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SAVAGE NIGHT 10.30 P.M. FRASER’S

 

WHEN HE OPENED his sitting room door, the last thing Fraser Savage expected to see was a corpse. Stuffed inside a stainless steel bathtub on a plastic sheet in the middle of the floor, the body was naked and clearly male, even though it was face down.

‘Who the fuck is that?’ Effie said.

Fraser shook his head slowly. The corpse had pale skin. Hairy buttocks. It was plump round the middle.

Holy fucking Christ, it couldn’t be . . .

Fraser’s toes and fingers started to prickle and his stomach cramped. The two pints he’d had earlier in the evening suddenly seemed like a lot more. And those three – or was it four? – lines of coke hadn’t helped. Sweat rolled down his back. His nose was running too. He dabbed at his nostrils with the back of his hand.

‘I think it might be Uncle Phil,’ he said.

‘Does he have any identifying features?’ Effie asked. ‘Tattoos? Scars?’

‘I don’t think so.’

He shivered. Not that he was cold. Felt like he’d puked his guts out and there was nothing left. Another shiver rippled through him.

Was it his uncle? Same waxy pale skin that ginger people have, same overall body shape.

But he’d never seen Uncle Phil naked. He might have identified him by his hair, that permanent ginger bed-head, but that wasn’t an option. Maybe the corpse had ginger pubes. Although even that didn’t mean it was Uncle Phil. There were plenty of other poor bastards with ginger pubes. Maybe the skin was excessively pale because of the blood loss and he wasn’t ginger at all.

Fraser could turn him over, find out.

Yeah, right. He wasn’t wrestling with that.

There was a good reason for the tub. There was a good reason Fraser felt sick. There was a good reason Fraser didn’t want to turn him over.

Somebody had cut the poor bastard’s head off.

And it was nowhere to be seen.

‘DRINK THIS.’

He took the glass of vodka from Effie, the liquid sloshing around as his hand shook. Steadied it with his other hand and knocked it back. It burned his throat nicely. He gave her back the glass and she poured him another. He took it, drank it. Felt warmer now, less shivery, hands not so shaky.

Effie didn’t appear fazed by the situation at all. Almost as if she was used to stumbling over corpses in her boyfriends’ homes.

Not that he was her boyfriend, exactly. But they’d been getting along well and maybe something would have happened tonight. It certainly wouldn’t now. A headless corpse was a major turn-off.

Jesus, he had to grow up.

Maturity, that’s what it was. Fraser was twenty-five. Effie’d have to be around the thirty mark. He hadn’t asked her, didn’t want to risk screwing things up. Anyway, she’d had more experience than him, which is why she was so much more composed.

Although it was unlikely, however old she was, that she’d seen a naked, headless corpse before.

And yet, Fraser couldn’t help but think of the way Effie had introduced herself when they first met. Wearing a two-tone orange blouse, open at the back, checked headscarf, sandals, almost a hippy thing going on. Said the cold didn’t bother her, although her nipples suggested otherwise.

That was less than a week ago.

‘Effie,’ Fraser had said, shaking her hand, feeling her cool palm in his. ‘Nice name. And what do you do?’

Her grin brought out tiny wrinkles round her eyes. ‘I kill people,’ she’d said.

Fraser grabbed her hand tighter, laughing. Played along with her. ‘Like a mercenary or something?’

Effie squeezed his fingers hard, then slid hers out of his grip.

You just had to take one look at her to know she didn’t have what it took to be a paid killer. She was no more than an inch over five foot.

But, Fraser wondered now, staring at the tub in his sitting room, what if it was true?

Shock. Had to be. Starting to suspect Effie was plain fucking crazy. She’d been at the pub with Fraser, so she couldn’t have done it. Even if she was some kind of psychokiller. What the hell was he thinking? He should concentrate on more important questions.

Like, where the fuck was the head? And why would anybody want to run away with it? Jesus, maybe it was lying around somewhere. Under one of the chairs, or beneath a cushion or behind the curtain. Christ’s sake.

Fraser didn’t feel too good.

He was glad Simone wasn’t here. She’d probably order him to get down on his hands and knees and start hunting for it.

‘Want to take a closer look?’ Effie said.

She was as bad as Simone.

Fraser found himself stepping towards the tub. Swaying as he walked, as if he was drunk. Hadn’t had much, though. Just those pints and the neat vodkas Effie’d given him.

The plastic sheet scraped underfoot. He bent over the body, peered down at the neck. Ragged skin and gristle. He looked away. Straight at the inch or so of dark liquid clotting in the bottom of the tub. A bloodbath – yep, that’s exactly what it was.

And the smell: sharp and raw. His stomach muscles tightened, cheeks puffed, but somehow he held his dinner down. Amazing he could smell anything, the way his nose was streaming. He wiped it with the back of his hand, beyond caring what Effie would think.

He stepped back from the tub shaky, a bit fuzzy headed, but okay. Shit, yeah.

The corpse’s legs were bent at the knee, flopped sideways. Fraser couldn’t remember seeing the soles of Uncle Phil’s feet before. They were white and tender looking. It felt wrong that they were exposed like this. He shouldn’t be staring at them.

Effie said, ‘Recognise that?’

Fraser followed her gaze towards the corpse’s hand, twisted behind his back. He wasn’t sure what she meant.

‘The ring,’ she said.

Of course. If Fraser got a close-up of that ugly monstrosity, he could be sure, right enough. But he couldn’t tell with the hand lying palm-up like that.

‘Go on,’ Effie said. ‘Take a good look.’

Fraser didn’t move.

Effie strode over to the tub, grabbed the hand, turned it over, held it out. She bent the ring finger towards Fraser.

No doubt about it. Uncle Phil’s silver Viking longboat ring.

Effie raised her eyebrows.

Fraser tried to speak. Nodded instead.

Effie dropped Uncle Phil’s hand and said, ‘I’ll call the police.’

FRASER WATCHED HER step over to the table, pick up the phone, dial. Calm in a crisis. Every bit as capable as Simone.

Fraser didn’t feel calm or capable.

If he’d been alone, he’d be shouting fit to rip the lining from his throat by now. If he could summon up the energy. That’s what he wanted to do. Open his mouth and yell and yell and yell. And throw up and throw up and throw up. Then probably yell some more, throw up some more. Or just fall asleep.

Anything, as long as this would all go away.

Another line of coke might do the trick.

He stuck his hand in his pocket, but took it out again when Effie said, ‘Police.’

He thought she was warning him, but she was speaking into the phone. Made him think, though. Probably not the best time for him to indulge in any dodgy habits. He listened as she explained what had happened. Gave the cops the address.

Impressive. Memory like a bank vault.

She’d only been here once before. All over him when they’d arrived – clinging to him as he punched in the alarm code – but she’d grown more distant as the night went on. Not that it went on that long. Called herself a taxi after a couple of drinks. Fraser was probably coming on too strong.

But she wouldn’t be here now if there wasn’t some hope. Thing was, he fancied the pants off her, but he liked her a lot, too. Anyway, he suspected he was creating a bad impression right now, one that wasn’t hugely attractive, forgetting Uncle Phil for a minute. Right now, he’d settle for not throwing up or pissing himself.

He wiped his nose again, breathed deeply through his mouth, and immediately wished he hadn’t. He wasn’t ready for the taste that clung to his tongue, his lips, his teeth. Like he’d just sucked a penny. He glanced over at Effie, who shrugged, spoke into the phone again.

Fraser felt like crying. Not that he felt sad, exactly. Come to think of it, he could just as easily break into a fit of giggles. Really fucking odd. Like he’d taken a fistful of pills and was buzzing and sloppy drunk at the same time. Could be the coke, but it was a feeling he didn’t recognise.

He was glowing under his skin.

What he really wanted was for Effie to hold him, stroke his hair while he fell asleep. That’d be nice.

THE NIGHT HE met Effie, Fraser had been doped to the eyeballs – so much so that all the beer he’d drunk wasn’t having any effect – but even straight, Effie would have made him laugh his balls off. She had something about her. An air, a friendly face, a charm, a genuine smile. And that dark humour you either loved or hated.

Fraser loved it.

At first he decided to use Effie to make Simone jealous. Simone was Fraser’s on/off girlfriend. She was also Worm’s wife. Fraser had never slept with a married woman before, and it was fun, and a little dangerous. Anyway, his plan wasn’t working. Simone didn’t pay them any attention and before long Fraser was having a good time chatting to Effie and didn’t care if Simone noticed.

‘Come with me,’ Fraser had said an hour or so later, grabbing Effie’s arm. ‘I want to show you something.’

He steered her towards the back door of the house, weaving through the throng along the way, careful not to spill his beer. Through the lobby. Into the kitchen.

‘How do you know Worm and Simone?’ he asked Effie.

‘I don’t,’ she said. ‘I gate-crashed. How about you?’

‘Friends of my Uncle Phil. I’d introduce you but he’d embarrass me.’

‘He’s here?’

‘The fat, ginger guy sinking beers like there’s no tomorrow.’

‘Maybe there isn’t,’ she said, shrugging. ‘I can see the family resemblance.’

‘Thanks.’ He grinned.

‘My pleasure.’

‘What do you do?’ Fraser asked as they jostled past a stoned couple all tangled up in each other in the doorway. ‘You never told me.’

‘I did.’

‘That’s right.’ She killed people. Fraser laughed. Laughed till his eyelids were heavy with tears. It wasn’t that funny, but he’d started and couldn’t stop.

Effie moved off.

He followed, wiping his eyes. ‘Oops,’ he said as he tripped.

She caught him. Lightning reflexes. A killer’s reflexes.

He laughed again but managed to control himself before it turned into another fit of giggles. Didn’t want to get hysterical. Anyway, if it came to a square go, he could take her easy.

‘What’s so funny?’ she asked.

‘I love your . . . style.’ He smiled. Her eyes widened and she smiled too. He chinked his beer bottle against hers. ‘I like you, Effie,’ he said.

‘I like you too,’ she said. ‘What did you want to show me?’

He wrapped his arm round her waist and dragged her to the end of the garden. There was a shed at the back. An ordinary shed. A common shed. A common or garden shed. Ha! ‘Whoo.’ His legs nearly gave out there. Stumble bumble. Maybe the drink was having an effect after all. About bloody time.

‘Here.’ He stopped. The shed was padlocked. He rattled the lock.

He handed his beer to her, raised a forefinger. Then dipped his hand into his pocket and rummaged around. Found his keys. Ran his fingers through them, found the little brass fucker.

Effie said, ‘I won’t ask why you have a key for Worm’s shed.’

Fraser nodded, put his fingers to his lips, licked them. They tasted of beer. Put the key in the slot. Or tried to. Wasn’t as easy as it looked. It was dark and the slot was tiny and he was pissed as a fart.

Effie placed the beer on the ground, took the key from him. Opened the padlock. And then pressed her palm against the door.

‘After you,’ Fraser said.

‘After you,’ Effie said.

And she wouldn’t budge. So he didn’t budge either.

‘You’re a bumshite, Fraser,’ she said. ‘What do you want me to see?’

‘Just step inside.’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘If you’re scared of the dark, I’ll go first.’ He stepped inside the shed, switched on the light. Nice touch, the outside electricity. He’d been impressed when Simone had shown him. ‘That better?’

Effie moved into the doorway, keeping the door open.

Fraser said, ‘Well?’ cause her face was a blank.

‘What am I looking at?’

These hippy-killer-types, you had to spell everything out. ‘These,’ he said, pointing at the rows of swords hanging on the walls. All sorts. He was no expert, and neither was Simone, but there were a couple of dozen types on display, from the medieval to the modern. Some decorative, some kept razor-sharp by Worm. Simone said it gave him something to do when he couldn’t sleep at night.

Fraser reached up, took one off the wall. ‘This,’ he said, unsheathing it, ‘is Japanese.’ He held it, two-handed, between himself and Effie. Nice weight. Beautiful curved blade. ‘Run your finger over that, you’ll cut it off.’ Made his stomach flutter just thinking of the damage this baby could do.

Effie looked but didn’t react.

‘Well?’

‘Looks very nice,’ she said. ‘Does Worm fence or something?’

‘Nope. He just collects them. A real fucking waste.’

What he didn’t tell her was that he’d mentioned to Uncle Phil that he was thinking of stealing them, selling them on eBay, imagining that Phil would be up for making a quick buck, but Phil had clipped him round the ear and told him not to be a cunt.

‘We better go, then,’ Fraser said, slotting the sword back in its sheath, carefully hanging it on the wall. He noticed a gap a couple of rows along. Either Worm had a sword in the house, or Uncle Phil had pulled a fast one without telling Fraser. He’d keep an eye on the new eBay listings. ‘Sure you don’t want one?’ he asked Effie. ‘We could smuggle one out. Killer like you is always going to need another weapon, right?’

‘A killer like me,’ Effie said, ‘likes to use something that can’t be traced. You want to steal me something, a length of clothesline would be just fine.’

FRASER STARED AT the headless body in the tub. Hard as he tried, he couldn’t drag his eyes away from it.

A human without a head. Triggered some kind of primeval fear of your brain being separated from the rest of your body. Or was it that having no head made you appear to be more dead than you would otherwise?

He was having a hard time seeing that thing as Uncle Phil. Come to think of it, he was having a hard time seeing. His eyelids didn’t want to stay open.

‘Why do you –?’ Fraser said, before the rest of his sentence was choked off.

Felt at first like his collar was buttoned too tight. But he was wearing a t-shirt, so it couldn’t be that. Then a sudden jerk and a shout from Effie and something crushing his windpipe. It was like the time when he was a kid, messing around with his pal, Ian. Playing at strangling each other. Seeing how far they could go.

His hands flew to his neck, feeling for the thing that was digging into his throat.

Effie said, ‘Relax,’ and grunted in a very unlady-like manner.

What the fuck was she doing? Trying to get this thing off him?

Oh, he knew.

He had always known.

Oh, fuck, no he hadn’t. He just wanted to be right, even now. It was fine to be right after the event, but he hadn’t fucking known, otherwise he wouldn’t have let the bitch within spitting distance.

She was strangling him. And it wasn’t going to be like Ian. No chance she’d let go, finally, say, ‘Nearly killed you. Na na na-na na.’

Still, she was only a woman. A small one, at that.

Fraser swiped behind his back with his hand. Smacked something. But there was no power in it. Like he was moving underwater. Resulted only in the cord – or whatever it was – tightening round his neck.

A fucking clothesline. She’d told him that’s what she’d use.

His head felt like somebody’d blocked up his nose and mouth and was pumping air through a hole in the top of his skull.

He wheezed.

Eyes back to the tub. To the body. Fraser didn’t want to admit it to himself, but there was every chance he’d be joining Uncle Phil soon.

Fraser’s cheeks puffed out. Behind his eyes, blood pounded and surged and bubbled against the inside of his skin. He tried again to dig his fingers into the clothesline, but it had sunk in too deep. And he was too weak to prise Effie’s fingers off the cord.

Why the fuck was she doing this?

Fraser’s remaining strength drained out of him. He wasn’t going to hold out. She had been playing him all along.

He made a last attempt to breathe. Sucked in nothing. Couldn’t even make a noise.

A figure appeared in the kitchen doorway, wearing only a pair of disposable yellow gloves, clutching a carrier bag in one hand, a lit cigarette and a hacksaw in the other. Smudges of red tangled the hairs on his bare thighs, spattered his clear plastic booties.

The stranger’s eyes widened as if he hadn’t expected to see Fraser staring at him. His head tilted to the side. Hands covered his crotch.

Careful with the hacksaw, pal.

Fuck that. This was the fucker who’d killed Uncle Phil. Not that Fraser could do anything about it now.

Fraser’s eyes closed. He struggled to open them, finally raising his lids enough to see that the naked murderer had gone.

Tears burned tracks down Fraser’s cheeks. He wasn’t going to see Dad again. Off on some trip, hadn’t seen him in ages. Never see his arsehole little brother again either. Never see his granny again.

Ringing in his ears. Metallic taste in his mouth. He licked his lip, spat. His nose was bleeding. Fucking brilliant.

Had to be Worm who was behind this. The bastard must have found out that Fraser had been sleeping with Simone. She was a great fuck but she wasn’t worth dying for. Still, Fraser hoped she was okay, that Worm wasn’t planning some kind of fucked-up revenge for her too. Was somebody strangling her this very minute? Was Worm doing it himself? Would he cut her head off too?

But why would Worm want Uncle Phil dead?

Fraser’s vision blackened at the edges. In the middle, spots and bars of colours hovered and drifted: livid purple and burnt orange and tangerine and scorched brown and lime green.

His eyes closed once more and this time he knew they’d never open again.


PRELUDE TO A SAVAGE NIGHT: THE SAVAGES

 

ST ANDREW’S BUS station. Pretty small for a city the size of Edinburgh. Which was a good thing. A dozen or so lanes, or stances as they were called. Appropriate, really, since a stance was what you adopted when you were about to fight, and Tommy Savage was in a fighting mood.

It wasn’t going to be a physical battle, though. No fists, or knives. Tommy didn’t approve of that. No, this was a battle of minds. Just so long as Phil kept his eyes peeled and didn’t get drunk and fall asleep or something equally stupid, then Tommy’s plan should work.

Tommy closed the locker door, pocketed the key. He was going to follow the instructions to the letter.

He turned towards the exit. After a couple of steps, the key felt strangely loose in his pocket. He imagined the consequences of losing it, and dug it out of his pocket and clasped it in his hand. Held it tight enough for his palm to hurt as he strode past the seat where Phil was perched, pretending to read a magazine. Or maybe he was actually reading it. Riveted by the cartoons, no doubt. At least he was awake. And sober, although he was swigging from a can of lager.

Tommy ought to swipe it from him to make sure he stayed awake, but he walked past, spotting three more cans on the seat as he did so. Phil kept his colourful head buried in his paper. Tommy was glad those genes had bypassed him, although it’d look a lot better if Phil got it cut properly, or put a comb through it occasionally.

Anyway, everything was as it should be. No eye contact, no sign that they knew each other. If anybody was watching, they’d believe Tommy was alone.

Nothing for it. He’d had to place his trust in Phil. Tommy was hard on him sometimes, but only because he’d turned into a slob. But if you couldn’t trust your own brother, that said a lot about the kind of person you were.

Tommy’s instructions were to grab a taxi and head for an address in the west of the city.

Onwards and upwards, then. Up the escalator and out of the station.

The outside air hit him hard. It had grown chilly in the last hour. Felt like icy hands clasping his cheeks. He pulled his coat tighter around him. He ought to do up the zip but he didn’t like wearing a zipped-up coat. It was like wearing a bag over your left shoulder. Plain wrong. But try explaining that to somebody (and he had), and you got nothing but strange looks. He kept his coat open, stuffed his hands in the pockets cause that’s how he liked it.

Could feel his stomach rumbling through the lining. He hadn’t been able to eat all day. Any stress and his stomach was always the first thing to go.

In Amsterdam, last month, for a few days, business trip – got a nice sale, too – Tommy’d been unable to eat a thing for twenty-four hours. Made him wonder how he hadn’t succumbed to stomach ulcers over the years. Although, maybe he had. Maybe it was the ulcers that were burning in his stomach right now.

He’d had a financially comfortable existence for a long time. Prospered in a dangerous business for a few years without getting hurt and then got out of it as soon as he’d made enough to invest. He’d been lucky. Dad always said you couldn’t go wrong if you bought property. Not that Dad had ever owned so much as a single brick himself, but that’s where Tommy’d ploughed all his cash. And made a fucking packet.

But his existence wasn’t comfortable any longer.

Not since the arrival of Mr Smith.

A TELEPHONE CALL had kicked it off. Tommy was at home in his office, which was where he preferred to work.

He picked up the phone, already annoyed at being disturbed, and heard: ‘Is that Tommy Savage?’

‘Yeah. What do you want, I’m busy?’

‘Now that would be telling.’

‘So tell.’

‘Well, Tommy. I want your arse.’

‘Huh?’ Tommy wondered if he’d heard right. ‘You want what?’

‘Your arse. It’s mine.’

Little fucking creep. Tommy didn’t know how he could tell that the guy on the other end of the phone was little. But he heard the voice and pictured a little man.

Whatever the creep’s size, Tommy’d had a good day up to that point. Taken Jordan to school in the morning, did a couple of hours work, then popped out for coffee and got talking to an Italian divorcee called Bella. She was in her late thirties, from Napoli, no kids, living in Edinburgh. She liked Blues music, wine, walking and football. He liked her accent, her smile, the way her sweater curved.

They’d exchanged phone numbers. Which was promising. He hadn’t had a girlfriend since Hannah and caution was now a habit. Tommy didn’t want somebody else ‘falling out of love’ with him. Fraser was grown up when Tommy and his mother split, but Jordan was only nine at the time. She wanted to take him to South Africa with her. With her and her new boyfriend, Russell.

Dirty divorce, filthy custody battle. But Tommy’d won. She couldn’t prove any of her allegations, and he could. She wasn’t exactly stable and medical records showed just how fucked up she was. It helped that Jordan didn’t want to leave Edinburgh. And that he hated Russell.

But right up to the day she’d got on the flight, Tommy didn’t think Hannah would leave.

Anyway, whether it was Bella from Napoli or because the sun was shining, he was in a good mood so he didn’t hang up, or swear when the caller said he wanted Tommy’s arse.

Instead, he made a joke of it. ‘Sorry, I’m spoken for.’

‘Witty.’ Same little voice. ‘I want you to pay.’

Tommy wasn’t entirely sure how to reply to that. ‘Pay what?’

‘You mean, pay for what?’

‘I do?’

‘You will pay for what you’ve done.’

Very dramatic. The guy sounded like he was reading the words from a script. ‘Oh, I see,’ Tommy said. ‘And how will I pay?’

‘With money.’

This guy was thick as mince. Made Phil seem like a brain surgeon, and that took some doing. ‘So I’ll pay by paying,’ Tommy said. ‘Is that right?’

‘Don’t be fucking smart. You know you have to pay.’

He had no idea what the fuck the creep was talking about. He said so. Then added, ‘Who are you?’

‘You can call me Mr Smith,’ the guy said. ‘You’ll be hearing from me again.’ He hung up.

It had to be a crank call. Tommy put it out of his mind. Mostly.

For a couple of days, life went back to normal. And he’d pretty much forgotten about Mr Smith. But sure enough, the bastard called again.

‘I was thinking about how best to start the ball rolling,’ he said.

No introduction, but Tommy recognised the voice immediately. ‘Fuck, no, not you again.’

‘Fuck, yes, me again. We should meet.’

Tommy walked over to the door of his office, closed it. ‘Why should we do that?’

‘Cause I want to show you how serious I am.’

‘About what?’

‘Making you pay.’

‘Christ’s sake. For what?’

Smith laughed.

Tommy sat down at his desk and stared at the computer screen, randomly clicking on various properties he’d been looking at on the ESPC website. Smith carried on laughing. After an age, he stopped and Tommy closed his web browser and said, ‘You finished? Listen to me. I don’t want to meet you. I have nothing to say to you.’

‘But I have quite a bit to say to you,’ Smith said.

A FRENCH CAFÉ off Princes Street. Tommy breathed in the smell of coffee and steamed mussels while he waited for Smith.

Tommy ordered an espresso, wanted to be wide awake. Smith was going to get his full attention.

A diner arrived, a small bald guy. Maybe this was his lunch guest. Or host. Although he doubted they’d be eating much, let alone squabbling over who was going to pay the bill. But the bald guy waved to a woman at a nearby table and went to join her.

Smith arrived ten minutes late. He didn’t look at all like Tommy had imagined. The man who gangled towards Tommy’s table, slight swagger to his walk, was as tall as Tommy, maybe had an inch on him, which made him well over six foot. Skinny, clothes hanging off him. But the thing that made him stand out was that he was wearing a black ski mask. He’d caused a visible tremor as he walked through the restaurant. Diners stopped eating to stare. A couple of waiters paused to look at him.

Tommy wondered what the protocol was for dealing with a patron in a ski mask. Especially one who wasn’t armed, or causing any trouble. At least, no trouble as yet.

Wasn’t against the law to wear a ski mask, was it?

Smith shoved his tongue out through the mouthhole, let it stay there as he stared down at Tommy. He wasn’t being rude, just seemed to be his habit to stick his tongue out while he was thinking. Couple of seconds later, he held out his hand, uncovering a bracelet of barbed wire tattooed on his wrist. Looked like a prison job.

Tommy ignored the outstretched hand, noticed that in the other one Smith clutched a large Poundstretcher carrier bag.

‘Glad you could make it,’ Smith said, his tongue finally sliding back home and his tattooed hand tucking back into his pocket.

Tommy tilted his head.

Smith said, ‘Nobody eating rare steak, is there?’

Tommy said, ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Look around. Tell me if anybody’s eating rare steak.’

Tommy did as requested. Faced Smith again. Shook his head.

‘Okay, then.’ Smith sat down opposite Tommy, bent to take something out of his carrier bag. A book. A large one. He shunted a sturdy green-and-white-dotted vase housing a single dried flower out of the way, and dumped the book on the table hard enough to make Tommy’s teaspoon rattle.

A waiter approached the table. A couple of other waiters stood behind their colleague, a few feet away. The waiter looked at Tommy. Tommy gave him nothing. ‘Sir,’ the waiter said to Smith.

Smith said, ‘Give me a minute.’

The waiter didn’t move. He cleared his throat. ‘Sir.’

‘I said, give me a minute. I’m not ready to order.’

The waiter said, ‘Can I ask you to remove your . . . hat?’

‘You can ask,’ Smith said, dark brown eyes staring at Tommy through the peepholes in the ski mask. ‘But if I did, you wouldn’t like what you’d see.’

‘I’m sure, sir, it’ll be fine.’

‘I’m sure,’ Smith said, ‘that it won’t. Come here.’ He beckoned the waiter closer. Whispered something in his ear.

The waiter chewed his lower lip, then said, ‘Certainly, sir. I understand.’

‘And, son,’ Smith said. ‘Anybody orders a rare steak, let me know.’

The waiter looked at him, nodded.

Smith reached into his pocket, gave the waiter a couple of coins.

‘Thank you, sir,’ the waiter said. He walked off, indicating by a subtle blend of gestures and whispers to his colleagues that they should get back to work, leave Smith alone, he was harmless. Tommy wondered why the fuck Smith was so interested in steak.

One by one, the other guests returned to their food, occasionally sneaking glances over at Smith and Tommy. But now they seemed reassured that Smith didn’t carry a threat. The waiter had checked him out. The new arrival was an eccentric, a man who felt the cold more than most. Tommy didn’t know what they were thinking, but that’s what was going through his head.

‘What did you say to the waiter?’ he asked Smith.

‘Never you fucking mind.’ Smith tapped the book on the table. ‘To business.’

Tommy said, ‘A phone book. Very kind of you to bring me a present. I’m afraid I don’t have one for you.’

‘I really hate mouthy cunts like you.’ Smith flicked through the book. Opened it. He turned the book round to face Tommy. ‘Fifth name from the bottom,’ Smith gestured with an outstretched palm. ‘Go on. Look at it.’

Tommy played along. ‘Which page?’

Smith swivelled the book round. Looked at it. Swivelled it back again. ‘Left.’

Tommy let his gaze travel up from the bottom. Counted five lines. Mr E McCracken. ‘Never heard of him.’

‘You will.’ Smith reached into his bag. Produced a pen. A pink marker. ‘Mark it.’ He handed Tommy the pen.

Tommy looked at the phone book. Looked at the pen. Looked at Smith. And drew a line through the name and address in Sleigh Gardens. The pen wasn’t a marker, it was a highlighter.

‘All the way along,’ Smith said.

Tommy shrugged. Whatever made the fool happy. He rubbed the nib over the rest of the line, highlighting the phone number too.

Smith fished around in his bag again, tongue poking through the ski mask as he concentrated, and surfaced with a notepad and a biro. He handed them to Tommy. ‘Write down the name and address, please.’

‘Why?’

‘Cause I want you to remember them.’

‘I’ve got this.’ He showed Smith the telephone directory.

‘Nope.’ Smith took it from him. ‘I’ve got it.’ He held it so Tommy could see the address. ‘Now write it down.’

‘What’s the point of all this?’ Smith didn’t answer, so Tommy scribbled down McCracken’s details. Handed the notepad back to Smith.

‘That’s yours,’ Smith said, bagging the phone book. ‘You’ve done well, Tommy. Don’t lose that name and address. I’ll be in touch.’

Tommy could hardly wait.

Smith got up and left without another word. Tommy looked at the notepad, at the name and address that meant sweet fuck all to him.

He called over the waiter, the one whose ear Smith had whispered into. ‘The guy with the ski mask,’ Tommy said. ‘What did he say to you?’

‘You don’t know?’ The waiter bent over. ‘He wasn’t your friend?’

‘Just some guy I was meeting for lunch.’

The waiter looked at the table, repositioned the vase in the middle. He said, ‘You want to eat?’

‘I’m not that hungry, thanks.’

‘More coffee?’

‘Just tell me what he said.’

The waiter clasped his hands together. ‘His face,’ he said. ‘He said it was horribly disfigured. He was the victim of an acid attack. The sight of it, he said, would put the other diners off their food.’

A likely story.

Tommy nodded and when the waiter went away, ripped off the page from the notepad and stuck it in his pocket.

THE FOLLOWING DAY Tommy got another call. Smith said, ‘Hope you still have that name and address.’ He didn’t wait for an answer. ‘Buy a Scotsman,’ he said. ‘Turn to page four.’

For a while afterwards, Tommy pottered about on his home office computer, deliberately ignoring Smith’s instructions. He wasn’t going to buy a newspaper just because some skinny fuck with a whiny voice and a cheap ski mask told him to. But after an hour or so, Tommy was fidgeting so much, and so unable to concentrate, that he rescued the crumpled piece of paper from his desk drawer. Not sure why, cause he hadn’t forgotten the name. McCracken.

Tommy went down to the corner shop and bought a paper, resisting the urge to look at it until he was back in his office.

Page four had three stories, but the one his eye was drawn to first was the one Smith wanted him to see. It read:



	KILLER ON THE LOOSE




	Police said today that they had no clues as to the killer of Eric McCracken. The unmarried thirty-six-year-old was brutally murdered last night in Lochend Park as he jogged in the shadow of Easter Road football stadium. Mr McCracken, manager of the St Bernard’s wing of the Meredith House Nursing Home on Parker Road West, was strangled to death with a length of clothesline left behind at the scene by the killer.

	A police spokesman revealed that at present they had no suspects, and there was apparently no motive for the murder. Mr McCracken seemed to be well-liked and had no known enemies. The police have asked that anybody who might have seen or heard anything suspicious in the neighbourhood last night should contact them as a matter of the utmost urgency.





Tommy swallowed and his throat was so dry it hurt.

Eric McCracken was alive yesterday lunchtime. And Smith had known he was going to die. Which could only mean that Smith had killed him.

Fuck, no. There had to be some other explanation. But Tommy couldn’t think of one.

On cue, the phone rang.

‘Well?’ Smith said.

His voice no longer sounded whiny. Maybe Tommy was getting used to it. ‘Why did you have to do that?’ Tommy asked.

‘Demonstration.’

‘Of what?’

‘What I’m capable of.’

Tommy didn’t want to think too hard about that. ‘What exactly do you want?’ he said.

‘I told you that already. You’re going to have to start paying attention.’

Tommy said, ‘For Christ’s sake, tell me what the fuck you want.’

‘You need to control your temper. It could get you into trouble.’ Silence. Then: ‘Let’s start with fifty grand.’

‘I don’t have that kind of money.’

‘Don’t bother with your shite, pal.’

‘It’s true. It’s fucking true.’ Damn, it was such a fucking lie.

‘Jordan’s at his brother’s, right?’ Smith said. ‘Hope he’s safe there. Wouldn’t want Fraser dosing him up with cocaine.’

How did Smith know about that? The muscles round Tommy’s mouth tensed, started to quiver. But, fuck it, Fraser’s coke problem was hardly the best kept secret in the world.

‘Nice lads,’ Smith said. ‘Fraser takes after you. And Jordan’s got your mother’s eyes.’

Tommy shouted down the phone: ‘You go anywhere near my family and I swear to God –’

‘What did I tell you about that temper?’

Tommy gulped air, saying nothing, a buzzing in his temples.

‘Better,’ Smith said. ‘Speaking of your mother, very nice arse on her. For her age.’

‘You sick fuck.’ It took a lot to provoke Tommy, but Smith was doing a fucking great job. Tommy felt a familiar burning sensation in his stomach. He squeezed the receiver. His mother was seventy-fucking-one, for Christ’s sake.

‘You’re in control here,’ Smith said. ‘Your choice. Fifty grand.’

Tommy forced himself to breathe slowly. ‘If I refuse?’

Smith made a strangled sound which Tommy guessed was a laugh and then said, ‘Just think about your children, Tommy.’

Afterwards Tommy had considered going to the police, but Smith had proved with McCracken that he wasn’t fucking about. Before long, he decided to tell Phil about it. Nothing else for it. Anybody else in the family would have freaked and you couldn’t blame them. But Phil just said, ‘No problem. We’ll sort this Smith cunt out in no time.’

Which is why Phil was lurking back at the bus station, hoping he’d get an ID on Smith – no reason for him to be wearing his ski mask again. If they could ID the fucker, steps could be taken to ensure he didn’t cause any more trouble.

IT WAS WARM inside the taxi and it smelled of cheap air freshener and something sweet that might have been cannabis.

Tommy had been told to leave the money in a locker at the bus station, flag down a taxi and deliver the key to a pub.

And that’s exactly what he was doing.

The driver eyeballed him in the rearview. Big bastard, dark shadows under his eyes. ‘Youupherevisiting?’

He had a strange accent. Transatlantic Scots. And he spoke ridiculously fast.

Then, when Tommy realised what he’d been asked, he couldn’t be bothered explaining that he wasn’t ‘up’ from anywhere, and neither was he visiting. Let the driver assume what he wanted.

‘I’m from Philadelphia originally,’ the driver said. Waited for a reply, but didn’t get one and carried on anyway: ‘Name’s Duane Shweerski. Came over here couple years ago. Made some porn movies. The work dried up.’ Pause. ‘Drive cabs now.’

You don’t fucking say.

Tommy smiled, nodded.

Shweerski didn’t need any encouragement, though. Rattled on at length, glancing in the mirror every now and again, tapping a fingernail against his chin as he talked. Only stopped when he had to change gear.

He came to the end of his monologue, paused for a second or two to catch his breath, and said, ‘Going out at the weekend?’

‘What’s it to you?’ Tommy said.

Shweerski frowned. He was tapping his chin with a couple of fingertips now. ‘Set up?’

Tommy was tempted to ask him to pull over, cause he wasn’t in the mood for this shit. What the fuck did he mean by ‘set up’? Was he warning Tommy? How could he know it was a set-up? Did he know about the money Tommy had just deposited in the locker? Did he know Smith? Was he a plant, idling outside the bus station in his taxi waiting for Tommy to appear? Was he telling Tommy it was a set-up because he was part of Smith’s operation and wanted to rub it in?

‘The fuck’re you on about?’ Tommy’s stomach rumbled. He adjusted his coat to smother the sound.

Shweerski said, ‘Got your bits and bobs?’ And winked.

Tommy stared at him in the mirror.

‘All your gear?’

Ah, gear. That was why he was being so pushy. Tommy leaned back, let his shoulders drop. ‘I don’t do drugs,’ he said.

‘Yeah?’ Shweerski was quiet while he changed lanes. Didn’t take long. He was back again, saying, ‘Why not, buddy?’

Jesus Christ. This guy had a lot in common with Smith. Maybe he was Smith. Nah, Shweerski was twice the width of Smith and his accent was too weird to be put on. ‘What’s it to you?’ Tommy said.

‘Hey, chill the fuck out. Making conversation here, aye, yo? Fuck’s sake. No need to be a motherfucker. Offering to help you out, ’s all. You don’t want my help, no need to get all nasty and like shit.’

The arse-faced bastard had called Tommy a motherfucker. In days gone by Tommy would have walloped him for that. In fact, he wouldn’t have, much as he might have liked to. He didn’t do violence. Phil would have, though, if he’d overheard. Bided his time, paid Shweerski a visit at home, armed with a length of pipe. But even in the old days, Tommy tried to behave like a civilised human being. Just cause he was involved in the occasional illegal activity didn’t mean he had no morals.

‘Can’t tempt you with a wee rock?’ Shweerski said. ‘Got it right under the seat here.’ He bent down to fetch it, one hand on the wheel.

The car swerved.

‘Watch the road,’ Tommy said.

‘No problemo. I can drive round Edinburgh like totally blindfolded, ken.’ He sat upright, bag in hand, held it out to the side for Tommy to see.

Maybe the accent was phoney. If he wasn’t such a prick, Tommy might have suspected he was an undercover cop. Come to think of it, the one didn’t necessarily preclude the other. Tommy said, ‘Please just fucking drive.’

‘Going,’ Shweerski said, ‘going,’ he said again. ‘Last chance.’ He shook the bag.

‘What makes you think I won’t report you to the police?’ Tommy said.

‘You’re a decent guy.’

Had he just forgotten he’d called Tommy a motherfucker?

‘And I’m not doing any harm,’ Shweerski continued. ‘Why would you report me?’

‘Cause you’re annoying the tits off me.’

‘Sorry about that. Just providing a community service.’

‘And what if I’m not ‘a decent guy’? What if you’ve got me all wrong? Could be I think you’re a scumbag for selling drugs.’

Shweerski looked at him in the rearview. ‘Like you’re some law-abiding do-gooder? Salvation Army in disguise? Hiding a tambourine under your jacket?’

‘Maybe I’m an undercover cop.’

‘You ain’t that, dude.’ He laughed.

‘How can you be sure?’

‘If you were a cop you’d be one of my best customers.’

Tommy guessed the guy was blagging. Maybe the odd cop scored some coke occasionally. Maybe. Anyway, perhaps now Shweerski would shut up.

He did. For a couple of minutes. Then: ‘Hey, I’ve got some BetaBlockers. You ever tried them? Help you chill, dude. Get rid of some of that anger.’

‘PULL OVER,’ TOMMY said. For the last five minutes his driver had been quiet, thank Christ. Tommy had finally got through to him that he wasn’t going to buy any of his vast array of drugs, no matter how much quality gear he was missing or what kind of give-away prices were being offered.

Shweerski eased to a stop, kept the engine running. ‘That’s eight pounds –’

‘I’m not getting out.’

‘You’re not?’

‘Nope.’

Maybe Tommy had spoken too soon and the fucker’d be back with the hard sell again.

But, no. Shweerski said, ‘So, we’re just going to sit here and let the meter run?’

‘Yep.’

‘Your dollar.’

Tommy almost corrected him. Instead, he said, ‘That’s right.’

A pause. ‘How long we going to sit here?’

‘I don’t know.’

Another pause. ‘Mind if I put on a CD, then?’

‘Be my guest.’

Flecks of rain streaked the passenger window, showering the sticky guts of a dead insect. Tommy looked up into the greying sky and watched a submarine-shaped raincloud drift along.

Smith had given him a residential address in the west of the city, not far from Murrayfield, and all Tommy could do for now was wait for his phone to ring.

He felt relaxed for the first time all evening. Then Shweerski started to sing along with Michael Bolton.

Seven long minutes later, the call finally came.

Smith said, ‘Pay the driver and get out. I’ll ring back in a while,’ and hung up.

Tommy did as he was told.

The taxi drove away, Shweerski muttering to himself, no doubt pissed off he hadn’t got a tip.

Tommy stared at his mobile. How long was ‘a while’? He wiped a couple of raindrops off the display with the fleshy part of his palm, his fist still curled around the locker key. His palm was hot and sticky, the back of his hand cold.

He thought about calling Phil, see how things were going back at the bus station, but it’d be just his luck if Smith phoned whilst he was on the other call. Anyway, Phil wouldn’t have anything to report yet cause Smith didn’t have the key.

Tommy pulled up his collar. The clouds didn’t look too fierce. Just a light shower, hopefully. He’d survive.

By the time Smith called, the rain had stopped and pale sunlight was squeezing through gaps in a much gentler sky. Smith went straight into his spiel: ‘Follow the road up the hill. At the top, take a left. Halfway along, you’ll find a hotel. Go into the bar. The lounge bar. Buy a pint, then go to the toilet. It’s a single cubicle. Lift the top off the cistern, and drop the key into it. Then go back out into the bar. Stay there until I tell you to leave. If you leave early, or go back to the bus station, I’ll know. Be smart and do what you’re told.’

TOMMY WAS THE third customer in the pub.

The other two were a morose-looking pair seated at opposite ends of the bar. One wore glasses, or rather, he didn’t, cause he’d taken them off and was playing with the leg, trying to tighten the screw with his thumbnail. The other guy wore a suit, breathed through his nose, made a whistling sound while he did so.

Tommy took up a position between them, and they all stared into their drinks, ignoring one another.

After a few sips, Tommy slid off his stool and went to the gents. It was exactly as Smith had described. Tommy lifted the cistern lid. It was heavy and very cold. He dropped the key into the water inside.

He replaced the lid and sat down for a bit. He’d just put fifty grand in a locker and was giving away the key. To some fucking fool called Smith.

Then he remembered Eric McCracken.

And wondered if he was doing the right thing in trying to outsmart Smith. Maybe he should call Phil, tell him to get out of there. But, shit, what harm could come of Phil watching the locker? And Phil could handle himself.

Unless he’d drunk himself into a stupor.

Tommy dug out his mobile. Couple of rings, then Phil picked up. ‘Anything happening?’ Tommy said.

Phil burped. ‘Sitting here freezing my balls off. Wouldn’t think it was almost April.’

‘Maybe you shouldn’t be drinking.’

‘It’s cold, Tommy. Whether I’m knocking back a few or not.’

‘Move away from the door, then.’

‘Can’t. Everywhere you go, there are doors.’

‘Only on one side, though.’

‘Yeah. Where the seats are.’

‘So stand up.’

‘Thought I was supposed to be inconspicuous.’

‘Well, you would be.’

‘Nope. I need to sit down. Even if it’s colder than Granny’s tit.’

‘Granny’s dead.’

‘Exactly.’

‘I’ll call you later.’

Tommy went back to the bar to wait for the next phone call from Smith. The two customers from earlier were still there. The barman busied himself washing glasses, running a cloth over the counter, dusting the telephone. Quiet night. Probably always a quiet night here. Tommy took long swallows of cheap lager, tasting the bitterness of the hops on the back of his tongue, thinking how much he’d have loved to be where Phil was right now.

After ten minutes or so Tommy’s phone rang.

‘Done?’ Smith asked.

‘Done.’

‘Order a taxi and clear off.’

Tommy said, ‘I’ll walk.’

‘You’ll get a fucking taxi.’

‘What’s the harm in walking?’ Tommy felt his fellow drinkers’ eyes on him and lowered his voice. ‘The rain’s off. I could use some fresh air.’

‘Do what you’re told. Get a taxi. And get the fuck out of there. Go home. Put your feet up. Watch some TV with your mum and Jordan.’

Tommy clenched his teeth.

‘You’ve a fine pair of sons,’ Smith said. ‘Don’t do anything to endanger them. Okay?’

Tommy grunted.

‘I asked you a question.’

‘Okay. O-fucking-kay.’

‘And don’t even think about going back to the bus station.’

‘Why would I do that?’

‘Exactly. Just behave and everything’ll be fine.’

The taxi arrived within minutes. Older driver than last time, bald guy, slightly camp, not American, didn’t appear to be an ex-porn star or to have a stash under his seat and he wasn’t listening to Michael Bolton.

Tommy gave him directions. Then called Phil again. ‘Smith’s on his way to pick up the key.’

‘Cool.’ Phil belched. ‘Looking forward to it.’

FORTY MINUTES LATER, Tommy was in his own car again, trying to talk into his phone whilst changing gears. An earpiece would have been helpful, but he couldn’t bring himself to use one. When he was nine, a build-up of fluid led to him going deaf in his left ear. Had to have an operation where they inserted a plastic tube into his ear drum. Cured the problem, but since then he’d always hated the idea of sticking anything in his ears.

He said to his brother, ‘Where the hell did you find an empty flat at such short notice?’

‘You don’t need to know.’

‘Is it one of mine?’ Tommy owned quite a few suitable properties, but the last thing he’d have wanted was to use one of his own for something like this.

‘Don’t be dense.’

‘Okay. Good.’

Phil was right. Tommy didn’t need to know, and he was dense, and he was annoyed with himself for asking. Phil had his own life now, they both did, and it was bad enough that Tommy had dragged him into this without making it worse by behaving like an arsehole.

Phil had done okay. He could be a twat a lot of the time, but he came through in a crisis.

Tommy wasn’t sure why he was so surprised. Maybe he’d forgotten how much he used to rely on his big brother.

Until five years ago, Tommy operated much of the UK distribution channels for a ring of rogue tobacco company employees. Only they weren’t that rogue, from what Tommy could gather.

He was never in direct contact, handling only the return side of things, but he knew enough to suspect that the tobacco companies were aware of what was going on. They wanted to keep the prices down, keep taxes to a minimum, keep people smoking. Smuggling helped.

Container fraud accounted for around a third of the cigarettes smoked in Britain.

What happens: you export the cigarettes to business partners in Andorra or Montenegro, for, say £100K for a container of 10 million cigarettes. Because they’re exported, no duty is paid on them. Perfectly legal, so the tobacco companies aren’t losing out.

Then you smuggle them back into the country and sell them for a million. Everybody gets a cut of the money the government otherwise would have had, and it’s still cheaper for the customer.

Tommy was good at the job, made a lot of money and didn’t get caught. Phil used to help. He was customer-facing. Straight-talking, no frills. Particularly good at getting debts settled.

Anyway, Tommy had invested most of his money in the property market and some success there had enabled him to steer away from the tobacco business. No point being a criminal if you could make more money being straight. Apart from which, customs were cracking down harder all the time, making the job tougher, the risk greater and the reward less certain.

Phil should have made money too. Tommy paid him well enough. But he’d pissed it all away. Didn’t do much these days – the odd bit of strongarm work, but even then he was too out of shape to be much good at it – but he did mix with the kind of people who might know where there was an empty flat in a dodgy area where you could hold some poor bastard hostage while you extracted information out of him with a cheese grater and a bottle of bleach.

Tommy didn’t want to think about that. He spoke into the phone: ‘You haven’t hurt the lad, have you?’

‘Just get here,’ Phil said and gave him directions.

Apparently at the bus station things hadn’t gone according to plan.

Smith hadn’t shown up. Some short, spotty teenager had appeared in his place instead. Tommy and Phil hadn’t anticipated this. Smith was seemingly pretty cautious for a madman. But whether Smith turned up or not, the plan had to be the same. Follow whoever, wherever. This lad was their only link to Smith. Apart from which, he now had the money. And if he got away with it, Tommy would never see it again.

So Phil had followed the kid. Then seen an opportunity and seized it.

If you believed Phil, he didn’t have any choice. The lad was about to get into a car, drive off, leave Phil stranded with no Smith and no courier and no money. He’d had to make a move. A move that ended up with the lad forced to hand over his car keys and then trussed up in the boot.

No witnesses. The car was parked on a quiet sidestreet. And Phil said he’d only had to hit him once to get his attention.

Tommy hoped he hadn’t hit him hard. The longer Phil had this kid in his custody, the more likely something was to go wrong. But Tommy did feel a buzz in his temples. For the first time, he had the edge over Smith. He put his foot to the floor.

Residential parking was round the back of the towerblock. Tommy pulled into a free space, killed the engine. His was the only German car alongside a bunch of Nissans and Ford Fiestas. He wasn’t so much concerned about not having a permit as he was that the car would be gone when he returned. Or if not the whole car, then at least the wheels.

There was no sign of life. Not even a couple of neds hanging around who could watch his car for cash. It wasn’t as if it was that late. Must be a big football match tonight, or something. Only about a third of the lights in the towerblock were on, though. Maybe all watching the game at the pub. Missed opportunity, in any case. Kids these days had no entrepreneurial skills. Too fixed on trying to get Asbos.

Tommy walked over to the entrance. No security system. He swung the door open, stepped inside. A couple of guys sitting on the stairs turned their backs to hide something. Not difficult to guess what. One of them had a needle sticking out of the crook of his arm.

If you didn’t know better, you’d think Edinburgh had a bit of a drugs problem.

Tommy took the lift up to the seventh floor. Got to the door. Knocked.

PHIL LET HIM in. Led him down the corridor by torchlight. Just like Phil. Always prepared. The real last boy scout. Even wearing a pair of gloves to avoid leaving fingerprints. And for once he didn’t have a can of beer in his hand.

There was a slight smell of damp and something unusual. Sweet but hard to place. A bit like popcorn but, more likely, dead mice.

At the end of the corridor, Phil opened the door. Handed Tommy the torch.

The door creaked open and Tommy shone the light around the room. Bare floorboards. Wallpaper hanging off the walls. Not good for soundproofing. Minimal furniture. A two-seater settee. And a dining chair. A plate-glass door led into another room, probably the kitchen.

Smith’s teenage courier was sitting in the chair, straining against the packing tape that was holding him there. He looked far closer to Jordan’s age than to Fraser’s. Too young to be involved with someone like Smith.

His shoulders rocked and a faint buzzing sound came from him as his moans vibrated against the tape over his mouth. There was a lot of tape. Between attaching him to the chair, and stopping him making a noise, Phil must have used most of a roll.

Tommy shone the light into the courier’s eyes, making him blink, screw up his face. ‘Find out where Smith is yet?’ Tommy asked Phil.

‘Being polite. Waiting on you before we start.’

‘Okay,’ Tommy said. ‘You want to remove the tape from his mouth?’

‘You think that’s wise?’

‘How else is he going to answer?’

Phil shrugged, walked over to the courier who stopped rocking as the heels of Phil’s boots clicked on the floorboards. ‘You going to be quiet?’ Phil said.

The lad nodded, wide-eyed.

‘Speak when you’re spoken to,’ Phil said. ‘And not any other time. Okay?’

Another nod. He seemed keen to get on with it, which was promising.

‘We just want you to answer a few questions,’ Tommy said. ‘Then you can go.’ He was struggling playing the tough guy. Must be pretty scary to be hit, stuffed in a boot, taken to an empty dark flat in a highrise and interrogated by a couple of guys who didn’t appear to be messing around.

Tommy jumped as a phone rang. He didn’t think the boy noticed.

Phil put his hand into the boy’s jacket. Slid out his phone. Moved it into the light. ‘Says ‘Dad’,’ Phil said. ‘Ain’t that fucking sweet? Want me to tell him what’s going to happen to his little boy?’

‘I don’t think so,’ Tommy said.

‘Okay.’ Phil dropped the phone onto the floor and thumped his heel down on it half a dozen times till the phone was in pieces.

‘Shit,’ Tommy said.

‘What?’

‘Never mind.’ There had been the chance that Smith had called the boy, or vice versa, and there would have been a record of his number in the phone’s call log. Nothing they could do about it now, though.

Phil took his glove off, teased the end of the tape away from the boy’s chin. Then ripped it off in a sudden jerk.

The boy yelped. The tape probably took some facial hair with it. Then again, maybe not. He didn’t look old enough to have any.

‘Told you to be quiet,’ Phil said, balling his fist.

‘I will,’ the boy said, teeth chattering. ‘Just don’t . . . don’t hurt me.’

‘Ready to talk, then?’ Tommy said.

The boy nodded.

‘That’s good. Answer a few questions and you can go home to Mummy and Daddy. Okay?’

He nodded again.

Tommy said, ‘Who hired you?’

‘Don’t know her name.’

Her? Tommy looked at Phil. The little bastard was having them on. ‘Try again.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘There’s no ‘her’.’

‘There was. There is. A lady. I’m telling you the truth, man. She was short, about my height. Old. About sixty. I’m not lying. Why would I lie? Come on, man. You gotta believe me.’ He breathed quickly, gasping for air between his sentences.

‘This ‘lady’. She have a name?’

‘No. I mean, yeah, probably. But I don’t know what it is.’

‘She just hired you to look after a big pile of money.’ He pinched his eyes against the light, looked away. ‘I don’t know about any money.’

‘What do you think’s in the bag?’

‘Dunno.’

‘Have a guess.’

‘I dunno.’

‘You didn’t look?’

‘Didn’t have time.’

That was probably true.

‘You didn’t ask?’

He shook his head.

Tommy waited. Then said, ‘So, this sixty-year-old lady whose name you don’t know. Why did she choose you?’

‘Dunno, man. It’s a mystery.’

Tommy gave him a minute to see if he’d say anything else. He didn’t. ‘A mystery,’ Tommy said. ‘I’d say so. It’s a real fucking puzzle.’

‘Look, I dunno. Please. You gotta believe me. She just asked me if I’d do it and I said yes.’

‘Just walked up to you in the street, this stranger, and propositioned you?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Asked you to go fetch her bag out of a locker?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Why?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Did she say why she needed you to do it?’

‘She just asked and I said yeah.’

The boy’s legs were shaking so hard the chair rattled against the floorboards.

‘You didn’t ask yourself why she wanted you to get the bag?’

‘No.’

‘Didn’t worry there was a bomb in it?’

‘No.’

Tommy held the light steady, watched the boy’s Adam’s apple bob up and down as he swallowed.

‘She offered me money,’ the boy said. ‘Not the money in the bag. I mean different money. Out of her purse. I didn’t ask why.’

‘You got this money now?’

‘In my pocket.’

‘How much?’

‘Fifty quid.’

‘Not much, is it?’

‘Only half. I was going to get the other half later.’

Tommy sighed, said to Phil, ‘You want to check his pockets?’

Phil said, ‘Not particularly. I don’t doubt he’s got the fifty quid. Hardly a fortune.’

‘Fair point.’ Tommy breathed in through his nose. ‘What’s your name?’ he asked the boy.

The boy paused.

‘Don’t bother making one up.’

The boy said, ‘Grant.’

‘Well, Grant. I’m going to go out to the car and get my toolbox. Got all sorts of things in there. Screwdrivers with the ends filed to a point. Hacksaws. Powerdrills.’ He remembered there probably wouldn’t be any electricity here. ‘Cordless, of course. All charged up and ready to go. I’ll just be five minutes. When I come back, I want to know the truth, or I’ll start doing some carpentry on you. Okay?’

‘It is the truth. I’m telling you, man. I’m fucking telling you the fucking truth.’

‘No need to swear.’ Tommy turned.

Grant started to scream. It was short-lived, though, cause before Grant had time to take a second breath, Phil was right on top of the lad, arm locked round his mouth, stifling his cries.

Tommy carried on walking. ‘You want the torch?’ he said to Phil.

‘Nah,’ Phil said, puffing as he held onto Grant. ‘We’ll have a fucking great time in the dark, won’t we, Grant?’

Tommy went out into the corridor. Opened the flat’s front door, but stayed where he was and let it swing shut with a bang. Then he crept back along the corridor, popped into the nearest room. A bedroom. The bed was still there. No other furniture, though.

He was about to sit down on the bed but smelled that sickly sweet popcorn/dead-mouse odour again and decided to stay standing. Looked at his watch. He’d give it five minutes.

It’d be so different if Smith was in the sitting room with Phil instead of Grant. If Smith was in the chair, Tommy might have actually gone out to the car to fetch his toolbox. Assuming he had a toolbox. Nah, course he wouldn’t. Not his style. But Phil would. Only question would have been whether Tommy would have let him.

Stupid kid just had to tell them the truth instead of making up shit. If Phil had half a brain he’d be describing to Grant what he could expect once Tommy came back. And Grant would be crapping himself.

That’s if he’d got Grant to shut up by now.

Tommy listened, but couldn’t hear anything other than the distant thump of a downstairs neighbour’s music. He turned off the torch. The music immediately seemed louder. He couldn’t hear so much as a whisper from the sitting room, though.

Phil probably still had the poor fuck in that chokehold.

Tommy had always steered clear of this kind of crap. Knew that Phil had to get rough now and then but he’d never wanted to know about it. But until now, nobody had ever threatened Tommy’s mother and children.

They had to convince Grant to reveal the identity of Mr fucking Smith. And once they had that information, Phil would have a quiet word with Smith and that would be an end to the violence.

Simple.

Okay, Smith was a killer and maybe it wouldn’t be so simple but Tommy didn’t see a whole lot of alternatives. He’d like nothing better than to bring all this to an end without anyone getting hurt. Once Grant told them where his boss was, they’d sort something out. Just knowing who Smith was would give them enough leverage for him to back off.

Yeah, it was going to work out fine.

Tommy wondered if maybe enough time had passed now for Grant to believe he’d been out to the car and back. But it was only a couple of minutes since Tommy’d last looked at his watch. Mind you, Grant was probably too scared to tell. Still, it wasn’t worth the risk.

Tommy slipped off his shoes. Didn’t much fancy walking on this floor in his socks but he didn’t want to risk making a noise. He shuffled along the corridor. Crouched down by the sitting room door and placed his ear to the keyhole.

‘. . . a machete,’ Phil was saying. ‘Sliced off the guy’s arse cheeks.’ He laughed. ‘I know. You’re thinking that’s pretty funny. No? Anyway, you can’t ever walk again. No arse cheeks, no walking muscles. You know that? Hard to find a pair of trousers that fit, too.’

Pause. Tommy heard himself breathing.

Then: ‘Not laughing?’ Phil said. ‘Right. Cause I’m not joking. You know that. Just tell me who hired you.’

‘I told you.’

‘The old lady? Sticking with that still? Well, it’s your arse.’

‘She hired me to take the bag, deliver it –’

‘Deliver it?’

‘Yeah. That was the plan.’

‘When?’

‘When? When she told me the plan.’

‘No, you prick. When were you supposed to deliver it?’

‘Eleven.’

‘Tonight?’

‘Aye.’

‘Where?’

He paused. Swallowed. ‘Car park.’

‘Which one?’

Another pause. ‘Greenside.’

‘It’s closed by eleven.’

Tommy wondered how the fuck Phil knew that. He had to be bluffing.

‘Oh.’

The bluff worked.

‘Don’t lie to me again,’ Phil said.

‘Okay, sorry.’

Pause. ‘Where?’

‘I can’t tell you.’

Phil said, ‘You’ll tell me when I start drilling holes in your kneecaps.’

‘Warriston Cemetery,’ the kid blurted out.

Strange venue, Tommy thought, but Grant sounded like he was telling the truth. Warriston Cemetery was a notorious cruising spot for Edinburgh’s gays. Plenty privacy behind the tombstones, but the last place you’d expect a bagman to deliver fifty grand. In cash. Maybe that was the idea.

Smith was a clever bastard.

It was about time Tommy got his shoes back on, got in there and found out exactly who Grant’s employer was.

‘GOT MY TOOLS.’ Tommy shone the torch into Grant’s eyes. Made him squint.

‘Don’t need them,’ Grant said. ‘Tell him,’ he said to Phil.

Phil told Tommy what he’d already overheard and Tommy pretended it was news to him.

Tommy kept the beam directed in Grant’s eyes. Otherwise Grant might spot that Tommy’s other hand was empty and realise there was no toolbox, that it was all a bluff.

Tommy said, ‘I don’t know that our young friend’s telling the whole story.’

‘I am,’ Grant said. ‘Honest.’

‘Hmmm,’ Tommy said.

Grant’s eyes shone in the light. Tears leaked down his cheeks. He said, voice thick as though he had a cold, ‘What can I do to make you believe me?’

‘What do you think?’ Tommy asked Phil.

‘Get the drill out,’ Phil said. ‘Do an elbow. See if he sticks to his story.’

Tommy’s stomach rose a couple of inches at the image. He forced it back down, then said, ‘Sounds like a plan.’

‘No,’ Grant said. ‘Please don’t. Please. Please. Aaah.’ His torso went rigid. He grinned. No, he was grimacing. Like he was in pain. ‘Aaaah,’ he said again, and his head slumped forward and he didn’t move.

Tommy swept the light over him, up and down, and then up and down again, finally resting on the crown of his head.

‘Fuck was that?’ Phil said, eventually.

Tommy said, ‘Really bad acting. I think that was supposed to be a heart attack. That right, Grant?’

No response from Grant. He kept his head down.

‘Grant? Wakey-wakey.’

Grant still didn’t move.

Tommy said, ‘Stop fucking about.’

Phil said, ‘Hey,’ grabbed him by the hair, lifted his head up.

Grant’s eyes were closed. He didn’t appear to be breathing.

Phil smacked his cheek.

No reaction.

Phil was just about to strike a second blow when Grant charged forward. He tried to butt Phil but Phil stepped out of the way and Grant, still bound to the chair, plunged into the darkness.

There was a crash, like somebody’d just smashed a window, and then a clatter and Grant said, ‘Oof,’ and then, ‘Ahhhhh.’

Tommy swung the torch in the direction of the sound.

Holy shit.

Grant had just run headfirst into the plate-glass door, and burst out most of the glass. He was either wedged in the doorframe or something was holding him up a couple of feet off the ground.

He wasn’t making any noise at all now. The only sound was something dribbling onto the floor.
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