

      “I just wanna drive it to a phone box. My car’s outside the hotel Bell was staying in.”

      “Then I’ll drive you to get your car.”

      I wasn’t keen on Fletcher going with me in case she tried to tag along with me to any meeting with Lena that could come off the back of our phone call, but I was pressed for time.

      “Okay, thanks,” I said, “we need to go now.”

      Sitting there in Fletcher’s front passage seat, feeling groggy, I thought it was actually probably better for me that Fletcher drove me to my car, so I could get as much rest as possible for what lay in store for me that night. I was nodding off when we arrived on the street outside the hotel where my car was parked.

      “That’s us,” Fletcher said as she parked her car four cars behind mine, which was the closest she could get.

      “What now?” Fletcher asked.

      “I’m gonna get in my car, drive to a phone box and call Lena.”

      “Then what?”

      Fletcher wanted answers to questions that she couldn’t afford for me to give her, and despite her trying to get me to tell her, we both knew it wasn’t going to happen.

      “Thanks for everything, Fletcher. You’ll always have a place in my heart. I’m sorry that things turned out as they did.”

      “It sounds like this is goodbye.”

      We held each other’s gaze without uttering a word, but our wet eyes and the sadness in our faces spoke volumes as loud and meaningful as words.

      “I would reach over and give you a hug if I wasn’t in so much pain,” I said.

      “You’re not the only one who’s hurting.”

      Fletcher leaned into me and gently put her arms around me, and I gingerly reciprocated. Then I unclipped my seatbelt and opened the door.

      “By Tara.”

      “By Callum.”

      Sitting in my car watching Fletcher drive off, I grew increasingly apprehensive about phoning Lena because running away with her as well as my mum and sister didn’t seem practical. The more time that went by since Reynolds’ ultimatum, the more resigned I was to going along with what he asked of me.

      I drove down the street to the nearest phone box, which would have been the same one that the woman I’d saved from Bell the previous night used to make her anonymous call to the police and return the favour.

      Inside the phone box, as I picked up the phone, sadness engulfed me as I thought that my call to Lena was going to be for nothing, but something in me encouraged me to carry through with it.

      There was only half a ring before Lena answered. “It’s good to hear your voice, Callum.”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “You didn’t have to. I knew it would be you. I’m watching you from my car.”
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      I immediately looked to my right through the glass door, then with no sight of Lena, I checked my left before spinning around and seeing a silver Honda Civic parked across the road from me, with a woman sitting in it who I didn’t recognise at first, but after my brain had processed my surprise, I realised she was Lena. Gone was her long blond hair, and in its place was brown hair that was almost as short as mine. Even with my injuries, I wanted to run right out of that phone box and into Lena’s arms, but I didn’t so much as wave at her for fear that Lena wasn’t the only one who had followed me there. To not draw any attention to Lena I turned my back on her and spoke to her on the phone.

      “Did you notice anyone following you?” I asked.

      “I wouldn’t be here if I did. No one followed you and Fletcher. I watched you leave the station.”

      My emotions got the better of me, and tears rolled down my cheeks.

      “Are you crying?” Lena asked.

      “No, I’m chopping onions in here.”

      “I’ve never seen you properly cry.”

      “A lot’s changed since you last saw me. God, it’s good to hear your voice, Lena.”

      “Come over here and hear it properly.”

      With one last check of the street for anyone who wasn’t Lena watching me, I put the phone down and left the phone box, wincing as I pushed the stiff door open. Even though Lena would have already seen the state I was in, I tried my best to walk as though I hadn’t discharged myself early from the hospital and wasn’t in as much pain as I was.

      When I crossed the road and was nearly at Lena’s car, I saw that she was looking as attractive as she always had. Her short hair made her big blue eyes appear even bigger and more beautiful than I remembered. Lena didn’t require any frills to give me a thrill. I walked around the front of the car, and when I got to the passenger side, she opened the door for me.

      “You look like you could do with a hand,” Lena said.

      “Is it that obvious,” I asked, holding my chest.

      I could have done with some painkillers. I grunted in discomfort as I lowered myself into Lena’s car. She put her hand on my back to help support me as I flopped onto the seat.

      “Thanks.”

      I closed the door and then took in the sight of Lena properly, smiling as the reality of her being there with me sunk in.

      “You look gorgeous,” I said.

      “You look like shit,” Lena said with a smile followed by a look of concern.

      “Come here.”

      We hugged, and for a moment, the pain I felt ceased to exist, even though Lena was squeezing me tightly and I was stretched further out towards her than what was good for me. After our embrace, I sat back in my chair with another wince and turned my head to face her.

      “You’re beyond incredible for coming to see me,” I said.

      “Never mind that. What happened to you?”

      I pulled the sides of my jacket further apart and lifted my jumper and shirt, revealing the bandages over my chest.

      Lena’s forehead puckered. “Oh my God, Callum! When did this happen?”

      “Last night. My partner stabbed me.”

      The lines in Lena’s forehead deepened.

      “Don’t worry; I don’t have a new girlfriend. I’m talking about my work partner.”

      Lena tutted. “I didn’t think you meant a girlfriend. What did your partner do to you?”

      “He stabbed me, but he’s done a lot worse than that. He’s The Copycop Killer.”

      Lena’s mouth and eyes widened. “That’s outrageous!”

      “You’re telling me. The bastard’s been tormenting me. Bell thought that using me and copying murders that I’d investigated would cement his legacy as one of the most infamous serial killers there’s been.”

      “He might have achieved that.”

      “At the expense of five innocent women.”

      Lena shook her head in disgust. “And you.”

      Lena held my hand; her touch was like a shot of morphine which my body wished it could get another hit of.

      “I’ll heal if I get a chance to,” I replied. “Despite what Bell’s done, he needs to become history. I’ve got bigger problems in my immediate future to contend with. That’s why I asked for your help Lena, and thank you so much for answering my call, but things have changed since I held that press conference. I’m sorry I’ve not asked you how you are or where you’ve been. Are you still going by the name Mia Nelson?”

      “Don’t be daft; I want to hear about you first. To answer your question, though, yeah, I’m still using Mia Nelson. I’d love to thank Sofia for sorting that passport for me, and hopefully, one day, I’ll be able to.”

      My heart sank as I realised that Lena didn’t know what had become of Sofia.

      “Sofia’s dead.”

      Lena’s bottom lip started to quiver. “When?” she asked with a lump in her throat.

      “Yesterday or the day before. She was shot. I was meant to be with her in London, but I was up here trying and failing to prevent Bell from killing again. Sofia and I were making such good progress, Lena, and we were on the cusp of exposing William Black and Edward Reynolds for what they did in Project T.”

      “Edward Reynolds? I know him from the agency! I worked with him on a counter-terrorism operation years ago. He’s a legend at MI5, and he’s been there for decades. I had no idea that he was behind sending me to Scotland to spy on you. What was his role in Project T?”

      “Ho co-founded it with Black.”

      Lena shook her head in disbelief. “I never would have suspected him. Did he kill Sofia?”

      I nodded. “Sofia did a great job. She interviewed Dr Slater, who was part of Project T and was one of the key people reasonable for the experiments on the twins. We were building a strong case Lena, but Reynolds got his grubby paws on our evidence, and now I don’t have anything left. He set my dad up to look like he was in MI5 and was the co-founder of Project T alongside Black, and he’s framed me as an MI5 agent gone rogue, trying to stop the ‘evidence’ that my dad was behind Project T from getting out. My dad was killed because, like me, he was on the cusp of revealing to the public the monsters that Reynolds and Black truly are. I don’t know how he was killed or who by, but they had something to do with it. As for Sofia, she was shot. I wasn’t there to help her because of The Copycop Killer case.”

      “Callum, I’m so sorry.” Lena gave me another hug. “I wish you’d ran away with me.”

      “So, do I. Where did you go?”

      “France.”

      “Have you still got the money?”

      “Almost all of it. I rent a cottage from an old farmer that’s a gust of wind away from ruin. It’s cash in hand and out in the sticks. I’ve also got Sofia to thank for proving that Clark Roberts was insider trading so you could blackmail him for the money.”

      “We’ve got Sofia to thank a lot for, but it looks like her efforts will be in vain.”

      “How did Reynolds frame you?”

      “I doubt it would have been difficult with the resources he’s got access to. Look at Sofia; she had enough connections to get you a fake passport and bank account in your new name. Think what Reynolds or even Black can get their hands on.”

      “I take it Black doesn’t know he’s being set up?”

      “I wouldn’t have thought so, no.”

      I kissed Lena on the forehead and held her hands.

      “I wanted to see you because after I knew I was being set up, then when Sofia was killed and Reynolds stole the evidence, you were the only person I thought I could turn to. It was only a matter of time until Reynolds gave his fake evidence to the police, and I was thrown in prison, unable to mount a defence. I was desperate, and I thought the best thing to do was go into hiding with you and from there somehow try to bring Reynolds and Black to justice.”

      “I knew you would have been desperate, Callum, and I felt guilty that I got to go into hiding while you were left here like a seal swimming with killer whales.”

      “It was my choice to stay here and fight, and I was fighting for you and us.”

      “I know that. Now it’s my turn to fight for you. We’ll go straight to France and drive to Dover now.”

      “No, Lena, I can’t.”

      “Yes, you can. I’ll look after you.”

      “It’s not that easy. Reynolds knows that my mum is aware of Project T, and he’s threatened to kill her and my sister unless I sign a confession letter tonight when I meet him.”

      “Why would you do that, Callum? He’ll kill your mum and sister even if you do.”

      The despair I felt was too great for me, and I grabbed my hair and pulled on my roots.

      “What choice have I got?! I know I’m probably dammed if I do and dammed if I don’t, but my family’s defiantly dead if I don’t.”

      “Not necessarily.”

      I let go of my hair and looked at Lena, wondering what she was thinking.

      Lena continued. “If Reynolds is meeting you tonight, haven’t you thought about killing him?”

      “The thought crossed my mind, but he’s not just gonna be there on his own.”

      “Neither will you. Where and when are you meeting him?”

      “It’s a twenty-minute drive from here to a place called Lentran, at an old filling station. It’s a small disused building. Lentran’s a hamlet, so it’ll be remote. The meeting’s tonight at eight.”

      “I’ll keep a safe enough distance back from you not to be seen but close enough to make my presence known if required.”

      “I don’t know, Lena. Even if we manage to kill Reynolds somehow and stay alive, the problem of William Black still exists.”

      “But you said yourself that Reynolds has betrayed Black. We can use that to our advantage. Between the fake and the real evidence, Black’s got nowhere to go but prison, and even though he’s about to become the Prime Minister, he doesn’t have anything like the influence at MI5 that Reynolds does. Reynolds is the head of this snake, and we can cut it off tonight.”

      Albeit with long odds that would have seemed insurmountable had I not been used to running off adrenaline and surviving in that ugly world that had become my norm, having Lena’s fresh perspective on my predicament helped make an impossible situation seem possible.

      “Or better yet,” I said, “instead of killing Reynolds, I can get my evidence back.”
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      Lena and I decided that I should drive to my meeting place with Reynolds in my car on my own and that Lena would get to Lentran an hour before me so she could find a good hiding place. In the hours leading up to Lena leaving for Lentran, we had about as good a catch up as I could have hoped for, given the circumstances. In spite of everything, our spark was still there like it had always been, and it was seemingly inextinguishable. After all, it had set off a fire between us that had burned bright enough to shine a light on what Lena’s priorates were when she was in MI5 and inspire her to risk it all to leave the agency and start a new life with me. Equally, I’d put everything on the line to continue to try to make a go of it with Lena, even as the threat from Reynolds and Black intensified.

      I’d never known a love like it, but then there can’t have been many relationships that had gone through the tests ours had. However, even though we’d been through so much as a couple and the heat that we’d generated when we were together was palpable, I was encouraged that we were for the long haul because we weren’t forged in fire. There was a time when I, for one, thought we had a normal relationship, and it wasn’t us against the world in a perpetual battle for survival. Whether we would ever be experiencing the long haul together was a question that I was dying to get the answer to. I checked my watch and saw that it was half-past seven, and time for me to leave Inverness so I could find out the answer.

      On the drive to Lentran, as well as Lena, I also thought about my mum and sister and what would become of them if that night didn’t go my way. I was eager to speak with them, but I still couldn’t risk any form of communication in case any contact revealed where they were. Reynolds and Black had caused too much misery to too many people, and I thought I would struggle not to contain the animalistic anger I felt towards Reynolds when I saw him.

      Although Lentran was only a short drive from Inverness, it was far enough away to be considered remote, and with just a scattering of houses amongst the fields and woodland, it felt isolated. The old filling station was near a farm but not close enough to hear what I wondered would occur there. The Beauly Firth was on my right as I drove along the road that would take me to the filling station. Dusk was in full swing, and visibility was poor as I cast my eyes across the water. I did spot a small solitary boat bobbing in the water, with one man sitting in it with what looked like a fishing rod, but with darkness on its way, it was difficult to tell what exactly I was looking at.

      I told myself that it wasn’t the time to let my imagination run wild. The night was set to be wild enough as it was without my paranoia making it worse.

      But am I being paranoid? I thought. Stop it, MacBain.

      It was getting dark for someone to be out in the water fishing, but it was the perfect setting for Reynolds to have me sleeping with the fishes. I reminded myself that I was as much a force to be reckoned with as Reynolds was, but to be honest with you, I was kidding myself. I’d been out of my depth for so long that I’d almost forgotten what it felt like to have my head above the water. Despite that, all I could do was try to turn the tables on Reynolds, and after everything that had happened, I would not think twice about unloading the contents of the pistol that was in my glove box.

      I thought better than to pull up outside the old filling station. When I was a quarter of a mile away, I parked my car in a layby so I could walk the rest. I didn’t want Reynolds or his agents to hear me coming in case it was a set-up. I considered that there was a good chance that Reynolds would attempt to lure me there for an entirely different reason than what he claimed I was meeting him for. After all, I had something more sinister in store for him than I’d let on.

      I killed the engine and took my keys out of the ignition. I felt terrible, and the pain in my chest intensified throughout the day. I hadn’t had so much as a paracetamol to dull the aches in my body.

      I was about to get out of the car when I saw beams of light bouncing off the bend in the road behind me, telling me that there was a vehicle on its way. The adrenaline spike snapped me out of thinking about the discomfort I was in, and I clicked open the glove box, grasped my pistol, and ducked.

      With my head cocked upwards, I saw the light shining through the windscreen onto the dashboard and moving past my head and out of the car to the road. The vehicle, which sounded like a car, passed without someone from inside it filling my car and my body full of bullets. I breathed a sigh of relief, only to swallow a tight, dry lump of anxiety.

      “Pull yourself together, MacBain,” I muttered.

      I ran the risk of being late if I didn’t leave the false safety of my car, so I got myself back up and left my car behind, along with the chance to turn around and drive away. I was steadfast in my resolve to see through with the plan that Lena and I had hatched, and I knew that Lena would be too. I had no idea where she was, but she must have been close, and maybe she had her eyes on me as I trudged along the tarmac road to the meeting place, or perhaps she was watching others watching me.

      The wind from earlier in the day was stronger now, and the branches of the bushes on the roadside were rustling with the frequent gusts that blew through them. There could have easily been anyone lurking in those bushes and undergrowth, and I wouldn’t have known it or seen the danger coming. I was still feeling the cold, and I had my hands and my pistol stuffed in the deep pockets of my jacket. As I turned the last corner of the road before the filling station, I looked over my shoulder. I walked onwards with seemingly no one there, and the meeting place came into view.

      The old filling station was a few feet from the road. It hadn’t been in use for a long time, and that’s how it looked. It was a single story, and ominously the two square windows on either side of the front of the building and the one on the side that I was facing had iron bars in them, like the kind you would find in a prison cell from the olden days. The bars looked as old as the building’s grey concrete walls and its corrugated tin roof. I attempted to convince myself that the bars were a security measure to stop people from getting inside, but it was apparent that they would do a fine job of preventing somebody from escaping too, and I could see why Reynolds picked it. There was a rusty fuel pump in between the front right window and a large timber door that was the size of double doors but was just the one attached to a runner that was screwed onto the wall.

      Long grass surrounded the filling station, and there was a barn a few hundred yards to the left of it. Half a mile to the rear of the station was a modest-sized house with the odd bare tree dotted around it. The house had a satellite dish on the back of it and a light on inside. That was the only sign of life in the area.

      For the fifth or sixth time in an hour, I checked that my phone was on silent. Lena and I agreed that we would only phone each other in an emergency in case my phone was bugged. The last thing I wanted was for Lena to be tracked down.

      I went off the road and onto the grass, then got to the timber door. There was a thick rusty chain and a padlock on it that looked new and out of place, and like someone had locked it recently.

      “Hands up,” said a male voice with a Yorkshire accent coming from my right.

      My right hand on my gun twitched, and my instincts nearly pulled the gun out of my jacket pocket, but I deemed I’d already be dead if that was the plan, so I let go of my gun and complied with his order. The man who’d given it was in his mid-forties with a short and stocky build. He was pointing a pistol at me and was dressed in black jeans and a black coat. I noticed a scar on his left cheek that went through his salt and pepper stubble like a fault line. I’d never seen him before.

      “Mr Reynolds is waiting for you inside,” he said. “I’m going to search you.”

      Bastard! I thought.

      “I’ll tell you now I’ve got a gun on me,” I said, “and a mobile. That’s it.”

      “What about Lena Taggert?”

      I looked around and shrugged my shoulders. “I don’t see her here, do you?”

      He glared whilst scrutinising me. “I hope for your sake she’s not.”

      And for yours, you prick, I thought.

      “Face the door with your feet apart and put your hands up against it,” he said.

      I did as he told me, and then to my left, another man who was taller than his pal and was dressed in similar dark clothing appeared and was also pointing a pistol at me. That familiar sinking feeling returned, and I already thought I’d made a mistake, but then again, I was still alive. The man with the Yorkshire accent patted me down and retrieved my gun and phone.

      “Argh,” I grumbled as the palm of his hand hit my stab wound. When he realised I was hurt, he hit it again, harder than before. “Argh!” I growled through gritted teeth.

      “Get your back to the wall,” he said.

      He unbuttoned my jacket and lifted my shirt. I thought he was looking for a recording device, but all he found were my bandages.

      “You’ve got yourself a little boo-boo,” he said. “I’m taking the dressing off.”

      “Oh, come on, I was stabbed last night. There’s nothing but stitches in there.”

      He stared at me with a cold disregard and proceeded to tear off the dressing. We saw that I had a five-inch wound with stitches holding my skin together. The man held his gun up to my chest and prodded the end of it into my wound. I wanted to yell out in pain, but I didn’t give him the satisfaction that time. Instead, I grunted and groaned through the ordeal, my face twisting as he sank his gun into my stitches.

      “If you try anything that isn’t what you’ve agreed with, Mr Reynolds, you’ll have a lot more wounds in that body of yours,” he said.

      I didn’t respond. I held his gaze and tried not to show the fear that was rushing through me.

      “Stand over there,” he said, gesturing to the disused fuel pump.

      He unlocked the padlock and slid the timber door open just enough for me to squeeze into the building. His pal didn’t take his eyes or his gun off me.

      “In you go,” the man who’d done all the talking said.

      It felt wrong, and that wee voice that we all have in our heads that makes itself known when we’re doing something perilous burst into life and screamed from the top of its lungs for me to turn the hell around and not walk into the mouth of the crocodile. It was too late for that, though.

      What will be will be, I thought.

      I walked with hesitancy towards the door.

      There was no light coming from inside the building, but when I got to the gap in the door, I saw that it wasn’t entirely pitch-black inside. I could make out a table at the back of the room that was big enough to seat four, but it didn’t have any chairs around it. I stepped inside the building and then felt a forceful whack on my back over my spine. I fell forwards and put my hands out to take most of the impact as I landed on the concrete floor. A light then came on in the room, and the man who’d kicked or pushed me inside, shut the timber door back over and had the padlock on again before I’d managed to get myself to my feet.

      Once I’d realised that a further attack wasn’t imminent, I accessed my surroundings. I was in one room about 16x20 feet with no doors to any other rooms. The table that I’d seen when I was approaching the entrance door was made from wood and covered in a thick layer of dust, as was the floor. There was a tatty green leather armchair at the back left of the room. I was facing the back of the chair, and I could see the top of someone's head. It appeared to belong to a man with short grey hair.

      “Hello,” I said.

      His head didn’t move. I was tempted to pounce on him and wring his neck, but I thought twice about doing that with the gunmen outside.

      “Reynolds,” I said, hoping for a response.

      I cautiously approached the back of the armchair, thinking it was all part of Reynolds’ mind games. When I was side on with the chair, I saw that I hadn’t been looking at the back of Reynolds’ head; it was Dunnel’s!

      “Sir!” I said breathlessly.

      I ran to Dunnel and looked at his face. His eyes were open, but he wasn’t blinking. There was no need to check him for a pulse; I saw a mass of blood on his chest that had seeped through his light blue shirt. He still had his tie on, as well as his trousers and suit jacket like he was dressed for work. I loosened his tie and undid three of the buttons on his shirt to assess his mortal injury.

      Gunshot wound, I thought as I stared at the gaping hole that a bullet had made like an asteroid smacking into the surface of his chest above his heart.

      “Sir!” I called again, grabbing Dunnel by the lapels of his jacket as I crumpled to my knees in a delusional attempt to wake him.

      The shock and grief were too much for me and caused me to snap.

      “What is this?” I bellowed. “I’m here, Reynolds! Come and see me!”

      The petrol and diesel at the old filling station were long gone, but something else fueled me, rage. I sprung to my feet in a fit of it, no longer feeling any physical pain, and like a caged gorilla, I tried to shake the bars free from the concrete on the front left window. “Come in then! Let’s see you finish me off!”

      I couldn’t see anyone outside from that window, nor could I when I stormed over to the other windows and found that the bars on them were just as solidly in place.

      “Reynolds!” I shouted again, so loud that it surprised me when it didn’t take off the tin roof.

      “Keep your voice down, MacBain,” Reynolds said, his voice coming from a small speaker in the top right corner at the same side of the room as Dunnel’s body was.

      I noticed there was a tiny camera below the speaker.

      “That’s right, smile for the camera,” Reynolds said.

      “What have you done?” I asked.

      My voice sounded as dead as I felt inside.

      “It’s not a question of what I’ve done, MacBain. It’s what the world and the police that are already on their way to see you will think you’ve done. You see MacBain, for all intents and purposes, you killed Chief Superintendent Dunnel, and you shot him with the same gun that you used to kill my agent at Glasgow Necropolis and Sofia Yates.”

      The doom I felt was no longer impending; it had already consumed me.

      “It’s a shame for you that my other agent that night in the cemetery found that gun before you did,” Reynolds said.

      “You won’t get away with this, you monster!”

      Reynolds laughed. “Deary me, MacBain, you’re as stubborn as they come. Having said that, the way you’ve handled yourself has been admirable, but I’ve already got away with it. All that’s left to do now is for the police to show up there and arrest you. The disturbance from the filling station was reported ten minutes ago. Can you hear them yet?”

      “Who?”

      “Not yet then, but I’m sure it won’t be long until the police arrive. They’re not just on their way to see you; there are some more who will be knocking down your flat door in Inverness any time now. They’re going to find the murder weapon with your fingerprints on it along with a lovely box of evidence.”

      “You’re not as smart as you think, Reynolds. I couldn’t lock myself in here. There’s a padlock on the outside of that door. You didn’t think of that, did you?”

      That was the first time I felt a glimmer of hope since I was in that room, but the feeling ended abruptly.

      Reynolds laughed again. “I didn’t get to where I did in life by making silly mistakes, MacBain. You are correct, though; you wouldn’t be able to lock yourself inside there. However, the two police officers who will be first on the scene could. You left the key in the lock. Armed only with their PAVA spray, the officers didn’t feel safe to enter the building when you screamed that you had a gun.”

      Now I could hear sirens wailing coming from the direction of Inverness.

      “After you killed Dunnel,” Reynolds said, “you went home to get the necessary equipment to dispose of his body. The acid, barrel, and shovel are around the back of the filling station. Goodbye, MacBain.”

      “Wait! What about my mum and sister?”

      “Oh, believe me, I would have killed them if I could, but they had the good sense to get themselves on a flight out of the UK last night. I’ll be waiting for them when they get back.”

      “Where did they go?”

      “Goodbye, MacBain.”

      “Where?!” Reynolds fell silent. “Reynolds!”

      I had no doubt he was watching me, but his voice was gone, and all I could hear were the rapidly approaching sirens. There was only one thing for it.

      “Lena, help!”

      It sounded like one police car was closer to me than the other two or three behind it, and I figured the one out in front would contain the corrupt officers who were about to play their part in me being set up.

      I returned to the front left window, stuck my face between the bars, filled my lungs with air, and shouted louder than I’d ever done before. “Lena!”

      She must be able to hear me, I thought. Surely she saw me come in here.

      In my darkest hour, I wouldn’t have thought that Lena would let me down, and as bad as things were for me, I didn’t for a second doubt that she would, but I worried that the opportunity for her to come to my rescue had been taken from her by one of Reynolds’ agents.

      As well as Lena, the two men who’d “greeted me” outside the old filling station had apparently vanished. The blue lights of the police car were visible, though. It was properly dark outside now, and the wind was nipping my eyes as my face remained pressed against the bars. My nose was just about free, but everything else was helplessly trapped in Reynolds’ makeshift cell. I was like a prey animal who’d got himself snared and was at the mercy of its captor.

      The blue lights were nearly at the last corner before the straight road that led to the filling station. I looked up at the sky, seeing some stars through the clouds. I was resigning myself to my predicament and feeling sentimental; a depressing but peaceful acceptance came over me.

      “I’m sorry, Dad, I tried my best for you.”

      A car hurtling toward me from the left interrupted my spiritual train of thought. Because of the darkness, I couldn’t tell what kind of car it was, but with only headlights on, I knew it wasn’t a police car. It transfixed me for a moment, hoping and praying it was Lena. Whoever was in the car was driving like a rally driver, and when they were almost adjacent to the building, they turned the car to face the timber door. I jumped back from the window and braced for impact.

      There was an almighty crashing sound as the car smashed through the door, busting it off its runner and the padlock and chain. The timber door flipped up like a cat flap, then thudded down on top of a silver Honda Civic’s bonnet, which I thought could only be Lena’s. I ran past the door to see into the driver’s side and saw Lena staring back at me.

      “Are you hurt?” Lena asked.

      “No more than before. What about you?”

      “No, get in.”

      I bolted around to the front of the car to get into the passenger side, but the timber door was in the way, so I heaved the bottom of it off the bonnet for long enough that Lena could back out.

      Once she had, there was no time to get in the car because the first police car had arrived. They skidded to a halt in front of the filling station and rushed out of the car. Both officers were male. One was in their mid-twenties and the other late thirties. They had a shocked expression, and I didn’t think it was just because of what Lena had done to the front of the building.

      “DCI MacBain, you’re under arrest.” said the officer closest to us, standing beside the front passenger door with his PAVA spray already drawn.

      “Yous didn’t expect me to be out, did yous?” I asked. “Yous corrupt pieces of shit.”

      “Get down on the ground face first,” the same officer said.

      His colleague, who also had his PAVA spray in hand, hurried around the front of their car to join him.

      “How much did Reynolds pay yous?” I asked.

      The officer who had spoken to me looked at his pal for support.

      “They’re corrupt, Lena,” I said. “Reynolds owns them.”

      With a mixture of fear and frustration that the situation wasn’t playing out like he’d hoped it would, the other officer who’d been driving the police car said, “Just get down on the ground!”

      “Callum,” Lena said. I turned my head to look at her, and she was holding a pistol. “Take this.”

      I took the gun from her and pointed it at the officers.

      “Why did yous do it?” I asked.

      The sirens of the other police cars were only a minute away.

      “Tell me!”

      “Money and I wanted to be in MI5,” said the older officer who’d been driving the car.

      “Have yous got guns?” I asked.

      They both shook their heads dramatically and said, “No.”

      “Throw your PAVA sprays away.”

      They immediately complied and tossed their canisters into the long grass in front of them.

      “Now, handcuff yourselves.”

      Again, there were no complaints, and they cuffed each other’s wrists.

      “Right Lena, you can back out now,” I said.

      Lena reversed her car.

      “I’ll be back in a second,” I said to Lena.

      I ran over to the police car, got in it and repositioned it, so it was blocking the road. Then I threw the car keys into the bushes and got into Lena’s car. She sped off down the road to the left in the opposite direction of the approaching police cars.

      “About that cottage in France,” I said. “I think it’s time we went.”

      Lena furrowed her brow. “Are you sure? What about your mum?”

      “Reynolds wasn’t in there, but he spoke to me through a speaker. Dunnel was inside, though, and he’s dead. Reynolds said that he would have killed my mum and sister if he could have done, but they left the UK on a plane last night. He wouldn’t tell me where they went.”

      “Do you believe him?”

      “I do because he was revelling in telling me how bad things were for me and how well he’d set me up. He would have enjoyed letting me know that my mum and Sam were dead if they were.”

      “It’s not too late for you to go to the station and explain everything.”

      “We’re way past that now, Lena. A couple of weeks ago, when I was with Sofia in a cemetery in Glasgow, I lost a gun that I used to kill one of Reynolds’ agents there. There were two agents there that night, and one of them got away. It turns out with that gun. Reynolds has further set me up by killing Sofia and Dunnel with it and planting it at my apartment in Inverness. I look like a murderer.”

      There was no one on the road with us. Lena kept her foot down and took a moment to think before responding. “Okay, we’ll go to France. Where do you think your mum and Sam have gone?”

      “Good question, but I think I know where they might end up if they’re not already there. Sam met her boyfriend in London last year. He owns the chain of pharmacies that she works for. He spends a lot of time in London, but he lives in Canada, and Sam’s been talking about moving out there with him. I don’t think my mum and Sam would be stupid enough to fly directly to Canada from the UK, but my money would be on that being their final destination.”

      “Let’s hope so. We need to get rid of this car; we can’t drive to Dover in it.”

      “We’ll take the long way around to my mum’s; her car should still be there.”

      If Lena and I were to make it to France, then I had no intentions of staying there, but sometimes you have to retreat before you can attack.
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            Three weeks later

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning sun was warmer on my face in France than in good old Inverness, and the distant view of rolling green hills with impressive oak trees in bloom scattered on them was considerably better than what I would see from a prison cell back home. Lena came outside to join me and sat on the other metal chair next to the one I was sitting on. Together on the lopsided balcony of the stone cottage that Lena had found when she went on the run, we appreciated our remote surroundings.

      Our property was the only one in the area, apart from the farm a mile away on the other side of the hills, we were admiring. The nearest town was the best part of twenty miles away. The old farmer who’d rented the place to Lena did so for hardly anything, and the monthly rate made virtually no impact on the pot of funds that Lena had fled Scotland with earlier that year when I thought that would be the last time I would see her.

      The balcony wasn’t the only part of the cottage that was wonky; the pitched slate roof had a dip in the middle of it that was so deep it collected rainwater. In the three weeks since I’d arrived in Brittany, I’d been up that roof with a rickety ladder four times to bail the roof out. As for water, there was no running water to speak of. There was a well at the back of the cottage, but it hadn’t functioned properly for more than a hundred years. Every two weeks, a risky trip into town was needed to buy gallons of drinking water and other supplies. It was far from perfect, but even if we lived in five-star accommodation, the call of home and unfinished business would still be too strong.

      At that point, home was just an idea, a batch of memories that I’d mixed up with fantasies of a life I never had but dreamed that one day I would. I didn’t need to win the EuroMillions to obtain the riches I sought. I’d have an abundance of wealth if Lena, my mum, sister, and me, were free to live our lives without the threat of Reynolds and Black destroying us. With Lena and I on the run, such a scenario of happiness seemed as unlikely as winning the lottery. We were outgunned, outnumbered, with nowhere to go but further into the unknown. The only slither of hope I had was that I could somehow prove that Reynolds and Black were the ones who were responsible for Project T, and not my dad as the media were reporting, but there was a long way to go to do that.

      Because Lena and I only dared to have a fortnightly clandestine visit to the nearest town, we had to wait two weeks to get news of the shit storm we’d left in the UK. A woman who owned a café whom Lena had befriended allowed Lena to use her laptop to check up on what the media was reporting.

      Lena had just got back from town, and as well as the food that she’d brought back, I was hungry for news but apprehensive about hearing it.

      I cast my eyes down the winding muddy lane that led from our cottage to the bottom of the hill and the road to the farm and wondered how long it would be until the peace and tranquillity were broken by police cars speeding up the hill to arrest us.

      “It should still be hot enough for you,” I said, referring to the pot of coffee sitting on the balcony table. “Sorry, I thought you’d be back sooner. I was worried about you.”

      I poured some coffee into a cup that was on a saucer for Lena.

      “I don’t mind if it’s gone cold,” Lena said.

      “If it has, I’ll make you another one.”

      “No, we need to conserve our gas. The camping shop was out of canisters.”

      “Shite. Oh well, at least it’s coming into summer. I think we should find somewhere else to live.”

      “No way, Callum. This cottage has seen better days for sure, but so far, it’s a safe place and well out of the way.”

      “Aye, it’s seen better days alright, about five hundred years ago.”

      Lena took a sip of her coffee.

      “The coffee’s still hot,” Lena said, “and that’s not the only thing that’s hot. There’s a lot of heat on us in the UK.”

      “That was gonna be my next question, but I was nervous to ask. When I look at that view, now and then, I can kid myself for about one second that everything’s okay, but go on, give it to me.”

      “Black won the election.”

      I slumped my head into my hands. “We were so close to preventing that from happening. Is anyone attaching his name to Project T?”

      “No, not that I could find. The media are reporting that Reynolds, who claims to be as appalled as everyone else by Project T, discovered that your dad was organising the secret experiments and may have formed them with someone else, but that someone is yet to be determined. There’re loads of journalists trying to find adult twins who were in the experiments too, but they haven’t yet.”

      “Reynolds must be saving throwing Black under the bus for a rainy day. As for adult twins who were subjected to the experiments, good luck finding anyone who’s still alive, I say.”

      Lena nodded.

      “What are they saying about me?” I asked with trepidation.

      “Apart from your dad, who Reynolds said disappeared in the 90s and is believed to have killed himself because he couldn’t take the guilt he felt from what he did in Project T, you’re public enemy number one. There’s a public outrage that you could go to such extreme lengths to cover up for your dad. Dunnel's widow said in an interview that hanging wouldn’t be good enough for you.” Lena sighed. “I’m not far behind you in the unpopularity stakes, though, Callum. Reynolds is also saying that I fell in love with you when I was on an operation to get close to you to find out if his suspicions that you’d gone rogue were true.”

      “There’s an element of truth to that, I suppose.”

      We shared a smile, and even with the brown contact lenses Lena had in to change her eye colour, I could still feel the love emanating from her eyes.

      “This is such a mess, Lena. What about my mum and Sam, any word?”

      “Eloise from the café hasn’t had a letter addressed to my fake name yet.”

      I felt despondent and looked down at the broken tiles of the balcony floor.

      “Don’t lose hope, Callum. From what you said, it sounds like there’s a good chance they’re in Canada. It might take a while for the letter to get to Sam’s boyfriends at his work headquarters. If it does, I’m sure he’ll get the letter to your mum.”

      “Time will tell.”

      “If your mum and Sam are safe, I-I.”

      Lena hesitated and looked unsure about finishing her sentence.

      “Just say it.”

      “Maybe we should turn our backs on this, Callum. You’re old enough to know that life’s not fair. Don’t get me wrong, I want Edward Reynolds and William Black to pay for their crimes as much as you do and for us to clear our names and find out what happened to your dad, but it’s not going to happen. You must come to terms with that.”

      My blood started to boil, and I closed my eyes and tried to focus on nothing else but my breathing. I wasn’t angry with Lena, and she was speaking sense, but the rage I felt over the multiple wrongs that had been committed against the children of Project T, my dad, Kraken, Sofia, Dunnel, my mum, my sister, Lena, me, and God knows who else was tangible.

      “I love you, Lena, but you do what you need to do. As for me, I’m not staying hidden here or anywhere else forever. As long as Reynolds and Black are hiding in plain sight, I’ll be coming for them. Not today, not tomorrow, but I’m coming.”
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      Knock

      Knock

      Knock

      After all those years torturing myself, and working up the courage to track Lena down, there I was standing outside the address I had for her, and it looked like she wasn’t in. Still, the drive down to Glasgow from Inverness hadn’t been a wasted one. At the very least, I’d proven to myself, if no one else, that I wasn’t going to sit around on my ancient arse and wait to die without one last shot at love.

      I turned around and hobbled down the steps. When I got to the bottom of them, I let go of the handrail and with only my cane to support me on my short walk back down the street to my car, I considered whether I should stick around in the hope that Lena would show.

      “Excuse me,” said a female voice coming from the house’s front door I’d just left.

      I strained my neck back to look in her direction, and I saw a woman in her early thirties standing in the doorway with the door open. She looked similar to how Lena did when she was younger. She had long blonde hair like Lena used to and was a sight for sore eyes, or at least I thought she was from where I stood.

      I walked back along the pavement towards her.

      “Hi, I’m looking for Lena,” I said. “Does she live here?”

      “Who are you?” the woman asked, with cautious evaluation.

      “I’m Lena’s ex. She might have mentioned me at some point. My name’s Callum MacBain.”

      I got to the bottom of the steps, and from there, I could see that the young woman was indeed a looker. I thought that she may have been Lena’s daughter, and then I pondered if I should abort my mission for love in case there was some lucky old bastard in the house about to come out and declare that he was Lena’s husband.

      “You’re the detective, aren’t you?” she asked.

      “Retired, a long time ago now.”

      “My mum’s mentioned you before.”

      “Really? Are you Lena’s daughter?”

      The woman laughed. “No, my mum lives here with Lena.”

      Don’t tell me Lena’s a lesbian, I thought.

      “Are they friends, or?” I asked.

      “Yeah, that’s right. My dad died last year, and my mum was lonely living here on her own, so she asked Lena if she wanted to move in with her. The company’s good for them.”

      “Is Lena in just now?”

      “No, sorry, they’re on a girl’s holiday to Barcelona. They’ll be back next week. I’m house and dog sitting for them until then. What did you come here for?”

      “I feel a bit silly saying it out loud, but love. Even old buggers like me need love. You probably think I’m a foolish old man showing up here unannounced. That’s what I thought of myself, but Lena and I have got a lot of history, and I was hoping that we could turn that history into a future. Sad, eh?”

      The woman gave me a smile that reached her blue eyes. “That’s not sad, bold, but sad, no. When I’m your age, I hope I still believe in love.”

      “Well, put me out of my misery then. Does Lena have a man friend, if you know what I mean?”

      “You’re in luck; she doesn’t. She’s had her fair share of suitors, but no one that’s convinced her to change her life. I think she’s been quite happy just having friends and making the most of her golden years.”

      “That’s fair enough, but I’d like to see if I can convince her. It’s nice to hear that she’s talked about me.”

      “You’ve come up in conversation now and then. You left a mark on her.”

      “We left a mark on each other. It wasn’t all happy memories, though. Things between us ended on a sour note, but recently I’ve thought that perhaps it’s not too late to rewrite our ending.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Message from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you, dear reader, for reading this book from beginning to end. I greatly appreciate you coming along with me for this adventure.

      If you enjoyed the book and wish to read more, you could do me no greater favour than to take a minute to leave a review. Even the shortest sentence can help other readers discover this tale, and every new reader helps enable me to write more stories.

      In addition, if you wish to receive the earliest knowledge of new books and other news, it would help for you to not only follow me as an author on Amazon, but sign up for my mailing list. It will give you far more up to date information than Amazon will.

      You can connect with me through my Facebook author’s group.

      Also, don’t forget to Follow my Amazon Author page!

      Thank you!
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