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1

It started on the morning that we doubled our employee count.
I was slumped in my desk chair, squinting against the morning sunlight, and Doug was busy with the black art of setting up his PC on the corner desk when the phone rang.
I waited to see if he would get it, but he was too busy untangling a knot of cables and connectors. I sighed loudly to let him see how onerous this call was going to be, and picked up the phone.
"Adams Detective Agency," I said in what I hoped was a professional voice. I hadn't been up long, it had been a long hard night of drinking, and I wasn't quite sure that my head was on right.
"I'm having a bit of family trouble," a voice said on the end of the line. "And I'm hoping you can help."
It was an older man, and there was a faint trace of an accent, but it was too early in the morning for rational thought...I couldn't place it.
"I don't usually go outside the immediate circle," he said, "But this time it's a bit tricky. I can't show any favoritism."
"So what's the problem?" I asked. Half my mind was on trying to find my cigarettes, and I made the cardinal sin of not paying attention. I didn't yet realize that the next case was already under way.
"I'm getting on a bit," he said. "There's a lot of years, a lot of tradition, and a lot of gold, tied up in the family business, and my children are jostling for position for when I'm gone. Not that I'm planning to go for a long time yet, you understand...but a couple of the grandchildren have got it into their heads that it's time the old ways were pushed aside. They've always been a flighty bunch, and they never go long without some feud or other breaking out between them. And this time it's gone further than before...it's got to the stage where there's real bad blood between them."
"And what can I do to help you?" I asked. I still hadn't found a cigarette, and I was beginning to get testy, what with the hangover and all. I resolved to let Doug answer the phone from now on...especially first thing in the morning.
"I figure that the kids need a new mother," the old man continued. "It's sort of an extended family...my own fault, of course...three wives, six kids...that I know of... I haven't exactly been careful where I sowed my seed. If you could find me a new wife then I could get the family business sorted out, install a new head of the family...somebody to look after business while I'm away. Then the whole thing would be on a more secure footing...for a few years longer, anyway."
"We're not a dating agency," I said.
He laughed...and the hairs at the back of my neck chose that moment to stand up, a cold shiver running up my spine.
"Oh, I know that, son. It's just that my needs are very particular. I'm not just looking for any woman. She has to be a goddess...I've got standards to maintain. I was looking for your help in narrowing the field a bit...some research, a wee bit of legwork...that kind of thing."
"I've just taken on a new researcher who'd love to help you. And legwork I can handle," I said. "Especially when it involves women. Why don't you come down to the office and we can talk things through."
"I'm a bit tied up with the business for the next couple of days, but maybe I'll do just that," he said. "You sound like the man for the job."
"We're on Byres Road. You just..." I never got time to complete the sentence.
"Oh, I know where you are. A wee bird told me. Don't rush me son. I've been thinking about this for a long time, and I want to get it right."
There was a double thud, as if he'd tapped the phone twice.
"I'll be seeing you around."
He hung up.
Doug looked over and raised an eyebrow.
"A client?"
I see-sawed my hand back and forth. "Maybe. It sounded like he was just testing the water. But I've got a feeling we'll see him sometime. He wants me to find him a woman."
Doug laughed.
"Has he heard your track record in that department?"
I grunted back at him. Wit and repartee wasn't going to be available until the hangover passed...I would have to rely on brute strength and ignorance till then.
He returned to disentangling the nest of cables, and I finally found my cigarettes and went back to nursing my hangover.
The doorbell rang.
I looked at Doug, and he looked at me.
It rang again.
"Do you want me to answer it?" he said finally.
I gave him my best smile.
"That's what I pay you for," I said.
He was still muttering as he showed the client in.
I had her pegged for a lost cat commission...most little old ladies who came straight in off the street were either looking for a cat or a husband, and this one didn't look like the type to lose a husband after she'd got hold of him.
"I need your help," she said.
"Come on in and sit down," I said. "We'll see what we can do."
She was dressed all in black, her skirt so long that it almost trailed on the floor. The clothes were heavy, like thick velvet, and when she crossed a patch of sunlight coming through the window she seemed no more than an empty, black space. As she got closer I could see she wasn't quite as old as I'd first taken her for. When she'd been standing at the door she'd looked frail, even weak. But there was a light, a vitality, in her eyes, and although her face was wrinkled, she still showed plenty of signs of having been a beauty in her younger days. Her eyes were bright blue and piercing but she looked like she had been crying recently...the skin under the eyes was dark and puffy, and there were red rims showing.
I motioned her to the chair across the desk from me. She was no more than four foot eleven tall in her flat black shoes, and my old sagging leather armchair threatened to engulf her. In fact she sank so far back into it that I had to give her a hand to sit forward when I offered her a cigarette. Her hand felt smooth and cool, and it slid in my palm as if it had been slightly greased. There was a strong smell coming from her...mothballs and lavender. I guessed the black velvet wasn't her usual daytime apparel.
"Thanks, son," she said, taking a cigarette as if it was a pill that might save her life. "My man didnae like me smoking, I've hardly touched the baccy in near on forty years, but I used to love a smoke."
She wasted no time getting back in practice. I had barely lit her up before she was sucking away like an industrial strength vacuum cleaner. Only occasional wisps of smoke appeared when she breathed out...the rest she somehow, magically, seemed to soak up.
I was so rapt that I almost didn't notice when she started talking. Doug had been making a pretense of fiddling with some especially badly entangled cables, but he gave up as the old lady dumped her trouble on us.
It came out in one, long, agonized spiel.
"My son isnae my son," she began, and there was a brief pause as she took another prodigious draw from the cigarette.
"I kent it as soon as he spoke. It was like talking to a stranger, as if I wasn't anybody he knew. Oh, I know you'll think me a stupid auld women, but I ken my boy...and whoever I spoke to on the phone...it wisnae my wee John. I only rang him because his faither died last week. The pair of them never got on and he left the house when he was nineteen. He only came back to visit when he knew Tommy would no' be there and..."
I motioned to Doug that he should get the coffee going. This was a Scotswoman of-a-certain-age in full flow. Experience told me it could take a while.
We were halfway through the first coffee and second cigarette, and we were still only on how wonderful the nurses in the hospital had been. She settled back in the chair, and paused long enough to ask Doug if he had any biscuits. I took matters into my own hands.
"Excuse me, Mrs...?"
"Malcolm. Jessie Malcolm, I've gone back to my ain name you see. After Tommy died I decided..."
I jumped in again.
"Mrs. Malcolm. What is it you want us to do for you?"
She looked exasperated, and I felt suddenly guilty...as if I'd been haranguing my Granny.
"I'm trying to tell you, if you'll just give me a chance."
She took another cigarette from the pack I'd left on the seat of her chair, and lit it from the butt of the last.
"Cancer. That's what took Tommy. Seventy years of god-fearing abstemious living...and look what it got him. Two months ago he found a lump under his left arm...just a wee thing, not any bigger than a pea. He wisnae even going to tell the doctor, but when I saw it, I knew what it was all right. The doctor hummed and hawed, and sent him for tests. They opened him up in the hospital...and shut him straight away again. It was downhill all the way from then."
She looked up at me, heavy tears filling the bottom half of her eyes.
"He wisnae a bad man...and he tried to do his best for me. He didnae deserve that much pain...no matter what he'd done in the past. At the end all I could do was hold his hand and watch it eat him away. I spent more time at that hospital than anywhere else, trying to make things easier for him. In the end, the drugs did the job better than I could, and he just slipped away...a wee smile on his face as if he'd heard some private joke. The nurses let me spend an hour wi' him after he passed on, then I went to phone the boy.
"The only address we had for him was in a hotel in Portree. It took me three goes to get through, and then it took ages for them to find him...I could hear the lassie shouting his name across the bar. It's just as well Tommy passed away. The thought of John in a public bar would have killed him anyway. I remember the time..."
I had to jump in again. Any sentences that started with those four words had to be nipped in the bud quickly before they spread.
"Mrs. Malcolm..." I said.
She waved her cigarette at me. A small snowfall of ash spread across the black velvet.
"Bugger," she said, and it was as shocking as a fart in a church. "I'll never get that out. And I had it cleaned specially. Twenty-five pounds the cleaner took... I would have washed it in the bath if I'd known it would cost that much. When I was a lassie..."
"Mrs. Malcolm," I said again, and this time I let some of my exasperation show.
"Okay, Okay. And its Ms. Malcolm...I'm not married... anymore. Just hold yer horses...we're getting there. He came to the phone...eventually. And he even called me Maw, just like John would have done. But it wisnae him...it wisnae John. It was some other fella."
It was Doug who interrupted her this time. He'd given up all pretense of assembling the computer and had been perched on the edge of my desk since making the coffee.
"What do you mean...somebody is impersonating him?"
She gave Doug a pitying look...the kind my Granny used to reserve for drunks and gamblers.
"Oh no, It's him alright. It's just not him."
Doug and I stared at each other blankly.
"In here..." she said, hitting her heart with her right fist, "Where it matters. It's not him."
There was silence in the room for a long moment. Doug's mouth was opening and closing, but no noise was coming out.
"What exactly is it you want me to do?" I finally said.
She sat up in the chair, suddenly all prim, proper and businesslike. I noticed for the first time that she had a small handbag on her lap...jet-black like her clothes.
"The funeral is on Saturday...two days time. I want my boy at his father's funeral...and I don't care what you do to get him there."
Doug was still doing his fly-catching act so I said what had to be said.
"Ms. Malcolm. We're a detective agency, not the heavy mob. Look at Doug here...can you imagine him acting the hard man?"
She looked Doug up and down, slowly.
"I see what you mean, son," she said. "But you're a big fella. And I don't care what it costs. I have plenty of money."
"But I'm sorry," Doug said. "We can't get involved in anything illegal."
This time it wasn't just the old woman that looked Doug up and down. There was a long silence, then she spoke, looking me straight in the eye.
"Is two thousand enough?" she said.
"Just tell me where he is and I'll do the rest," I replied.
Doug went back to catching flies, and the old woman told me the rest of her story. I let her ramble...hell, for two grand she could stay for a week.
"He's in Skye...he's been there for nearly a year and only three phone calls in all that time. He went up for a holiday, and the next thing I ken he's decided to stay. He even gave up his job...and a good job it was too. Tommy never thought John would amount to anything, but he had a good job with the council...in charge of the councils investments...no' that councils are ever any good with the taxpayers money...look at yon Kingston Bridge. Built twenty-odd years ago and been under repair ever since. Then there's all that money they spend on junkets for themselves to foreign countries. If I had my way...
I gave her a look. This time that was all it took to get her back on track.
"He spent years studying and sitting exams just to get a sniff of a place in the council. But he just walked away... I bet there's a woman involved, but he's saying nothing. I wasnae that bothered before Tommy died...the call before the last one he told me he was happy, an' I was happy for him. But that last time...when he spoke, it was his voice...but it wisnae him...it wasnae him."
She started to sob quietly, and Doug poured her a drink from my whisky bottle before I could stop him. I had a lot to teach him...like how not to let clients near the booze... especially not little old ladies who had already shown an appetite for free cigarettes. My fears were confirmed. She knocked the first glass back in one easy swallow, and held the glass out for more.
"It's thirsty work, all this talking," she said.
Doug at least had the good grace to look sheepish as he poured the last of my good whisky into her glass.
It turned our there wasn't much more to tell. She opened the handbag in her lap, and the smell of lavender suddenly got stronger, almost overpowering. She gave me a bit of paper with two addresses on it...one in Skye, one in the south of Glasgow.
"Bring him to Govan..." she said, as she also handed me a photograph of her son and a check for one thousand pounds. "Bring him there and you'll get the rest."
She showed me a second check, then put it away in the small black bag. As she sat back in the chair the bag seemed to disappear into the black folds of her dress.
"And I want him at the house by ten in the morning, the day after tomorrow. I'll not have the neighbors saying that my boy didnae go to his own father's funeral. I remember when next door's mother died and..."
"Thanks, Ms. Malcolm," I said, getting up out of my chair. I put out a hand and she used it to climb up out of the seat. She had one last, longing look at the whisky bottle. It wasn't worth her while...it was already empty...although if I gave her even the smallest hint that there was another bottle in my desk drawer, she'd have been in that seat for the rest of the day. She nodded once to me, then headed for the door. Just as she put her hand on the doorknob she stopped and looked Doug up and down again.
"Maybe you should go to Skye with your man here. You look like you need some fresh air."
It was only after she left that I noticed she'd taken my cigarettes with her.
When I turned back from the door Doug was playing with the check.
"A grand on my first day. See...I told you I'd be good for business," he said.
"Tell me again on your 20th day," I replied. "If you're still averaging the same. I might keep you on."
"If we're making that much, you'll have to give me a raise," he said.
"Aye. You'll be after five bob a week if I'm not careful."
"Six," he said. "And a key to the executive lavvy."
"Six bob!" I said in mock horror. "With overheads like that I might have to consider downsizing."
In truth, I liked having Doug around. After the affair with the Johnson Amulet we both had too much time to ourselves and found we didn't like it much. After two months writing for a local paper I was back at my desk in the hallway of my flat that doubled as an office...working cases, working for myself...staying just above the poverty line. Doug meanwhile had tried to go back to work, but his nerves were shot.
At his first lecture back someone had slammed a door and Doug had run, screaming. Then there had been a power failure in his basement office. Trapped there, for five minutes without light, had been enough to send him over the edge again, and they'd found him crouched in a corner, arms over his head, squealing like a kid that expected a beating. The University had been sympathetic, and had put him on extended sick leave, but their patience had recently run out...and so had their paychecks.
Doug was spending most of his life locked in a room with his computer and the Internet connection, but the University's decision meant he had to find a source of income. It was purely by chance that he found there was a demand online for his expertise. There are plenty of people willing to pay to be told how little knowledge they have, and Doug was soon making enough money on online research sites to keep himself.
He was still having problems being on his own though...and he spent a couple of weeks persuading me that his newfound skills could help my business.
"You can find out just about anything online," he had told me. "Let me help you. I can make you money."
He knew and I knew that he mainly wanted to spend his days somewhere he felt safe, and I owed him. He'd saved my life in the Amulet case, he was my friend, and besides...my own nerves weren't so calm anyway...it would be good to have him around. Yesterday I'd told him he could have a job...on the basis that he only got paid when the Agency made enough to afford it. The only thing he asked me was whether he'd have to pay the phone bill for his connection. We'd shaken hands on it, then gone out on the town.
He'd started in the morning, and already we had a check for a grand. If I believed in good omens, I might believe he was already bringing us luck.
"So what do you think?" he said, and fell into an almost perfect impression of the old woman. "Ma boy isnae ma boy."
I laughed, and that spurred him on.
"It wisnae like this when I was a lassie. I remember the time..." He said. This time he even had her mannerisms perfect
"Please...stop," I said. "I thought she was going to sit there all day."
"She might well have done. And did you see her pocket your cigarettes?"
"Nope. She was too quick for me."
"Aye, I don't think there's much that gets past her. I'm surprised she let 'her boy' go so easily."
"I dunno," I said, "Maybe the pod-people have got him."
In the old days that would have opted us into a long conversation about 50's B movies...but we were a long way from the old days. His face went ashen and a shiver ran through him.
"Please. No more weird shit. Just give me a simple kidnapping."
I smiled.
"Let's hope it doesn't come to that."
I handed him the address on Skye.
"There's no phone number on here...she must have forgotten it. Do something useful and find the number while I get some more cigarettes."
* * *







Down in the newsagent's Old Joe was in his usual place. Apart from the occasional funeral, I don't think he'd left the place in more than forty years. As I stood in the queue I watched him work. He knew all his locals by sight if not name, and would have their 'orders' made up in advance. I knew he remembered them from what they bought every day. The boy at the front was 'A Daily Star and twenty Benson and Hedges'. The woman in front of me was 'A pint of milk, four bread rolls and a packet of M&Ms', and the little old man in front of her got a brown bag which Joe told me contained a Hustler and a Penthouse.
"Was that old woman up to see you?" he asked as he handed me the regulation two packs of Marlboro.
"Aye. She could talk for Scotland that one," I said.
"Tell me about it...she was in here before she went up to see you. Did she tell you about her bad back?"
I shook my head.
"Or her bunions?"
Again I shook my head.
Joe nodded sadly. "It was just me, then?"
"What can I say," I replied. "You're a good listener."
"You'd have to be with that one...there wouldn't be much chance of anything else. Did she have a job for you?"
"Aye. And she's a good payer."
Old Joe looked worried.
"I don't like her, Derek. There's something not right about her."
"Come on, Joe. You're nae judge of character. Remember the vicar you told me was 'nothing but trouble'?"
Joe was about to reply, but I wasn't going to let him off that easily.
"And remember that nice boy two years ago...the one you sent up with your personal reference? The one that pulled a knife on me?"
He looked sheepish.
"Momentary aberrations," he said, and pulled at my arm as I turned to leave. "I'm serious, Derek. I have a bad feeling about her. Don't take the job."
"Too late," I replied. "But look on the bright side...I'll have enough money to buy cigarettes for months to come."
"Does that mean you'll be settling your bill?" he said, almost wistfully. It was a question he'd asked me many times, and one I'd ignored just about as often.
"Maybe I can interest you in barter?" I said, "Doug could set you up a spreadsheet."
"And what would I need one of them for?"
"To keep track of your business, your taxes, stuff like that."
"The taxman owes me one hundred and three pounds," he said. "I owe the VAT man two grand, my turnover went up three-point-five percent last year and I've made sixty pounds and forty-three pence so far this morning. And you still owe me two hundred forty pounds. As I said...what would I need a spreadsheet for?"
"Maybe you could count the number of folk that come into the shop?"
"Six hundred and twelve this week so far," he said with a smile. "And that doesn't include repeat visits. See Derek. I notice things. And I'm telling you...there's something about that old woman."
"Oh aye...there's something about her, all right. If she comes back in keep her away from your cigarettes and whisky. She'll cancel out your profits in no time."
I didn't take Old Joe seriously. Like I said, he'd been wrong before.
But even bad guessers get one right at some time.
* * *







Doug had the computer up and running by the time I got back to the office.
"Is the beast ready to go to work?" I said, motioning at the machine.
He was already sitting at the desk chair, fussily arranging his working area to his liking. I let him get on with it, but I was going to draw the line if he started bringing in pictures of family.
"I've spliced the phone line," he said. "I'll only get half the bandwidth until we can get around to broadband but..."
I stopped him. Two technical computing terms at a time were enough for me.
"I don't need to know," I said, and gave him a smug grin. "I'm the boss."
"Aye...from here on in known as 'The Dinosaur in the Corner'."
"Just call me Barney."
I got the coffee going and settled in my chair.
"Shouldn't you be off doing something?" Doug said, "Canvassing your snitches, calling in markers...whatever you call it."
"Information gathering," I said. "That's what the job is all about...and that's why I have you, and you have yon beast on your desk. Get to it, boy. Gather me some facts!"
I got a rare smile from him, and he bent over his keyboard.
I had time to smoke one cigarette before he came over to stand beside my desk.
"I tracked down that phone," he said. "It's in a pub in Portree, 'The Auld Kelpie'. A kelpie is..."
"I know what a kelpie is," I said. "Did you try the number?"
"Not yet. I've been looking up the pub's history. It's four hundred years old and..."
"Too much information," I said, stopping him.
"No, wait," he said. He was like an excited puppy on a mission...well nigh impossible to stop without a well-placed kick. And I hadn't yet sunk as low as kicking puppies.
"The pub has a history of murders, hauntings, even kelpie sightings. Back in the early part of the 1900's three staff disappeared one night...their bodies were never discovered...and..."
I delivered the verbal equivalent of one of those puppy kicks.
"I thought you said no more weird stuff?"
It had the desired effect...it stopped him in mid-gush. He didn't even realize it himself, but Doug had a kind of reading blindness. It allowed him to trawl for hour after hour, document after document, book after book, on the occult, the paranormal and weird shit of every smell and texture.
And he could do it all without once making the connection between his own fear and his reading material. It was only when I reminded him that he remembered the Amulet Case. Then it all came flooding back to him...the tentacled demon, the ancient Arab and the black chaos where I'd found him curled into a ball, screaming, bleeding and insane with fear.
He went white, all color leeching from his face, and he sat down, hard, in the guest armchair. The old lady had left something behind in exchange for my cigarettes...the sickly sweet smell of lavender and mothballs wafted in the room once more.
I took the phone number from his suddenly shaking fingers, and passed him my mug of coffee in return.
He gulped at it gratefully.
"See. I told you. Too much information," I said.
Doug sat still and sweated while I phoned the pub in Skye.
It rang for long seconds...so long that I was close to hanging up. But just as I'd had enough, it was answered.
"The Auld Kelpie. Irene speaking. How can I help you," the young woman at the other end said.
At least it sounded like a young woman. And the accent was perfect. It spoke of open spaces, sparkling seas, red hair, green eyes and long walks in the sunset. The image was so clean, so vivid that I had to force myself to answer.
"Can I speak to John Malcolm please?"
"I'm sorry. There's nobody of that name here."
I slapped myself on the forehead. The old woman had said it...she'd reverted to her maiden name...and I didn't know her married name, the surname of the man I was after.
I decided to try the truth...sometimes, even in my business, it was easier that way.
"Sorry," I said. "I'm after John, he's an accountant from Glasgow. He's been there for a while...months at least. I need to talk to him. His father has passed way, and he's needed at the funeral."
"Och. That's a shame," she said. "But I still cannae help ye. There's nobody of that description here. This is a local bar, for local people. We don't get much in the way of passing trade."
"Can you just ask?" I said, but she'd already put the phone down on me. I rang again, twice, but it was now permanently engaged. I had the feeling it would be like that for a long time...at least as long as I tried to ring.
Doug looked up as I put the phone on its cradle. The color was coming back to his cheeks, but his eyes looked red and watery, as if tears were not too far away.
"It looks we'll have to do it the hard way," I said. "How far is it to Skye?"
Doug may have nearly recovered, but he had lit a cigarette, something he only did 'in extremis'.
"About a four hour drive," he said, and punctuated it with a cough. He smoked as if he didn't really believe he was a smoker...all tiny puffs and theatrical flourishes. He looked like an actor practicing the act.
"Put that out," I said. "You know you don't want it."
"I need practice," he said. "The old lady is my new role model."
"If you follow her example the only thing you'll be modeling is a coffin."
That got me another smile, but my next words wiped it from his face, fast.
"We'll take your car," I said, and once more the color drained from him.
"We?" He seemed to shrink down in the chair away from me, and this time there really were tears in his eyes. He couldn't look straight at me, his gaze flitting from computer to door and back as he continued.
"You don't really need me...do you? I thought I'd stay here...just in case any new clients come in. And..."
I stopped him.
"It's okay Doug, really."
"No...you see, I can do more here," he said. "And if you need anything I can get it on the PC, and...
"Doug," I said, softly this time. "It's okay."
He handed me his car keys.
"You can take the car anyway," he said. "I'll be fine without it."
"It'll just be the one day," I said. "I might even be back later."
"In the meantime, I can see if I can find the old woman's married name," he said.
"Aye. That would be good. And keep digging into the history of the pub. There might be something I'll need to know when I get there."
"I'll call you. You have your cellular phone?" he asked.
In truth, I had no idea, but I smiled and nodded anyway.
"Do you want me to leave you these?" I said, motioning at my cigarettes as I stood.
He smiled at me sheepishly. The tears had dried, but he still looked pale and ill as he shook his head.
"One good cough and my lungs would come up," he said.
"Okay then, hold the fort," I said. "And get me more information, fact boy!"
"Yes sir, Barney, sir," he said. His smile was a small one, but it was a start. In five minutes he'd be back at the PC again, reading about mutilation, torture and barbarism, smacking his lips with relish and laughing at the more gruesome bits.
When I left he was indeed back at the computer, but when I closed the door I heard him move to lock it behind me. There wouldn't be any new clients while I was away.
* * *







Doug's car was parked out back, in front of the garage. Inside the rotting shed, my old two-door, one litre Nissan was quietly rusting to a long-overdue grave. But I didn't mind. Today, and probably as long as Doug was working for me, Adams Detective Agency had a new company car...a nice shiny Land Rover. It was last year's model, only four thousand miles on the clock, with reclining seats, automatic gear stick, power steering, four-wheel drive and more toys than any machine had a right to.
Doug had bought it not long after the Amulet case...it was the closest thing he could get to travelling while still inside a house. He said it made him feel secure, and I could see what he meant as I stepped up into the driver's seat and the door shut behind me with a satisfying clunk. The machine was as big as an elephant, and half as maneuverable. Driving it was like wallowing in mud, but the high-driving position made me feel superior. Once I'd finally reassured myself that I knew the difference between the controls for the indicators and the windscreen washers, I was able to drive it, carefully, out of the garage area and onto the streets of the city.
At every corner I leaned against the camber, convinced the vehicle was going to topple over, and at Anniesland Cross I took a bend too sharp, and had my heart in my mouth for a long heartbeat until I was sure all four wheels were on the ground. I slowed down and lit up a cigarette, trying to ignore the convoy that started to build up behind me on the road.
I felt washed out and stressed after just ten minutes driving, never mind four hours, but once I got out of the city and onto straighter roads I was able to stop concentrating so much and feel my way into the rhythm of the car. After another twenty minutes I was finally able to relax slightly, and mull over the case.
It seemed simple enough. Boy falls out with domineering father, leaves home under a cloud, father dies, boy says "So what?" It was a familiar enough story, repeated in hundreds of families every year. Only two things rankled me. First the whole My boy isn't my boy spiel didn't feel right. I'd been lied to often enough to know that Ms. Malcolm hadn't been telling me everything she knew...but then again, clients rarely did. The second thing was the secrecy in the pub. If the old lady was right, then there was no chance of them not knowing who I was after...not in a small town in the Highlands.
I let it go. There was no use in going over it again...not until I'd seen the lay of the ground for myself. I lit the first of a long chain of cigarettes, opened the window, turned up the stereo, and cruised through the scenery while Robert Johnson told tales of standing at the Crossroads and getting his lemon squeezed.
About an hour in, the rain started to fall, but the huge wipers treated it with disdain. I was alone on the road as I crossed Rannoch Moor...a landscape of peat bogs, black pools and flowing mist that unsettled me more than any city street at night ever had. I took my speed up to seventy and concentrated on the road, only relaxing fully once the road rose up towards Glencoe Pass.
I stopped and pulled over into a lay-by at the top of the pass to stretch my legs. The view was stunning enough to stir the dormant highland genes of even the mostly cynical city dweller. The rain had abated to a fine drizzle from an almost clear sky, and it lay like a silvery skin on the road that twisted away down the glen. High up on a bluff to my left, a line of six climbers started the ascent up the ridge. I marveled at the size of the backpacks that they carried...huge bulging bags that I would have had trouble lifting, never mind taking up a mountainside.
The tall, majestic cliffs on either side were a mass of greens, greys and browns, the colors merging and fading to a misty wistfulness in the far distance. A perfect rainbow arced over the road, showing the way to the North, to the real Scotland past this formidable natural gateway. High overhead a buzzard soared, its hunting calls piercing the still air. For long minutes I had the whole road to myself, and I let the tranquility fill me up.
I was called back to real life when an old car wheezed into the lay-by behind the Land Rover.
"Hey, mate," a Glasgwegian voice said. "Am I on the right road to Skye?"
I wandered over to the car so that I could avoid shouting...somehow it would have felt like sacrilege, there in the glen. As I got closer to the car, I realized I knew the driver.
"Small world, Jim," I said. "You're a long way from The Halt."
"Derek Adams? What in the name of the wee man are you doing out in the fresh air? No good will come of it, I can tell you that for a bob."
Jim Morton was a reporter, someone I'd shared a beer with from time to time. We had worked together in the past, and worked against each other at other times. I wondered which one it might be this time.
"Are you working?" I asked.
He looked furtive, although it was hard to tell, as his expression always looked like he was hiding something.
"Is that a professional question or a friendly one?"
"That depends," I said.
"On what."
"On whether you give me the professional or friendly answer."
He laughed, and got out of the car. It was my day for giving out free cigarettes, and we lit up together.
"I'm working," Jim said finally. "But it's a wild goose chase if you ask me. Somebody reported a werewolf. A fucking werewolf! And even more unbelievable, Johnny Brown has sent me out here to do a 'strange people in the islands will believe anything' story about the locals."
We sucked smoke in silence for a bit.
"What about you?" he asked.
"There's a lost boy needed for his father's funeral," I said. "But if he's a werewolf, he's in big trouble with his mammy."
Silence fell again, but with Jim it never lasted long.
"Fucking countryside," he said, "If it's brown it looks like shit, if it's green it smells of shit, and if it's brown and green, it is shit."
He hawked out a spit that looked disgustingly firm.
"Where are you headed?" he said.
I thought about lying, but there was little point...and he was a good enough poker player to spot it.
"Skye," I said.
"Wonders will never cease. So am I. This heap of shit will never make it," he said, kicking the car. "I'll leave it in the next car park if you'll take me the rest of the way?"
"I'm only going to be there the one night, maybe even less," I said.
"Fuck it. If it takes any longer than that, Johnny Brown can pay for a fucking taxi."
I liked Jim, but his vocabulary left a lot to be desired for a reporter. It would have been better if his mother had washed his mouth out with soap at an early age.
We left the lay-by and he followed me as we headed to the next town. I was going slowly again, due to the twists, turns and gradient of the glen, but wee Jim had no such bother...he drove the whole hill less than three feet from my back bumper. I almost did an emergency stop, just to let him hit me...the Land Rover could take it...but the damage would only make Doug cry...and I'd seen enough of that.
Jim kept tight on my tail through Glencoe village until I parked in a huge, empty car park. No doubt in summer the space was full of coaches and tourists in too-loud, too-casual clothes, but now, in late spring, the concrete expanse looked sadly out of place amid the scenery. Jim pulled up beside me and I had another cigarette while he transferred his gear into the back of the Land Rover.
"Don't bother about giving me a hand," he said sarcastically as he hauled a huge camera out of the boot of his car, "I can see you're busy."
"I wouldn't want to strain anything," I replied, "There might be a highland lassie waiting for me at the end of the high road."
"In your dreams," he said as he passed me with a large suitcase. "Word of your ineptitude with the women is bound to have stretched this far by now."
"Look who's talking."
"Aye, you're fucking right there," he said. He closed the Land Rover boot and cadged another cigarette from me. "Five years ago I got divorced. You'd have thought the smell of married man would have faded by now, but I cannae get a woman to have a second look at me."
"Never mind," I said, "Where we're going there's plenty of sheep."
"Fucking countryside," he said, and ground his cigarette out with a vengeance. "The sooner we get going, the sooner I can get back to the city and breathe some decent air. Are you coming?"
"No, it's just the way I'm standing," I said, but I put out my own cigarette and headed for the driver's door.
"Shit, you've gone up in the world," he said as he climbed into the passenger seat and took in the surroundings.
"Clean living and abstemious behavior," I said.
He laughed.
"Aye. That'll be the fucking day."
For the next two hours he kept up a string of anecdotes mixed liberally with profanity. By the time we reached Kyle of Lochalsh and the new bridge across to Skye I felt grimy, like a laborer after a long hard shift.
"So where exactly on the island are you headed?" I asked as we crossed the wide span, island hopping across to our destination. I was hoping it wouldn't be too far. Even with the windows full open and the air conditioning on his after-shave was starting to overpower me.
"Portree," he said. "Some shit-hole of digs probably. That damn editor of mine is as tight as a duck's arse..."
And off he went again into another rant. Over the past two hours I had realized that Jim was nowhere near as good company when he was sober as he was when he was drunk. Or rather, when I was drunk. I resolved that I'd have a drink in my hand the next time I talked to him...if only to wash the foul taste from my mouth.
At least the scenery was diverting. I'd never been on the island before, and each corner brought mountain views or seascapes, cliffs and rolling hills, untamed wilderness and immaculate farms. Even the occasional villages were neat and well spaced out. The rain showers stopped completely as we passed through Broadford and we continued on the rest of the journey to Portree in glorious sunshine. It felt like a different planet, and I found myself wishing that I wasn't working, that I could stop anywhere I wanted and just dawdle.
Jim Morton however, seemed immune to the island's charms.
"Fucking peasants," he said as we passed two men wheeling barrows of peat cuttings. "Nobody needs to live like this in the 21st Century. Next they'll be telling us that they prefer it this way. No fucking way. Listen, Derek," he said conspiratorially, "What do you say we find a wee pub tonight then get blootered, like in the auld days?"
Actually the idea was appealing...but wee auld women who reminded me of my granny always made me feel guilty when I wasn't actually working for my money.
"I'll maybe manage a pint or two if I can't track my man down straight away," I said, "But I might be back on the road straight away if things go right."
"Trust me," he said. "This is Tcheuchtar-land. Nothing ever goes right here for folk from the city. It's inbred into them to hate us."
I thought he was going to go off on another one of his rants, but instead he banged hard on the dashboard.
"Stop. Stop here."
I did an emergency stop in the middle of the road...my old instructor would have been proud...and luckily there was no other traffic around.
"I knew it. I knew the bastard would shaft me," he muttered.
"What's wrong?" I asked.
"That is," he replied, pointing at a sign on the road.
'The Highland Guest House...first right.'
"That's my digs. Tartan, shortbread and nylon sheets...no entry after 9.00 p.m. I knew it. I fucking knew it."
I pulled over to the side of the road, and Jim was still muttering as he unloaded his kit from the Land Rover.
"Give me a hand with this," he said. "I don't know why I have to carry all this shit around anyway...I'm a reporter, no' a fucking photographer."
I got out and took his suitcase, following him up the drive to the guesthouse. It was obviously a private house that doubled as a Bed and Breakfast establishment during the tourist season...a modern, square bungalow surrounded by lawn and concrete. It looked about as inviting as Barlinnie Prison on a wet Sunday.
A tiny white dog, no bigger than a rat, ran down the driveway, yapping at us until Jim growled at it, sending it scurrying away, yelping.
"Did some bad man frighten you?" someone said, and suddenly I pitied Jim. I knew what was coming even before the landlady came round the corner of the house. She was built like a battleship...most of her weight in her bow, a bosom of massive proportions that was heading towards us at speed. The floral pattern on her cleaning pinafore was so bright it could dazzle passing motorists, and her unnatural looking blue hair had been scraped so tightly back from her ears that her skin seemed stretched, like a full bin-liner. She cradled the dog in the crook of her elbow, where it sat and smirked at us.
"Yes?" she said, in a voice that meant "No".
"I've got a room booked," Jim said. He tried out-staring her, but she'd had decades of practice with 'difficult' customers, and he looked away first.
"I don't suppose you're Mr. and Mrs. Conway from Prestatten," she said, looking us up and down.
"We might be travelling incognito," I made the mistake of saying. All it earned me was a look that would have withered any lesser man.
"The only other booking I've got is for a single gentleman. A man from the newspapers," she said proudly.
Jim took his time with his reply.
"That would be me," he said, "Single, and from the papers...but unfortunately no gentleman."
"It's only a single," she said, looking suspiciously at me, "And I don't hold with all that modern hanky-panky."
I couldn't resist it.
"But we're researching how hospitable the islands are to the pink community. You wouldn't want a bad review, would you?"
You could see the conflict building in her. After ten seconds or so I gave her a break...I didn't want to be around if she exploded.
"Actually, I'm not staying...I was just helping him with his luggage. He's not very strong you see...limp wrists, if you catch my drift?"
She looked down her nose at me. I'd suddenly acquired the status of hired-help, and was no longer worthy of her attention.
"Come with me," she said to Jim in a voice that brooked no argument, and turned away towards the house.
I left Jim in the driveway with his luggage. He looked suddenly sunken and forlorn.
"That drink is looking awfully inviting round about now," he said. "If you're still around, I'll be in one of the pubs in the center in less than half an hour."
"I'll ask for the foul-mouthed Glasgwegian," I said.
He laughed aloud
"That narrows the field to only a couple of hundred thousand then."
He was still laughing as I drove away.
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The town center was half a mile further along the road. This early in the year, with spring barely sprung, there were few tourists around and the place had the air of expectancy...just waiting for the tourists...and their money...to bring some bustle. It did mean that I found a parking space with no problem, which was just as well, as I needed three car lengths maneuvering room to park inside the narrow bays provided.
I set off in search of the 'Auld Kelpie'.
It wasn't hard to find. It sat on a jetty down the south side of the old harbor, wedged in between a fish restaurant and a craft shop. Its frontage was that of an ancient black and white building that wouldn't have looked out of place in a traditional English village, but which seemed oddly incongruous in the Scottish Highlands. Its austerity was especially highlighted as it sat amongst a row of cottages painted in violent pinks, yellows and blues, as if a child had been let loose with a paint pot.
The pub had leaded windows, the glass so thick and warped it would have been impossible to see in, even if there hadn't been centuries of accumulated grime. I was surprised when I pushed the door and found it locked. I peered through the clearest pane of glass I could find, but the lights were off. I knocked, on the door, then on the window, which was usually enough to get someone's attention in a pub, but no one came, and the door stayed locked.
I checked my watch...it was just after three o'clock. By the side of the oak door I finally discovered a small glass panel with a piece of paper inside that told me 'winter' opening hours were 12:00 to 3:00 and 5:30 to 11:00. Even then, I was only a couple of minutes late. I would have expected some allowance for drinking up time...even out here in Jim Morton's 'fucking countryside'. I was beginning to share his sentiments.
Above the door, the old pub sign swung in the breeze, the creaking following me like laughter back along the harbor where I found a public phone box, and rang my cellular number. Doug answered on the second ring.
"You left it in your drawer," he said reproachfully.
In truth I was just glad it was Doug that answered...the phone could have been anywhere. I'd started carrying one not long after the Amulet case, mainly so that Doug could keep in touch with me when he needed to talk, but it had the same magic as elusive packets of cigarettes. It hid from me, at every available opportunity, and after a while I just gave up looking for it. Now that Doug was working in the office, I had even less need for it.
"Keep your eye on it," I told him. "And if it tries to escape, shoot it."
I told him what was going on, and he told me who I was looking for.
"The man you're after is John Mason. Thirty-six years old, and former accountant for Glasgow City Council," Doug said. "That was until this time last year."
"Let me guess," I said pre-empting him. "He went to Skye and never came back."
"Not much of a deduction, Sherlock, his mother told us that."
"Okay, I'll give you that one. But have you got anything else for me?"
"Do you need anything else?" he said.
I thought about that for a bit. I could get him to chase up on Jim Morton's story for me, but I couldn't see what good that would do me.
"Have you still got that check?" I asked
"Yep. It's sitting here."
Which told me all I needed to know. The old Doug would have had it in the bank by now, with an itemized spreadsheet set up to monitor its spending.
"You haven't been out all day," I said softly. It wasn't a question, and he didn't answer for a while.
"I've been busy," he said petulantly.
I let it lie. Once I got back to the office I was going to have to do something to get Doug out of himself. But for now, at least I knew he was safe.
"I'll try the "Auld Kelpie" again at five-thirty," I said. "I might even be back late tonight. But don't wait for me. And lock-up when you go...I've got my spare keys with me."
Again he was silent for a while, before finally giving me a quiet "Okay".
I promised to phone him if anything happened, then I wandered across the Town Square to the bar of 'The Portree Hotel'. I passed the Land Rover, which looked conspicuous, sitting in a large empty area of tarmac. Back in the city I'd have been nervous about leaving it out in such a public spot, but somehow this place felt 'safe'. For all I knew there were drug dens and brothels behind every window of the square, but it felt like a bygone world. It was like a costume drama, one where people left their doors unlocked, where neighbors looked out for each other, and where policeman were still allowed to administer their own punishment on recalcitrant youth.
The bar of the Portree Hotel reinforced my sense of 'elsewhere'.
In cities you have young persons bars, business men's' bars, working men's' bars, gay bars, each with their own clientele, each nicely segregated. But in a small town there wasn't room for that. In bars on the islands the rich and poor, laborer and landowner, elderly and youthful, all rubbed shoulders together.
Even at three-thirty on a spring afternoon the place was more than half-full. A huddle of old men surrounded an open fire, although they produced more smoke than it did. Nearer the bar five youths, scarcely old enough to be out of school, were laying attack to a fruit machine, excited that it had given them a payout that was in all likelihood a tenth of what they'd put in. Three middle-aged women sat at a table surrounded by plastic shopping bags, smoking menthol cigarettes and throwing vodka down their throats as if they were in a rush. A very old man sat at a corner table, a half-pint of beer and a whisky in front of him. He was fast asleep, and at his feet his equally old dog lifted its head, looked at me, and went back to rooting for fleas.
Jim Morton was in the far corner, working a table of what looked to be fishermen if their ruddy, weather-beaten skin and waterproof clothes were anything to go by. He gave me a wave as I went to the bar, and I waved back, trying to indicate that he was a passing acquaintance, that I recognized him, and that I wasn't interested in talking to him.
The barman noticed though.
"Do you know him?" he asked as he poured me a beer. "The fella from the papers?"
"No. I never met him before today. I gave him a lift this morning," I said. "His motor broke down."
"Might have been better if you left him by the side of the road," he said. "His language even shocked the fishing crews."
I grunted, and took the beer. If Jim started making a scene it would be better for me to fade into the background and not draw any undue attention. I took myself off to a quiet corner, disengaged my brain, and watched the world go by.
If you ever want to observe human behavior, you can do worse than choose a busy bar as your vantage point. Over the next hour I sipped of my beer while the room filled, emptied and filled again as the bar did its job; relieved some people of their money; made some people happy, made some people sad.
One of the three middle-aged women got weepy, and the other two consoled her by pouring yet more vodka into her. Then the weepy one went to retouch her makeup, and the other two started helping themselves to the contents of one of her shopping bags.
The old men turned out to be studying racing form in a variety of newspapers. Every twenty minutes they'd leave the bar then return ten minutes later, some happy, some downcast. I guessed the bookmaker's was nearby.
The youths at the fruit machine won the jackpot, then spent ten minutes reloading it all back into the money eater.
The old sleeping man shook himself awake, downed the beer and whisky quickly and left, but the dog stayed.
After an hour or so a group of businessmen come in, obviously having already had a hearty lunch, and their loud irritating, conversation drove me out of my corner and back to the bar.
"Another?" the barman asked. And I declined, feeling childishly proud of myself. I might be driving again soon...a long chance I knew, but one I needed to be prepared for.
"No, thanks," I said. "I'm meeting somebody in the Auld Kelpie."
He gave me a strange look, and was about to say something, then thought better of it. The special little buzz I got when I was onto something swung into action, and I changed my mind about that other beer.
"So what's the Kelpie like? This is my first time in town."
The barman leaned over to give me the beer.
"Let's just say it's a local's bar," he said. "Not like this place. The tourists come here. The Portree originals go there."
"And never the twain shall meet, eh?" I said.
"Something like that. I hope you've got a thick skin...for you'll not be made welcome."
"Is it because I'm a tourist? I heard they had a Glasgow man working there. John Mason? You must know him."
The barman's face went white, and he suddenly had an urge to polish the beer taps...a job that slowly took him away from me. He was terrified...and so was I. When someone takes on that look, I know a case has just gone somewhere I don't want to follow.
"Best just to have a few more beers here, sir," he said, "You'll have a better time all round." He moved off, obviously grateful that one of the young lads needed serving down the other end of the bar.
I took my new beer off to the corner again.
Jim Morton was still working the fishermen, but from the stony expressions of their faces I didn't think he was getting anywhere. I had a feeling that my hopes of an early resolution to the case were fading fast and it looked increasingly like I had a long night ahead of me.
I finished the beer too quickly...I knew the signs. If I had any more I'd be unlikely to stop before I passed out, or someone hit me. I needed food...something to soak up the beer. Luckily most towns in Scotland have the perfect answer for that...a fish and chip shop.
Portree was no different. Just off the main square it was easy to find, I just had to head for the crowd of kids milling around outside. Once inside I had to queue behind a group of the kids who were intent on outdoing each other on fat levels.
"I'll have a burger and chips," one said.
"Battered haggis and chips for me...with curry sauce," another said, and I felt the beer turn over in my stomach. Suddenly I wasn't feeling quite so hungry.
When I heard an order for 'deep-fried' pizza and chips I thanked God such delights weren't available when I was a lad...I'd be thirty stone by now.
"I suppose you still sell fish suppers?" I asked the girl behind the counter. She moved her gum slowly to the other side of her mouth before she replied.
"Aye. But you'll have to wait for the fish. We make it fresh."
"Straight out of the harbor eh?" I said. "Did you catch it yourself?"
She looked straight through me. She served thousands of tourists a day and they all said the same things, told the same jokes and she went home stinking of fish and grease. There was nothing I could say that would improve the life she saw stretched out ahead of her. In thirty years time she would be the weepy woman in the pub...and the worst thing about it was, she could see it coming. She went back to moving her gum and staring past me while a squat, fat, hairy man coated a fish in batter and dropped it with a hiss into the fryer.
While I waited I studied the flyers and posters that studded the wall of the take-away. There was the usual advertisements for local craft fairs, school concerts and farmer's markets...but there also seemed to be lot of lost pets...with people offering large rewards. I was half tempted to give up the case and move on the 'pet-search' duties. Only half tempted though.
When the fish supper was finally ready to go, and the young lass had shown her contempt for me one-last time, I took the wrapped package out to the harbor, and had one of those ten-minute periods that stays with you for a lifetime. The fish was cooked to perfection, the sea was calm, the sky was blue and all was quiet except for the gulls overhead and the soft chugging of a fishing boat as it came in to dock. I finished the fish and chips and licked the greasy salt layer off my fingers with relish.
The place was working its magic on me. As always, when I visited places like this, I flirted with ideas and schemes that would let me pull up sticks and move here. But even as I made them, I knew that the office in Byres Road would always drag me back, back to the bustle of the city, to the streets where I understood how to get by, where I knew how things worked. Out here life was different. Oh, it was seductive, especially on a day like this, but there weren't enough people...not enough variation. I could also imagine winter nights where I would be screaming in boredom.
Plus, I liked my pubs to be lively and cosmopolitan. The reception I got when I walked down the jetty and into the 'Auld Kelpie' soon told me that this wasn't one of those pubs.
There were only four people in the bar...and that included the barmaid. They had obviously been in conversation just before I walked in, but now they all stopped and looked at me as I walked across the wooden floor. The place was so quiet it seemed almost sacrilegious to talk.
"A pint of heavy," I said.
"Sorry. We don't do 'heavy' as such," the barmaid said. "But we've got some locally brewed beer if you're interested?"
"Let me guess...Auld Kelpie Ale?" I said. "Or is it Portree Porter?"
At least she showed she was capable of smiling. The three men in the corner were staring at me in undisguised contempt. I was about to ask her about John Mason, when I caught a slight, almost imperceptible shake of her head.
I raised an eyebrow in response, and got the slight shake of the head again. I stood in silence as she poured the beer. She had to work hard at a hand pump, and the beer came through thick and dark. It looked like I had some chewing to do.
She took my money, and rang it up at the till. When she turned back she handed me my beer, and passed me a small folded piece of paper between her fingers and the glass.
"I think you'll find this more interesting than anything you got in the Portree Hotel," she said, which told me that I wasn't the only one playing detective.
I took the beer and palmed the note. As I turned away I nodded towards the three men, but all I got was glares in return.
I made my way to the far corner of the bar and, while lighting a cigarette, slipped the note into the Marlboro packet. Then I waited a reasonable time before heading for the men's room.
The note was short, and to the point.
     JM will meet you in the morning at 7:30.
     The Hebridean Flyer, on the north jetty. Get on board.
     He'll tell you what to do.When you leave, come to the bar and palm me the Land Rover keys
          Irene
I crumpled the note and flushed it away, then took the time to wash my hands, just in case anybody was checking the plumbing activities...you can never be too paranoid in this business. Conversation stopped again when I walked back into the bar. The trio still tried to stare me out, but I sat back with my beer, blew smoke rings and watched them watching me.
"Quiet tonight," I said into the silence. There was no reply from the three men. The barmaid, Irene, I presumed, looked like she was about to speak, but one of the men banged an empty glass on the table in front of him, and she moved to pour a round of drinks.
We sat like that for nearly fifteen minutes, while I watched the barmaid, and the men watched me. I think I had the best of the deal.
She was in her thirties, a tall, willowy woman who moved around the bar like a seasoned professional who knew where everything was kept. She wore a white shirt and jeans, both crisp and clean, and her long brown hair shone in the lights above the bar. She moved as if she was dancing to an internal rhythm, and when she stretched to put some glasses away in the high gantry, the view improved considerably.
But finally I couldn't spin the beer out any longer. I drained my glass and, rising, walked over to her.
"Another?" she said.
"No thanks. The excitement might be too much for me."
That earned me a smile, and one so generous that I was almost tempted into having another beer. But a voice from behind me put paid to that.
"Aye. It would be for the best if you were going," it said.
Keeping my back to him, I just had enough time to pass the car keys to the barmaid. She made them disappear with the dexterity of a stage magician, just as I felt a tap on my shoulder.
"I was talking to you."
I turned to face the man who had banged his glass on the table earlier. He was even bigger than I'd taken him for. Nearly six foot, and almost as wide, he was a bull of a man, with a neck like a tree trunk and hands like spades.
"Ah...traditional island hospitality," I said.
He spat at my feet.
"You'd find us hospitable enough if you didnae spy on us," he said. "You'll find nothing here for you, or your wee pal fae the papers."
"I'm here on holiday..." I started, but the lie fell flat between us.
"Sure thing," the big man said. "But I think you'll find the Skye air disagreeable if you stay too long."
"Oh, I don't know. I was thinking about hanging around."
He put a huge hand on my arm. I tried to move it, but it was locked solid, like a slab of rock.
"You're not welcome here, son," he said. "Do you understand?"
"Oh, aye, I understand fine enough," I said.
He let go of my arm. At that point I should just have kept walking, but my mouth always has worked faster than my brain.
"You couldn't tell me where the nearest lodge is, could you? You see, I'm a Mason, and I always like to hunt out brothers."
He growled at me, just as if he was a dog.
"Nae mair warnings, son. You have until morning to get off the island...or you'll be leaving in a hearse."
I'd been threatened before, it goes with the job, but I'd rarely seem such animal ferocity on a man's face. It had me tongue-tied, capable only of pushing past him and heading for the door. I turned back once, just in time to see Irene put the car keys in her handbag. The three men hadn't noticed...they were too busy giving me the x-ray stare treatment, which was enough to force me out onto the pavement,
In these situations, I usually went one of two ways...either I went straight back in, shouting the odds, starting a fight, or I left it for an hour, then went back in. Either way, it would end in a fight. I didn't fancy my chances against all three of them, but that rarely stopped me. Fortunately I hadn't had enough beer yet...the red mist stayed away. And I was a long way from home and potential allies. This time I chose discretion. Who needed valor anyway?
I wandered along the full length of the harbor as I smoked a cigarette, but there was no sign of any Hebridean Flyer.
There was only one boat with anybody on board. An old fisherman was sitting on top of the cabin of a battered sloop, patching a net that sat like a spider's web on the deck around him.
"I hope the boys in the Kelpie made you welcome," he said as I passed.
"Aye...they let me drink a whole pint of beer before they threatened to kill me."
The fisherman laughed.
"You lasted longer than some...I've seen some folk come back out the door before they had time to even reach the bar."
"I'm surprised the place gets enough custom to stay in business."
"Oh, it gets busy at times...mainly when the brothers are away," he said, and laughed again. "Come back when they're out fishing and you'll find a different place entirely."
"As long as Irene is still there," I said.
The old man's face darkened.
"It would be best not to mess around with that one...she's spoken for...has been for many a year."
He went back to mending his net, but before I turned away, he spoke again.
"I'll be seeing you around," he said. "I'll keep an eye on you."
And as I walked away, he cackled to himself at some private joke.
When I passed the 'Auld Kelpie' again the lights were out and the door was locked. Obviously my custom had been enough for one night.
Back in the Portree Hotel the barman at least had the grace to look embarrassed when I caught him on the phone. I knew who had called him, and he knew that I knew.
"See me a free pint and we'll call it quits," I said. He'd been more embarrassed than I thought...he didn't argue.
Jim Morton was in conference with the youths that had been filling the fruit machine earlier, and the businessmen had moved on from beer to spirits. The noise level had risen, but otherwise nothing had changed in my absence.
It was going to be a very long time till 7:30 in the morning. I had a choice to make. Did I stay in the bar here and look for information, or did I lie low. That was an easy one...lying low was never a strong point. My only other worry was where to sleep.
"Do you have any rooms?" I asked the barman.
Once again he looked paralyzed in fear.
"I...I cannae give you a room, sir...I mean, we're full up."
"Just for one night," I said, "I'll be away in the morning. I'd go tonight, but I've had too much to drink to drive."
He visibly relaxed. No doubt he'd be on the phone first chance he got to reassure the men in the 'Kelpie' that the scare tactics had worked. I couldn't resist a taunt.
"Aye. You were right about the Kelpie. They didn't give me much of a welcome. Not like this fine place."
"Listen, sir," he said to me. "You got to leave in the morning. I have to live here all year. Do you hear what I'm saying?"
"Aye. The boys in the Kelpie would put the fear of god into anybody."
"You're right there. The Mason boys are the top dogs around here."
That shook me into silence. I was thinking about little old ladies, maiden names, and son's names, so I let him charge my credit card an extortionate amount for a room. My head was still buzzing with the implications as I took a fresh beer over to a corner table.
It might be coincidence, but in my experience they were rare.
So what was the connection? Why didn't the old lady tell me about the Masons in the Kelpie? And why was John Mason so secretive?
My guess was that the answer lay with 'the Mason Boys'. My simple 'find and return' case was growing legs in all directions, and I had a sinking feeling that getting John Mason back to his mother was going to see me earning the money the hard way.
If I was going up against the men from the Kelpie, I was going to need more information. Of course, I could wait till the morning and ask Mason himself, but I needed some leverage in the conversation. I waited till Jim Morton was finished with the kids, then waved him over to my table. I saw the barman do a double take as Jim sat beside me. No doubt he'd be on the phone again, but I let it be. Maybe it would stir the situation up to my benefit.
Jim sat down wearily. He cradled a large whisky from which he took a large gulp.
"Shit. I thought I'd heard some tall stories down the docks in Glasgow," he said. "But the folks around here are something else."
"So, did you find your werewolf?" I asked.
"Fucking werewolf? No. So far I've got dismembered dogs, naked men found on the beach with their dicks bitten off, and the fucking Creature from the Black Lagoon. Nae werewolves though, but I bet if I ask around long enough one will turn up. Fucking hicks."
He took one of my cigarettes without asking and sucked up a quarter of it before talking again.
"I told that fuckwit of an editor this was a wild goose chase. I told him, but he widnae listen. Seemingly the great unwashed are interested in this 'X files' crap. Would you believe wan of the boys over the corner told me that the Mason's were involved with the body on the beach. Some kind of ritual magic. Fucking Mason's indeed. Down in Glesga the Masonic lodges are too busy organizing fucking Rangers Football Club, but seemingly up here it's a different kind of balls they're interested in. Fucking Masons...I ask you? If it's no' them it's the fucking Vatican hit squad...Did I tell you there's some of them around as well? Fucking unbelievable..."
He was still off in the rant, but I'd switched him off. Things were beginning to coalesce around an idea in my head, and I didn't like where it was leading me. And Doug would like it even less if he ever got to hear about it. It looked like 'weird shit' was back on the casebook.
"What about you?" Jim asked, bring me out of my reverie. "Did you find your lost boy?"
I pondered how much to tell him. He might have a foul mouth, but he had a reporter's instincts, and would ferret out a potential story if he sensed an opening.
"I haven't seen him yet, but I've got a meet in the morning."
"Good," Jim said. "I needed a drinking partner. Let's see how Johnny Brown likes the sight of a big expense bill. That should shut his fucking mouth quick enough."
He went to the bar and returned with two beers and two whiskies. I let him get halfway through both of his before I tried to get some information out of him.
"So what's this about dickless bodies on the beach? Sounds like you might get a story out of that one," I said.
"If there was any truth in it, maybe," he said. "But the boy who told me says his pal knew somebody that knew somebody that saw the Masons carry a badly wounded holiday maker off the beach about nine months ago. Hardly a hot lead, even if it did cost me a fucking tenner."
As if by providence, the bar door opened and the three men from the Auld Kelpie walked in. I decided on the spur of the moment to throw wee Jim into my case, just to see what got stirred up.
"I think you've missed the point Jim," I said. "See those three men that just came in? Their name's Mason...and I don't think they go in for funny handshakes and rolled up trousers."
Jim slapped his forehead.
"I've been working in Govan far too long. Say the word Mason and, like Pavlov's dogs, I'm off in the wrong fucking direction. Excuse me," he said.
The three men were standing at the bar and Jim went to join them.
"Gentlemen," I heard him say. "Can I buy you a drink?"
"We don't drink wi' the likes of you," the big man replied. "Away and crawl back into the gutter where you belong."
"But surely..." Jim started, but was stopped short when the big man poked him in the ribs.
"Just get away back to your filthy wee paper in your filthy wee city, and leave us in peace." The prod was so hard that Jim stepped backwards.
"Okay," he said. "I was just trying to be friendly."
"When we need a friendly sewer-rat, we'll let you know," the big man said. The three men turned their back on Jim and forgot about him. That was a mistake. I saw Jim's eyes take on a hard look...he was now on a story.
For the next hour Jim worked the room...harder now that he had the sniff of a lead. More money changed hands, and the reporter's notebook was filling rapidly. The Mason brothers were not paying him any attention... seemingly they'd come over especially to give me more of the x-ray stare.
I raised my glass and smiled sweetly at them. I had nothing to worry about. Wee Jim was doing my job for me.
After half an hour or so I went to the bar for a refill.
"You can tell the Mason boys I'll be leaving in the morning," I said to the barman. "I can take a hint."
He smiled at me
"I'm sure that'll be for the best sir."
I was sure of it too, but my nose was telling me that this case had a long way to run yet. I just didn't realize how long, or how far, it would take me.
Wee Jim eventually worked his way back to our table.
"They've fucked with the wrong guy this time," he said as he took a long swallow of beer. "Kidnap, extortion and black magic orgies...Johnny Brown will have fucking kittens."
"Do tell..." I said, but he shook his head.
"Nope. I need to phone this in. I want to see those three wankers plastered over the front page tomorrow."
"Just tell me one thing then..." I said nonchalantly. "The kidnap victim wouldn't be a fella from Glasgow? A relative of theirs? John Mason by name?"
"Shit," he said. "Your lost boy?"
"Right first time," I said. "Give me a hand in the morning and we can get him back to Glasgow."
"I think it's time to swap stories," he said.
So I told him where I was in the case, then he laid out what he'd found, while the Mason brothers glared at us from across the room.
"About nine month's ago, a local fisherman out digging for bait came across a body on the beach. It was a naked man, and he'd been injured, with terrible tears and gashes around his groin. The fisherman went for the Polis, but when they got back the body was gone. One of the local neds saw the three fuckers over there drag the man away. The injured man was your lost boy, John Mason, a tourist fae Glasgow. And get this...he's their fucking cousin, and heir to a wee fortune...which goes to them if he 'disappears'. For the past nine months he's been under house arrest in a flat doon in the harbor."
"And what about the black magic shit?" I asked.
"That's just some bullshit one of the kids was giving me. Johnny Brown will love it though...seemingly, the Mason family are cursed, and in every generation one of them gets sacrificed, like in that film wi' the policeman getting roasted alive. A nice juicy tit-bit to add to the story."
"They're not planning to sacrifice John Mason are they?"
"How the fuck do I know? I'd believe anything of the folk around here."
He raised a hand and wiggled his fingers in a mock-coquettish manner at the three men.
"So what's the plan?" he asked.
I told him more about the morning meeting.
"Good. I'll come with you," he said.
"No. You go with the Land Rover. If the girl is on her own I'm sure you can talk your way into joining her. And if it's a set-up, you'll also know soon enough. I'll make the meet, and see what the lay of the land is. We'll meet up later and compare notes. All being well, I'll have John Mason with me, and we can take him straight back to the city."
He grudgingly agreed with me, we shook on it, then we set about drinking the bar dry. The Mason boys watched us for a while, but we forgot about them as we tried to outdo each other with racy tales of life back in Glasgow, both real and imaginary.
At some point Jim started buying drinks for everyone in the bar, drinks that were gratefully accepted by all but the Mason brothers. He came back for another foray to the bar with two whiskies. "I hope Jimmy Brown has a fucking heart attack when he sees the bill," Jim said, "Here, have a 25-year-old malt...four pounds fifty for a single. I got us both doubles."
"Better slow down," I suggested.
"Fuck that," he said, "I've got that landlady to face again. And I'm not going to do that twice when I'm sober."
Sometime around eleven o'clock we parted company. The Masons had already gone, as had most of the other occupants of the bar. The table in front of us was awash with beer and cigarette ends, and the roomed seemed to spin as I pushed myself out of the chair.
"See you in the morning," Jim said.
"Bright and early. I want to get away before the traffic," I said, loudly enough for the barman to hear. I didn't think we were fooling anybody, but it felt good to have a plan.
I was a bit unsteady on the way up to my room, but I was aware enough to set all my clothes out for an airing...I never was much good at planning, and I had no clean clothes for the next day. Just don't tell my mother, okay?
My dreams were troubled, fragments of hulking men dragging bodies from rocky shores, little old ladies with a thirst for whisky, and barmaids doing conjuring tricks. And later, the old dream came back, the one where I'm swimming in darkness as manic flutes whistle in swirling chaos, and Doug screams from a place I'm too afraid to enter.
I woke in a cold sweat, heart pounding, a cold dead taste in my mouth. I staggered to the window, threw it open, and stared out into the night until my breathing got back to normal and my chest loosened. When I no longer felt that I was having a heart attack, I lit the first of what would turn out to be many cigarettes.
Doug wasn't the only one left with a legacy from the case of 'The Johnson Amulet'. About once a month the dream came back to me of my trip through 'elsewhere' to find Doug, and finding him, insane with fear, there in the blackness. And the dream always ended the same way, back in the cave under Arkham House, with the veil in reality splitting as a many-tentacled monstrosity tried to push its way through. When awake I could never remember the true shape of the thing behind the veil...but my dreams remembered, and were very much afraid.
Back then, last summer, Arthur and Fiona Dunlop, warlock and witch, had closed the veil, giving their lives in the process, and for a while I was able to keep the dreams at bay by remembering her song, her protection spell. But the memory of the song was fading, and each time the dreams came for me, they came stronger. Someday I was going to remember what was fighting to come through the veil. And that would probably be the day they'd find me, hair white and face a death mask of abject terror. Until that day, I would stand at open windows in the depths of night; smoking cigarettes and wishing I'd paid more attention to Fiona Dunlop's singing, and less to her more earthly charms.
The night wore on. From the windows I could see out over the harbor, where the moonlight danced on the ripples and there was no sound but the slight swaying and creaking of the masts of the moored boats. Thin, wispy clouds floated in front of a sky ablaze with stars, and I watched a satellite track across above us.
And as I stared up, a song came wafting through the night. At first I was confused, thinking that Fiona Dunlop's song was replaying in my mind. But this was no memory. Somewhere, out over the dark waters of the harbor, someone sang an ancient tune that spoke of longing, of desire. I felt a stirring at my groin, and covered myself up, suddenly embarrassed although there was no one around to see.
A light went on in one of the buildings on the harbor- side...from the Auld Kelpie.
Suddenly I was wide-awake, waiting for activity.
But nothing happened.
The song faded into the night, and ten minutes later the light in the pub went out. I stood watching for a long time, but once more there was only the moon on the water, and soon even that disappeared as the cloud thickened and a light rain started to fall. I crawled back into bed and slept through till morning.
There were no more dreams, and for that I was thankful, but when I woke at 6:30 I had a stinker of a hangover. By the time I got downstairs and rustled up a girl to get me some coffee and toast my head felt ready to split open.
"Can I get you anything else?" the girl said as she left me a coffeepot and four pieces of over-done toast.
"Aye, a new head," I said.
She smiled, "We've got some aspirin behind the bar for this kind of emergency. I sometimes need them myself."
Four pills, two cups of coffee and a cigarette later I was out in the open air and heading for the harbor, feeling almost normal.
The rain had got heavier, and a light wind drove it long the harbor and full into my face. I realized exactly how ill-prepared I was...I was dressed for the city...leather shoes, thin cotton trousers, cotton shirt and thin leather jacket. The Skye weather laughed and flung its chill full-force through me. I picked up the pace as I headed for the north jetty.
This time the boat was there, a twenty-foot cruiser, blue and white, with its name picked out in silver and black...the Hebridean Flyer. The motor was already running, but there was no one in sight. I stepped off the dock and down into the small open cabin area.
"Cast off and drive out of the harbor," a voice said. It came from under my feet. I looked down to see an open panel in the floor.
"Drive? I'm having trouble just standing up," I said.
"It's simple," the voice said. "The throttle is on your left...as long as you don't go into reverse you'll be fine...and the steering wheel is the big round thing..."
"Oh, a comedian as well, are we?"
"Just do as I say," the voice said. "I'll explain when we're in open water."
I managed to cast off without difficulty, but the boat started to drift alarmingly, heading towards the fishing boat behind me. I panicked and pushed the T-bar to the left of the steering wheel. I hoped it was the throttle. The boat lurched forward, this time heading back towards the harbor wall. I swung the steering wheel full to the right, and the boat veered away, too far. I corrected again, and finally got it going in a straight line...unfortunately one that was heading for the outer harbor wall. I turned the wheel full right again, and we missed the wall by a full inch before we were out of the harbor. Almost immediately I felt a side current hit us and we began to move sideways parallel with the town.
"Give it more throttle," the voice hissed below me. I did as I was told, and the boat finally managed to control itself in the current.
"Head east...to your right," the voice said. "And let me know when we're beyond the point and out of sight of the town.
I'd piloted a boat before, once, many years ago, on a completely flat calm stretch of water on an inland loch. This was very different, and what with the biting wind and driving rain, it was all I could do to keep it in a relatively straight line. After a bit I was able to rap on the panel.
"Out you come. We're well out of sight."
I stepped aside as he came up on deck.
"Jesus, man," he said, looking me up and down. "You must be frozen. There's a spare jumper and a set of waterproofs below. Give me the wheel."
I didn't need a telling a second time. I was down below almost as soon as he climbed out.
"There's a kettle boiling down there. Make two coffees...that'll warm you up."
I found the clothes. Once I had them on I felt like the Michelin man, but at least I was beginning to get warm.
A small galley took up the bulk of the space under the deck, and a kettle whistled on a stove. I found the coffee in a steel jar, and two heavy mugs in a tiny sink. I made the coffee as strong as I dared and hefted both the mugs and myself up onto the deck.
"John Mason, I presume?" I said as I handed him the coffee. "You take a terrible picture...I had you down as a man in his thirties."
"Thirty-five actually," he said, smiling
I had been looking for a balding, heavy-jowled, man with thin, graying hair. The man in front of me had almost a full head of thick black hair, and he looked trim and fit...I would have guessed him to be no more than twenty-five.
"Skye agrees with you," I said.
"I wouldn't say that," he said. "Give me a cigarette and I'll tell you a story while we go."
"Where are we going?" I said, "Your mother wants you in Glasgow tomorrow morning."
"And I'll be there," he said. "Irene will be waiting with your Land Rover in Mallaig. But we've got a few hours on the water before then. As I said, I'll swap you...a cigarette for a story..."
I opened my last pack of Marlboro and we lit up, having to cup our hands against the wind.
"It began with one of these," he said, waving his cigarette in front of his face.
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John Mason's Story
This is the way it happened.
I came to Skye to get away from it all, to get away from the shithole that Glasgow had become for me. A year of high mortgage rates, zombie-filled commuter trains, crowded pubs and mind- numbingly dull work left me in urgent need of some peace and quiet where I could do some serious thinking about my future.
The night before had been the first night of my holiday and I'd been serious about something all right. I had succeeded in getting seriously drunk.
Now, this morning, my body told me I had a serious hangover.
Standing up made me dizzy, probably brought on by the small furry creatures that had been sleeping in my mouth all night and only ventured out to glue my eyelids together.
I'd had this feeling before and knew from experience that a good brisk walk by the shore would at least make me feel human and would probably ensure that I could face breakfast. I pulled on my old denims, woolly jumper, and thick socks, what my mother would have called sensible shoe, and ventured out into the morning.
The sun had just come up behind the hotel and was beginning to burn away the early mist, leaving the grass of the croquet lawn damp and springy underfoot. A footpath led to the shore. It snaked down through some overgrown rhododendrons to a small gate set in a dry-stone dyke just above high tide mark.
A light wind was whipping up small white horses that spent themselves on the weed-covered rocks. The whole scene made me depressed, the black rocks, the scum like weed and the dank mist rolling away from the shore revealing nothing but more black rocks and dank weed.
Walking as quickly as I could on the slippery stones, I aimed for a headland that was as far as I could see in the mist. From this distance it looked no more inviting than the place where I was, but I had come to Skye to get away from it all and I was determined to do so.
As I walked I occasionally stooped and picked up some of the small black rounded pebbles that lay strewn on the beach. At first I amused himself by throwing them into the white horse, but I soon got bored-the pebbles seemed to have a knack of plopping into the water without a splash, no matter how hard they were thrown.
By the time I reached the headland the last remains of the mist had been burned off, leaving the view completely clear across to the far side of the loch where the black cliffs rose up from the green sea. The headland however proved as bleak as I'd imagined, the large stones clustered around like giant rabbit droppings, the weed even more limp and lifeless.
Walking away from the sea the land rose to a small grassy hillock with some slate grey slabs lying half out of the turf, the remains of an ancient dwelling. Out to sea the gannets were putting on their first display and, as I now felt just about able to handle the first cigarette of the morning, I settled myself down to watch.
I was wrong about the cigarette. After just one long draw I found myself doubled over, hawking a blob of brownish mucus onto the stone on which I had been sitting. The coughing went on as I tried to hold some smoke down-I wasn't going to let a little cough deprive me of the pleasure.
The coughs were dying down to some dry-throated rasping when I was surprised by an answering cough from nearby. I looked around, towards the house, but there was only the field and a few gnarled oak trees,
I turned towards the sea to find myself being watched by a dog-like head bobbing twelve feet from the shore. As I watched, the seal moved closer, showing its light grey back as it approached.
I had been this close to seals before, having had them play with my paddles as I was canoeing and, on another occasion, nibbling my flippers as I snorkeled, so I knew that they were inquisitive creatures. All the same I had never had one come this close while I was on dry land. I watched, astonished, as it pulled its body out from a bed of kelp and laid itself out on a large piece of sandstone only five feet away.
I only looked down for a second, just long enough to stub out the cigarette on the slab beneath my feet.
When I looked up it was into the deep blue eyes of a naked female.
The second thing I noticed was her hair, long and black, falling down past her waist in one long sweep. Her skin was very pale, almost white, and was speckled with freckles. Her legs...her legs were not legs.
Her waist continued downwards in a straight line of muscled tail, green and scaled and glistening in the sun, drawing my eyes along the length to where a black lobed tail fin beat, once, twice, against the damp rock.
There was a sudden sound. A high-pitched drone, not unlike the sound of bagpipes being prepared, and then the singing started. My gaze was drawn to her mouth-the perfect red lips opened fully into a gape, a long tongue flopping around in the cavern as the noise grew and grew, becoming louder, then louder still. I tried to cover my ears with my hands but my arms were heavy and refused to rise from my side. The great tail thrashed and the creature moved closer. Straining, fighting, I pushed myself to my feet, only for them to slide away from me on the slippery rock. I fell, hard, my head slamming into the rock, knocking me into unconsciousness.
I woke to the feeling of water on my legs and a wet mouth over my own. My clothing seemed to have gone, and I was being stroked into erection by a clammy hand.
I tried to fight, to throw the wet body off, but she was heavy, her weight pinning me down in the surf. There was something erotic about the feel of the body on top of me, the hot heavy breasts pushed against my chest. From deep in her throat there was a low bass drone, a drone that vibrated through the length of her body and brought a sleepy dullness to my arms as the fight went out of me.
As her stroking became more insistent I forgot about fighting and returned the kiss, sliding my tongue between her lips where it was nibbled by very tiny teeth. Her veil of black hair fell in a great sheet across her face, letting through only hints and sparkles of the bright sun beyond.
I was rapidly reaching climax. She moved her mouth down across my torso; her hot tongue flicking at my nipples as it passed on its way to my groin. As I came she bit down, causing me to spurt into her mouth as she drew blood, bringing pain with pleasure.
I blacked out.
* * *







He stopped abruptly. His eyes stared into the far distance...then he shook his head, like a dog shedding water, and smiled at me.
"Pretty crazy so far?" he said, and I had to agree.
"But that's all I remember, and exactly as I remember it."
He bummed another cigarette...at least he had something in common with his mother. He smoked greedily for a while before continuing.
* * *







The next thing I remember is waking up in a strange bed, staring at the ceiling and wondering where the biggest pain was coming from. I pushed myself out of bed, and screamed. My lower torso, from nipples to thighs, was a mass of bandages, soaked red and getting wetter by the second. I believe I must have fainted, for when I next looked up Irene was standing over me, dabbing at my head with a cold compress.
"Lie still John. You're with family. We'll look after you."
I tried to formulate questions, but my head felt light and empty, and I couldn't concentrate on anything more than her face.
"Family?" I managed to croak.
She nodded.
"Welcome to the Mason family home," she said. "You're in the upstairs guest room in the Auld Kelpie in Portree. No doubt your mother has told you about the place?"
I shook my head. I was incapable of much else.
"Don't worry," she said, and mopped my brow again. "There's plenty of time for you to catch up."
And that was it for what seemed like months. I was as weak as a baby, unable to get out of bed. Irene bathed me and cleaned me, as embarrassing as that was. And I got slowly better.
Eventually the bandages came off, and I saw what had been done...I damned near lost my manhood altogether, and I still don't know how I avoided bleeding to death. But the day eventually came when I was well enough to get out of bed.
Irene held my arm as she led me down from my sick flat, and into the bar below. And that's where I met the Mason brothers...my cousins, my rescuers...my captors.
* * *







He stopped and stared into the distance. The seal incident apart it seemed obvious to me that he'd been kidnapped, tortured and drugged...and that might even explain the seal part.
"So how much did they ask for you?" I said.
"Nothing," he said, matter-of-factly. "They didn't seem interested in money, even although they knew all along that my father had plenty."
That was one of Jim Morton's theories gone down the pan.
"So what did they want with you?"
"To protect me," he said. "Here, take the wheel. That coffee has gone right through me."
"Protect you from what?" I asked, as he climbed down into the lower area.
"Myself," his voice came, muffled from below. Then there was silence in which I was left to mull over the implications, and try not to steer towards the shore.
"Can I have another cigarette?" he said when he returned. "They wouldn't let me have any, apart from those that Irene smuggled in for me."
"So let me get this straight," I said, "They kept you captive for months, didn't ask for any money, and said it was for your own protection?"
He lit his cigarette like an addict returning after an enforced absence, and had three long puffs before replying.
"You're right. It sounds strange. But they had their reasons. And I soon had reason myself to believe them."
The rain had stopped, and a rainbow hung like a bridge over the Red Cullins. We were sailing through some of the most spectacular scenery a man could wish to see, but I only looked at him as his story unfolded. He had taken the wheel, and he stared forward, but his gaze was far away.
"That first day out of bed, I thought I was going mad. They sat me down, me on one side of the table the three of them on the other, and they told me a story. I'll tell it to you like they told it to me, and see if you can make sense of it. Then I'll show you something, and then I'll have a favor to ask you."
* * *







Long ago, and far to the north where the ice meets the sea and the great white bears prowl for unwary travelers, there was an island of sea-faring folk who were renowned for their prowess in fishing. It is said that every time they took to sea their nets bulged heavy...so heavy that they had to throw back more than twice what they were able to carry. Nothing that swam in the seas was safe, for the men were so gifted that no shoal could hide from them. Across the seas of Midgard their sails blew tight in the spray, and their songs swelled with the wind as they hunted.
So big were their catches, so bountiful were their tables, that their fame at last reached as far as Valhalla, to the halls of Odin himself. And even Odin, the master hunter, was in awe of the exploits that were related at his table. But the tales were so tall, seemingly so exaggerated, that the old God would not swallow them, for he had heard many tales over his long years, and was wise enough to know that the teller was just as important as the tale itself.
So he sent his son Loki to find out if the stories were true, for Loki was a teller of tall tales himself, and would know a lie if one faced him.
"Bring me the truth of it," Odin said, and Loki smiled sweetly, though the truth was little more than a passing stranger to the Trickster.
For long months he searched the circling sea, and many great and mighty things did he learn. And everywhere he went he heard tales of the great fishermen of the North, who had risen in greatness so far among the other seafaring folks that they might even be gods themselves.
And Loki saw this, and was enraged that mere fisherfolk might usurp the place of the mighty in the hearts of common men.
After long journeys he came to the land of the fishermen on a sunny day in summer and saw the nets bulging with the herring, the silver mounds filling the harbors and inlets for many leagues around.
And the townsfolk saw him, and took him in, and there was a great feast. Ragna, the King of the Fisherfolk, took Loki to his side at the high table, and there was much talk of fish and fishermen. The ale flowed freely, and talk grew loose.
"King Ragna," Loki said, rising from his seat at the table. "You are truly a great hunter. Surely Odin himself would not take so much in his nets."
Now Ragna, who cared little for the ways of the gods, grew boastful,
"No disrespect to your father, lad, but he is a land hunter. No one is better on the water than I. I can catch anything that swims," he said.
Now Ragna's daughter, Myrna, was a great beauty and Loki had his eye on her throughout the feast. So when Ragna made his boast, Loki laid his trap, for he had seen a way to take the girl, yet still explain himself back in Valhalla.
"I have a wager for you, King Ragna," the god said. "On the morrow we will take to the boats, and I will show you what I wish you to catch. If you succeed, I will promise to tell Odin himself that Ragna is the King of all Fisherfolk."
"And if I fail?"
"If you fail, I take the hand of your daughter Myrna, in marriage," the god said.
Now Ragna saw this as a wager where he could not lose, and the King and the god shook hands on the deal.
On the morrow they took to the water in the boats, and all the menfolk of the people went with them.
Loki took them to the south, to land's they had never before fished, in seas they had never before sailed. And great was the bounty in the waters, where the shoals of herring stretched for miles and the whales dived in their hundreds.
"And what is it you wish us to catch, my lord," Ragna said to Loki. And Loki smiled, for he had a secret.
"I have a special catch for you this day, King Ragna." And suddenly, all around their boats, the heads of seals bobbed in the water, their plaintive cries echoing across the water.
"But these are no sport," the King said.
"Nevertheless, these are your wager," Loki replied.
So the fisherfolk went to it with gusto. They sang as they hauled the catches in, and soon their nets were full to the busting with the screaming seals. But their songs soon turned to wails, for as their catch left the water the seals began to change, into wives, and daughters, into mother and sister, the womenfolk of the fishermen, now all gasping for air.
"Like fish out of water," Loki said and laughed.
King Ragna ordered the catch put back, but he was too late, and the bodies of the dead floated around them. All save one, a single seal that sang a plaintive song of loss and sorrow as the men in the boats wept.
"It seems you have lost the wager, King Ragna. It seems I have to tell Odin I am a better fisherman than you, for look...I have got myself a sea wife, your daughter, Myrna."
And Ragna, in his rage, lifted Loki from the deck, but the god merely laughed and changed his form to a huge black crow, whose cawing laugh echoed long after it had flown to the north.
And Loki returned to Odin, and told a tale of how the fisherfolk had thought themselves above even Odin himself, and how he, Loki, had tricked them. But he did not tell of the deaths of the womenfolk, and although Odin knew there was a lie in the tale, he could not separate the big lie from the smaller one, and in time the affairs of Asgard took precedence over the affairs of men.
"Far away in Midgard, Ragna made a new home, there where his daughter swam and sang. And great was the sorrow of the people, for without the womenfolk they grew old and died, and none followed them.
"And it came to pass that when King Ragna was an old, bent man, that he was the last of his people. And with his dying breath he called down a curse on the sons of Loki...that they would come when one of Myrna's blood called, that they would be father and protector of Myrna's children, that they would be cursed to serve the very line that Loki had tried to erase.
"And high in his halls, great Odin heard, and now he knew of Loki's perfidy. So he sent to Myrna a song, a lay that would entice the sons of Loki. And even as King Ragna's eyes were closing for the last time, he heard the song, and saw on the beach, a man called to be the first, first of the sea-husbands."
* * *







John Mason stopped, and stared out to sea.
"And?" I said.
"And what? That's the story, just as they told it to me. Then they told me what had actually happened to me on the beach. I am a 'Son of Loki' and I'd just met a 'Daughter of Myrna'...and more than just met...it seems I had probably made her pregnant."
I'm afraid I laughed, a bit too loudly. "I don't know what they've been giving you to keep you quiet, but I wish I had some of it," I said.
He smiled grimly.
"I know. I laughed at them as well. But there was more to come." He turned towards me. "There's a half-bottle of whisky next to the sink. Get us both a glass. We're getting to the good bit."
I climbed down into the galley and found both the whisky and the glasses. I checked my watch. It was just after ten o'clock...a little early for strong drink. But the chill that had threatened to settle in my bones had little to do with the wind or the sea, and I was glad to join him as we had a large measure each.
* * *







Things came to a head the first time I looked in the mirror," he continued. "You expect to see yourself...it's something you do everyday, and something you take for granted. You can't imagine what it's like when someone else looks out of the mirror at you. The man that looked at me was fitter than I have ever been...and ten years younger than I knew myself to be.
I handled it as well as you'd think...I headed for the bar, intending to drink so much I wouldn't be able to see the mirror, never mind my reflection. But the Mason boys had other ideas."
"We cannae have you drinking," they said. "You need to keep yourself ready for when 'she' needs you."
They tried to stop me, and that's when it happened. A rage took me...a mindless, uncontrollable temper. Before they could lay hands on me I was past them and out of the door. I must have made quite a sight, running full pelt through the streets of Portree.
I had no idea where I was going...I was running for the pure mad joy of it. A young boy was delivering papers on his bike, and I screamed so loudly in his face that I left him a quivering wreck on the pavement beside the cycle, its wheels still spinning as I sped past.
Through moor and forest I ran, leaping gorges and scaling cliff faces like a gibbon on speed. I ran through fields of sheep, which scattered in fright before me. A farmer's dog leapt in my face, and I had it disemboweled and dead before its heart had time to stop beating. I looked at the ruined rib cage...and started salivating.
And that's when the rage left me, as quickly as it had come. I fell to my knees and threw up until there was nothing left to heave and only my tears fell on the dog's dead eyes.
* * *







He stopped again, eyes watery, his grip on the whisky glass so tight that I feared it might shatter. He finished his drink in one gulp and looked around for more. I handed him mine...he looked like he needed it. I also passed him another cigarette. What with the booze and the cigarettes, the family was doing their best to get their money's worth on this case.
* * *







"The thing is..." he finally continued, "...the thing is, it could just have easily been the boy on the bike. I went from rage to abject misery in a heartbeat. Something inside me was capable of tearing a dog apart...was capable of considering eating the dog...eating it raw!
"At some point I wandered away into the night. It was raining, and there was a howling, driving wind. I was wearing only a T-shirt and a pair of jogging pants, but I felt no cold...I felt nothing.
"I have no idea where I was...somewhere in the north of the island high up on the Uig peninsula, I think. But somehow the Mason boys knew. They found me in the early morning and took me home...to the room above the bar, to the place where there are no mirrors, the place where I've spent every night since trying to forget about the horrifying, seductive, smell of the ruined body of the dog."
* * *







He drowned the rest of the whisky quickly. There were many unanswered questions...not least how a sick man could do what he said he'd done, but I let them lie. He wasn't yet finished.
"My mother tried to contact me," he said. "But I put her off. I couldn't let her see me like this..."
He lifted his shirt. From his nipples to his waist was what I first took for scar tissue, but when I looked closer I saw it for what it was...fur. Thick, brownish-red fur, like the coat of a red-setter.
I sat down, hard, on the rail around the small cabin, so hard that I nearly fell over backwards. Mason moved, so fast I barely noticed, and pulled me back. His grip on my wrist was like a clasp of iron.
My hand was shaking as I pointed at his midriff. "You should get that seen to," I said.
He laughed, but there was little humor in it.
"Today it's fur. Yesterday it was more like crocodile skin...and once it was hard, like turtle-shell. I'm just waiting for feathers and I'll have had a full set."
"But...what the hell is wrong with you?" I said. My hands shook so much that he had to light my cigarette for me.
"Don't you get it? Loki was renowned for two things...he was a great trickster...and a great shape-shifter. And I am a Son of Loki."








4
I could only sit and stare at him for a long time. It didn't really matter if I believed him...what mattered was that he believed it. I waited until my hands stopped shaking before I spoke again.
"So, we've had the 'show and tell'. What's the favor?"
"I just want to do the right thing by my mother, and stand with her at the auld man's funeral. I hated the bastard, but I can't refuse my mother."
"Aye," I said. "The plan was to get you back to Glasgow anyway. Is that the favor?"
"No. I want you to keep your wee reporter pal away from the funeral...and away from me."
"Ah...you see, there's a wee problem...he's sort of been helping me out with the case."
"Well, he can sort of stop..." John Mason said. "I plan to be back in Portree as soon as possible after the funeral, and I don't want him snooping around."
"You're going back? Why in God's name would you want to do that?"
He thought for a long time before replying. "It's something I have to see through to the end. The brothers have finally convinced me of that fact, at least."
"So why the cloak and dagger stuff back at the harbor?"
"They want me to stay on the island. They say it's not safe otherwise. That's why I turned my mother down...why she sent you. It was Irene who turned me round. She missed her own dad's funeral...and has regretted it ever since."
"And Irene?" I asked. "There's something between you and her?"
"No. She's just been a good friend. She's married to Donald, the oldest of the brothers."
This case was shifting too quickly under my feet. I sat back and watched the scenery for a while, contenting myself with the thought of the check waiting for me in old lady Malcolm's handbag.
And that brought another thought.
"The three brothers...they're your cousins?" I asked.
"Aye. Their father and my father were brothers."
"So...it wouldn't be out of place for them to be seen at the funeral?"
"Oh, it would be a big surprise...the two sides of the family have not been on speaking terms for nearly forty years...you see..."
I put up a hand to stop him.
"Enough. My brain's taken in too much already. You can give me the family history on the way to Glasgow. We'll have plenty of time."
We sailed on in silence for a while, each of us lost in our own thoughts. I was miles away, thinking of a hot shower and some fresh brewed coffee, when he spoke.
"My mother...she was okay? When you saw her I mean."
"Oh, aye. As fit as a butcher's dog. Well, as fit as one that smokes Marlboro and drinks malt whisky anyway."
"My maw doesn't smoke or drink," he said.
"She does now," I replied, but he wasn't listening.
"She told me there was nothing but trouble for me on Skye," he said. "I should have listened to her."
"Aye, a boy should always listen to his mammy."
But he wasn't listening. He had that stare again, looking at someplace long ago and far away.
At some point the rhythmic throb of the engine and the swell of the waves conspired to smooth me down into a fitful sleep where I dreamed of unfriendly pubs and howling on moonlit moors. All I needed was a gratuitous sex scene and I could have been in an old British horror movie. I was brought gratefully awake by a hand on my shoulder.
"We're here," Mason said. I looked up. We were approaching a dock on the edge of a small town, I could just make out my Land Rover sitting on the jetty. There was a single figure standing and waving. It was the barmaid, Irene, and there was no sign of Jim Morton.
"Don't bother tying her up," she shouted as we approached. "I'll take her straight back."
I climbed up out of the boat, my legs suddenly weak and wobbly, and I stood beside her as John Mason came up.
"You got out of Portree all right, then?" I asked.
"Oh, aye," she said, smiling sweetly. "Your wee reporter pal tried to come with me, but a swift kick in his nuts put paid to that idea."
"I'll bet he swore."
"Oh, aye, I thought Donald was bad, but I heard words I'd never heard used in that order before." She laughed again.
I was busy re-appraising the Mason brothers. Anybody sensible enough to marry a woman like this couldn't be all bad...
I toyed with the idea of sharing that thought with her, but she was already into the boat.
"The keys are in the ignition," she said. "And somebody owes me forty quid for the ferry."
"It'll come out of my expenses. I'll send you a check," I shouted as she turned the wheel and expertly steered the boat away.
"Just get him to the funeral. That'll be enough for me. The source can wait...for a wee while longer."
If she'd been standing next to me I'd have followed that up with a question, but she had already moved beyond shouting range. The boat moved away, and I realized, checking the position of the sun, that it was already late afternoon.
"Christ. How long was I asleep?"
"Three hours and more. It's after two o'clock."
"Then we'd better get going. It'll be getting dark by the time we get back."
There was barely a quarter of a tank of petrol in the car. Once I'd eventually found the way out of the dock onto the road, the first priority was a petrol station...and more cigarettes.
I found one on the edge of town...charging only ten-pence a litre more than I would have paid in the city, which was a bit of a bargain this far north. I filled the tank...I figured old lady Malcolm would be good for the expenses. I left Mason in the car and went inside to pay. I bought three packs of Marlboro...I also figured Mason would smoke at least one of them, given the family propensity for my smokes.
When I got back to the car, the Mason brothers were in the process of dragging John from the passenger seat.
"Hey. Leave him be!" I called. As expected, they ignored me, right until I was on top of them. I pulled the one nearest to me away from the car. He swung a haymaker punch that I was able to step inside. He was no boxer, and a right uppercut dropped him. I was too late to stop the other two pulling John out of the car.
"You're coming back with us," the big man said, and put out a hand onto John's chest. I saw John reach out, and take the man's hand. It looked like no more than a simple grip to move the hand from its position, but the big man's face creased in pain.
"I'm going to my father's funeral," John said, and pushed the man away. There was a look of astonishment on the man's face as he flew through the air, hitting a petrol pump with such force that the fuel hose fell to the ground, the big man's body falling beside it.
John turned to the third man.
"I'm going to the funeral, Kenneth," he said.
The man, Kenneth, didn't reply. He turned to me instead.
"It's too dangerous. We can't control it, not so far from the island. Don't take him."
"It's his choice. He's a grown man."
"Oh no," Kenneth said, "You're wrong there...you're very wrong there."
Over by the petrol pump the big man was starting to stir, and the one I'd put down was showing signs of movement.
"Time to go," I said.
John held Kenneth easily as he climbed back into the car.
"I'll be back tomorrow night," he told the man. "I'll leave straight after the funeral."
"Then pray," Kenneth said as I got into the driver's seat. He was in John's side of the car, but he was talking to me. "Pray that there is enough time."
As we drove out of the forecourt, Kenneth was busy helping his brothers to their feet. They didn't seem in a hurry to follow us, just standing and staring. I watched them in the rear view mirror for so long that I nearly ran into a bus stopped in the road. I just caught the white, shocked, flash of the driver's face as I passed him with an inch to spare.
My hands were a bit shaky on the wheel, so I got Mason to light me a cigarette.
"What was Irene talking about back there? What is the 'Source'? And what happens if you're too far from the island?"
"Buggered if I know," Mason said. "I've heard Irene mention it a couple of times...and it's said reverentially, as if she's talking about something religious...but that's as far as it goes. And as for being off the island...the brothers always said it was a bad idea...like the night I ran away. I don't want to lie to you...I'm worried, about losing control again. But my mother needs me."
"Don't worry," I said. "If you start growing canines, I'll stop at a butcher's shop and buy you a bone."
I was kept busy with avoiding parked traffic and kamikaze pedestrians in the narrow streets of the town, so it wasn't until we got out onto the open road that I was able to put some thoughts in order.
"Okay. I think I'm getting it now. They think you're some kind of 'Chosen One'...that there's a seal woman you have made pregnant, and that you have somehow become, or are becoming, a shape-shifting defender of the unborn child...stop me if anything sounds weird with this story."
He laughed, but he looked as miserable as anyone I've ever seen.
"That's about it, apart from the 'don't get too far from the island' bit...and the fact that it's now nine months since my 'encounter' on the beach."
He puffed hard on the cigarette, sucking on it as if it was his last.
"You seem quite calm about it all," he said. "It must be a bit out of the normal range of duties for you."
"Oh, you would think so," I replied, "but just around ten miles from where we are now, I was involved in a case that opened my eyes. These days I'll believe just about anything...if the money is right."
"Well, tell me," he said. "I've been talking about myself all day. Tell me a story...it'll be a change."
So I drove, and I talked. I told him about Fiona Dunlop, and the Johnson Amulet, and the old Arab who controlled it...the Arab who had claimed to be over four thousand years old. I left out the more gruesome bits...he didn't need to know Tommy MacIntyre, the purveyor of sex toys who'd been left with too many holes in him, or Newman and Hardy, who'd been gored to death inside a locked police car. I did tell him of the ceremony at Arkham House, and of the thing beyond the veil.
"That's some imagination you've got there," Mason said when I'd finished.
"Not any better than yours," I replied.
"Touche. My mother did the right thing picking you," he said.
"Aye. I've got a feeling your mother chose me for a reason. Maybe we'll find out when I get you home. Always provided that she recognizes you, of course."
"Oh, I don't think there'll be a problem there. I'm still her 'wee boy'."
We drove in silence for a while, and when I next turned my head from the road to speak to him, I realized he was asleep. I drove on as the sun started its slow descent to my right. As I drove up through Glencoe once more the Land Rover's shadow leapt ahead of the car, and as we reached Rannoch Moor it had got dim enough for me to need to switch on the lights.
They didn't make the moor any more palatable...dark shadows seemed to lurk just beyond the range of sight, and wisps of fog and mist made random grabs at us out of the gloom. Once more I pushed up the speed, and kept my eyes on the white lines of the road.
I'd been planning to drive straight through, but my bladder had other ideas. I had to stop and pull into a lay-by.
As I stood there, steam rising from the growing puddle at my feet, a movement from within the Land Rover caused me to turn. John Mason was still asleep, but his skin rippled, as if small animals were burrowing in his flesh. His mouth was open, and his tongue flicked in and out, like a snake tasting the air. Then, just as quickly, he went quiet and still once more.
But I stood there, in the cold and damp, smoking a cigarette, and watching. It was long minutes before I could bring myself to get back in the car, and when I did, I pushed the speed up as far as I dared. A sign told me I was forty miles from Glasgow. Once I got going I did it in just over half an hour. I wasn't stopped by any speed police, but I think if I had I might have been grateful.
Mason woke up just as we were approaching Anniesland Cross.
"So, what's the plan?" he said after bumming yet another cigarette from me. I'd been just about to ask him the same question.
"I thought I'd deliver you to your mother," I said.
"Oh. And I thought I'd leave that till the morning," he said, but he suddenly looked lost and afraid. His eyes had that wide-eyed look I'd seen many times...usually just before their owner took flight.
"I could stay with you?" he said, "I won't be any bother."
Somehow I doubted that.
"I've already got a house-guest," I said, "and he's seen enough weird shit to last him a lifetime. Besides...your mammy is the one paying my bills."
His eyes went even wider. I took the precaution of surreptitiously locking all the car doors.
"Don't worry. We'll be there in ten minutes."
I was a bit premature. Traffic was on a go-slow under the river, and the Clyde Tunnel was just one big car park. While we crawled along John Mason started making excuses.
"I haven't got a black tie," was the lamest one.
"Your mother will have one. Mothers always have, especially older ones. Trust me...I used to work the obituaries column in the Star...once you get to seventy you get asked to a lot more funerals than you do weddings."
Even then he made a move to open the car door, but the locks held, although the door squealed as he put his weight into it.
The car was momentarily at a halt, so I reached over and pulled him round to face me. Heavy tears ran down his cheeks.
"Listen," I said, "you made the decision when you met me on the boat. You may as well go through with it now. Besides...I promised your mammy...you wouldn't want me to disappoint her, would you?"
Grudgingly he agreed, but it seemed I was no longer his friend. He stared stonily ahead as the traffic finally sped up and moved into Govan. I had to get him to direct me once we got off the main road...south of the river was outside my normal patch. He directed us past bonded warehouses and derelict ground, to a block of flats on the edge of the old docklands. Urban regeneration hadn't reached this far out, and the flats, dilapidated relics of fifties urban planning, looked like they would fall down long before anybody ever got round to demolishing them,
"You can leave me here," he said as we pulled into the car park. "I'll go up myself."
But I was too old to fall for that one...I'd been too old for that one when I was twelve.
"No, your mammy owes me for all those fags you're been smoking."
The flats were protected by an entry phone, which to my surprise still functioned. I heard old lady Malcolm tell us to 'Come away up', and we walked into a surprisingly well- maintained hall. I'd been in many blocks of flats in Glasgow, most of which smelled of stale piss, and none of which, until now, contained vases of freshly cut flowers. The lift worked, there were bulbs shining in all the lights, and there was no graffiti. It looked like I'd have to reappraise my rating system...this place was like the Hilton compared to anywhere on the North Side.
"Shoes," Mason said, as we approached a door to a flat. At first I thought he was going mad, then I saw him bend to slip off his trainers.
"She's obsessive about the carpets," he said.
I had bent to undo my laces when the flat door opened and Old Lady Malcolm peeked out at us. She looked Mason up and down and pursed her lips.
"Oh. It's you," she said. She didn't look particularly pleased to see us.
"If you're here, I suppose you'd better come in," she said. Mason went past me into the flat. I would have followed, but the old woman stopped me before I got my shoes off.
"Not you, son. Family only tonight. But thanks anyway. Wait here."
I stood in the doorway, wondering whether to go into the hall beyond or not. Inside the flat a soap opera character was moaning...they do that a lot. He bemoaned the fact that another man, his worst enemy, had fathered his child. I tried to ignore it...I knew from experience how seductive the soaps could be...I'd got hooked on one for two years, and it took large doses of beer to keep me away from it.
"You can have your old room," I heard the old lady say, and it was a voice that would brook no argument.
"Mother," John Mason said, and there was a hitch in his voice.
"Not in front of strangers," she said sharply, and the door opened again in front of me. She handed me a check and, before I had time to reply, she'd shut the door in my face.
At least she hadn't tried to bum any more cigarettes.
* * *







There was a group of kids trying to get into the Land Rover when I got back to the car park, but they weren't trying too hard, and they weren't the vicious kind...they ran away instead of trying to cave my head in with a brick. And there was another plus point...they didn't try to bum any cigarettes either. I had a check for a thousand pounds in my pocket, a couple of packs of cigarettes, the night was young, and I didn't have to think about Norse Gods, seal women and disemboweled dogs. I didn't have to think about them.
All the way back to the office I thought of little else.
It was just after eight o'clock when I parked the car. Old Joe was shutting up shop.
"Early night?" I asked. He didn't usually shut till ten.
"Aye," he said. "Although I wish it wasn't. I've got the mother-in-law coming round. Can I put it off for a bit and get you some fags?"
"Naw...I picked some up earlier."
He looked shocked. "Going elsewhere? Traitor."
He knew and I knew it was a ploy to start a conversation...I was too tired, and I wasn't biting.
"Away you go home to your lovely mother-in-law. What age is she now?"
"Ninety-fucking-four," he said. "I wish she'd hurry up and die so I can retire in peace."
"Retire? Aye, that'll be the day."
He smiled. He was about to reply, but I realized he'd suckered me in...the conversation had already started. I turned away from him quickly and waved.
"I'll see you in the morning," I shouted over my shoulder. He stood at the shop door, waiting to see if another customer would come and give him an excuse to get back into the shop...but the street was quiet for once. As Joe walked away along the road he suddenly looked his age.
I felt my own age as I slowly climbed the stairs. The main light was still on, but when I tried the door it was locked. I rattled the doorknob, and there was a small squeal from inside. Something was knocked over, and Doug swore loudly.
"Go away. I've called the police!" he shouted.
"It's me. Let me in, you idiot."
He at least had the sense to look sheepish as he opened the door. With one glance I took in the half-empty coffee cups, the take-away cartons and the sleeping bag rolled up in the corner.
I laid the Old Lady Malcolm's check beside its near twin still lying on my desk.
"Please tell me you're been outside this office in the last thirty-six hours."
He stared at the floor and shuffled his feet. He'd been doing that since he was a boy...and he'd never succeeded in looking anything less than guilty.
"I was waiting for you to call and..."
"Oh no you don't," I said. "You can't blame me for this one. Get your coat...we're going out. We've got some celebrating to do."
"You got him?"
"Got him and took him back to his mammy. And we got paid."
"And there was no 'out there' stuff?"
"No," I said, and I managed to lie with a straight face. I've been doing that since I was a boy.
"So come on. Give me a chance of a shower then I'll buy you a beer and something to eat. And I'll tell you all about your 'Auld Kelpie'."
* * *







I spent a long time letting the shower play over me, clearing my head, washing the case away with the grime it had left on my body. By the time I'd changed into clean clothes I felt refreshed and ready for a beer.
Doug had his coat on already, and was waiting by his desk.
"Oh," he said. "Jim Morton has been calling for you all day. The air has been getting steadily bluer."
"I can imagine. That's part of the story I'll got to tell you...once we get a beer inside us."
Doug got the edited version of the story in the Aragon over a few pints of strong, hand-pumped ale.
"I don't understand," he said once I finished. "Why did the old lady think he wasn't her son?"
"How should I know?" I lied. "Stress at the death of her man? Dementia? Too much whisky? I don't know and I don't care. We got paid, and you're now an employee in a successful Detective Agency. Life is good. Let's get pissed."
We had a few more beers and reminisced about how the Aragon hadn't really changed since we'd first visited it as students. At that time the pub had a reputation as a place to pick up loose women...nurses in particular. Not that Doug and I had ever had any luck...we always got too drunk. Much like now, in fact.
When the reminiscing got too maudlin, we moved on to the Ashoka for a curry.
And that's where Jim Morton finally caught up with me. I heard him before I saw him.
"Where is the bastard? I know he's in here. Get out of my fucking way."
There was a clatter, and I turned to see him step round a pile of plates. He saw me at the same moment.
"Adams, you wanker. Where is he? Where's my story?"
"Hi, Jim," I said. "How are the nuts?"
"I'll be singing fucking soprano for a month," he said. "And I won't ask you again. Where is he?"
Three waiters converged on Jim, but he held them at bay with a stare so ferocious that they backed off.
"Sit down before they throw you out, Jim," I said. "I left him wi' his mammy. He's not going anywhere."
He stared at me suspiciously, then sat down and started eating his way through our meal.
"So fucking tell me already. You owe me."
"I owe you nothing, Jim. It was you that couldn't talk a barmaid into giving you a lift, not me. And I didnae know where they would take me."
He was slowly calming down. Maybe it had something to do with the amount of our meal he was wolfing down.
"You could have phoned me," he said as he pushed half a Nan bread into his mouth...his table manners were nearly as bad as his language.
"Nope," I said. "I didn't have the mobile with me. Doug will tell you."
Doug had a mouthful of pakora, so he could only nod.
"Okay. I'll believe you," the reporter said, helping himself to my lager. "But I still need to talk to him. I'm going to go over there now. Are you coming?"
"No. I've already been paid. But good luck. You'll have a job getting past his mother."
Then I remembered my promise to John Mason.
"Could you not leave it alone, Jim...for tonight at least?" I asked him. "The boy is burying his father in the morning. Give him a few hours peace 'till then."
"Buy me a beer and I'll think about it," he said.
The night went downhill fast from there.
About midnight the three of us rolled out of our fifth pub and Jim Morton caught a cab. Then I started the process of getting Doug to go home.
I was thinking that maybe I'd made a mistake by giving him a job... and he was becoming increasingly out of touch with reality. Now he was trying to persuade me to let him sleep on the floor of the office.
"I won't be any trouble," he said. "I did it last night, and it was fine. All I needed was the cushions from the sofa and..."
"I said no...and I mean it. I'm not running a doss house for retired archaeologists."
My attempt at humor fell flat.
He suddenly looked like a lost and bewildered boy. Tears hung at the corners of his eyes.
"You don't know what its like," he said. "I hear it, in the dark, the crazy flute player...and I feel them, the rough tentacles, crawling all over me."
In truth I knew part of it...we shared similar nightmares.
"Please, Derek?" he said. "I can't be alone. I'm not ready. Not yet..."
And I gave in, as he knew I would.
I do believe he actually would have slept on the floor for a second night, but I had a cot bed in my room that had been bought in case of sudden visitors. The fact that it was still in its original wrapping plastic reminded me, more than I cared to admit, that I didn't have enough friends to merit sudden stopovers. But Doug looked suspiciously happy as he helped me carry it out into the office.
"This is great," he said. "And it'll only be for a couple of nights...a week at most and..."
"A week? I don't think so. Let's just get tonight out of the way," I said. "It's been a long day and sleep is calling."
"Okay," he said. "I've got my e-mail to check, then I'll be off myself."
I could see the flickering light of his monitor under the door when I put out the light, and it was still on as my brain shut down and I fell gratefully into sleep.
* * *







I dreamed. I was in bed, in the flat, having been woken by some never repeated noise. The room was lit from outside by an orange sheet light that cast red shadows across the carpet. I was in that state between awake and asleep that causes the imagination to run riot and the heart to lurch at the slightest unexplained noise.
Something climbed the stairs outside. Well, not climbed as much as slumped, the noise like a wet fish being slapped on a fishmonger's slab. The shocks caused by its movements jolted the room, the red shadows quivering in the mirror, making the reflected room shake. The air in the room was damp and then damper, and I had the impression of water glistening on the carpet, droplets covering the ceiling and running in small rivulets down the walls.
Whatever the thing was, it had climbed the stairs and was dragging itself across the landing towards my bedroom door.
I wasn't worried, I knew that it was a dream, vivid, maybe, but still a dream, and that I would wake up before it got too frightening...after all, it wasn't as if it was The Amulet dream.
The radio alarm switched itself on.
"Kashmir" by Zeppelin echoed its bass line around and around. The door, behind my back and out of sight, opened slowly, and it came into the room, bringing with it the tang of sea and rotting weed. I felt something take hold of the duvet and pull it away from me. I resisted as hard as I could, pulling back and holding tightly, but the pull was too much, dragging my body sideways across the bed and onto the floor that squelched wetly as my shoulder hit it and forcing my head round to face my attacker.
The Creature from the Black Lagoon stared back at me-at least that's what it looked like, a large, blue-green scaled body topped by a big maned head, green, saucer-like eyes unblinkingly scrutinizing me.
The creature reached down, grabbing my shoulders, sinking small claws into the flesh beneath my shoulder blades, lifting me up to face the twin rows of teeth and breathing one word that woke me up. I stifled a scream.
* * *







I sat up straight in bed, sweat pouring off me. The red digits of the alarm told me it was three-thirty in the morning, but that didn't help me. I sat there, breathing heavily, until some control returned to my breathing, then I lay back down. But it was a long time before sleep caught me again. When I got up in the morning Doug was either still at the desk or back at the desk...I didn't have the energy to ask which.
"Did you sleep OK?" he asked.
I see-sawed my hand back and forth as I slumped in my chair.
"There's coffee in the pot, and the paper and cigarettes are on your desk," he said.
I reached for a cigarette.
"Fetch me a coffee then, wench," I said.
He smiled, but brought me a piping hot, thick, black mug full.
"I put the cot away against the wall," he said. "And I've been to the bank and deposited the checks."
"Thanks...but you forgot to polish my shoes."
He looked grief-stricken, until he realized I was pulling his leg.
"I just wanted to say thanks...for letting me stay," he said.
"Just don't expect it to be a regular occurrence. You caught me at a weak moment."
Once more he looked crestfallen, and I suspected the tears might be back, but I hid behind the newspaper until I heard him tapping at the keyboard.
The day passed slowly. Nobody came up the stairs, and old Joe down in the newsagents only sang "Just One Cornetto" twice. I read the paper and smoked ten cigarettes over four cups of coffee.
I got days like this sometimes, when the clock crawls and I have too much time on my hands...time which weighs heavy on me. Normally I'd be down in the pub by mid-afternoon, having the first of too many beers. But I had an employee now, and I didn't want to set a bad example...not in his first week on the job, anyway.
I moped, I flicked rubber bands, and I stood at the window for a long time, staring out at the busy street, trying to will someone to walk up to the office.
In the late afternoon the first visitors of the day climbed the stairs. Unfortunately, it wasn't a client...it wasn't anybody I wanted to see...it was the police.
There were two of them, neither of whom I'd seen before. The first through the door was almost as wide as the doorway itself. He was at least six-foot-two, and looked like he ate Rottweilers for breakfast. His face was beet root red, and he was breathing heavily, like a bull before a charge. His suit, shiny at knees and elbows, was a full-size too small for him, and he looked like he'd burst it if he kept breathing too energetically. The floor of the office shook and I could feel myself inwardly cringe away from him as he approached my desk. If he said "Fee-fi-fo-fum" I wouldn't have been surprised.
I had to make the effort to smile.
"Good afternoon, officer," I managed to say.
"How did you know I was the Police?" he said in a voice that sounded like he gargled with sandpaper.
"Don't be stupid," a voice said from behind him. "How could somebody that looks like you be anything else?"
The man-mountain moved aside, and the other half of the partnership came into view. I say half, but she was more like a quarter...she was small and thin, and dressed in the female coppers street uniform that they pinched from TV shows...black slacks, white shirt and black leather jacket. If she said "There's been a murder," I was going to have a giggling fit.
"Mr. Derek Adams?" the mountain said, and I nodded.
"Are you the owner of a Land Rover, registration DA70 5RS?"
I nodded again. Somehow, I felt talking would be too dangerous.
"We've had a complaint," the female officer said. Her voice was high-pitched, shrill, almost a shout. "Someone using that vehicle committed a felony assault on a reporter from the Star."
"Felony assault...what is this...NYPD-fucking-Blue or something?" the big man said. He turned to me.
"Jim Morton says that some bird was driving your car and gave him a kicking for no apparent reason. Me, I want to meet her and shake her hand, but the wee dirt peddler has only gone and raised a complaint against the woman. My boss wants her 'brought in to hear her side of the story'."
"And?" I said. That was my mistake. A hand the size of a shovel had me round the throat before I could breathe in.
"And just tell me who she is and we'll be away and leave you in peace," he said. "Or do I have to ask you again?"
Black spots floated in front of my eyes, and he had to release his grip slightly before I could talk.
"Irene...I don't know her surname," I croaked. "...Irene from the Portree Hotel. I was on holiday there and she delivered the car from Portree for Mallaig for me so that I could take a fishing trip. I..."
His hand left my throat.
"See. That was easy," he said, interrupting me.
He turned on his heel and left without another word. The female cop scurried along behind, giving me a look that seemed to say "Sorry, but I'm not with him" before she shut the door quietly behind her.
The encounter had lasted maybe ten seconds. Doug had sat, mouth open through the whole thing.
"You gave her up..." he finally whispered.
"Not quite," I replied. "And if I know her, she can handle herself well enough. It looks like Jim is out for revenge, and I know better than to go up against both the papers and Police at the same time. Have you seen the big fellow before?"
Doug shook his head. He still couldn't believe I'd given the police Irene's name.
I rubbed at my throat.
"I need some air. I'll go and ask Old Joe. He knows everything," I said. "Hold the fort...and don't lock the door behind me...if the big fella comes back he won't bother to knock."
* * *







Old Joe did indeed know the cops.
"The big chap is Jock McCall. He got transferred last month from Govan...rumor has it he was only arresting Celtic supporters as he's Rangers daft. Seems he got a wee bit overzealous and put two lads in the Southern General Hospital. They've moved him up here in the hope that he keeps out of trouble."
"He looks like the kind that trouble follows around," I said.
"I remember him when he was a boy," Joe said. "He was always getting into fights...and usually winning them. Then one day he nearly killed a boy...battered him to a bloody pulp. He was hauled in to the police station...and it put the fear of God into him. Next thing anybody knows, he's a policeman. He's been getting away with battering folk legally ever since."
"Aye, I don't want to get on his bad side."
"He disnae have any other side." Joe said, "But at least you know where you are with him."
Joe shifted his weight from the left foot to his right. I wondered how many times he'd done that over the years. He was looking over my shoulder, watching life go by in the street outside. I knew there wasn't much, if anything, that got past him. I threw him another tester, but he proved up to the challenge.
"So who's the woman?"
"Elizabeth Mulholland. 'Just call me Betty' she says, but mostly folk just ignore her. She follows the big man around like his pet pup. They say she was only brought in to make up the numbers in Maryhill so there would be some women on the beat. "
He shifted his feet again.
"I've heard some talk that she's actually quite smart...for a policewoman. But most of the time she just follows in his wake. Around here they call the pair of them 'The Bear and the Spare'."
* * *







I was still chuckling at that as I climbed back up to the office. The door was open and I could hear Doug's voice.
"Oh no. That's far too much money."
"Nothing is too much money!" I shouted, thinking he was on the phone, but when I walked into the room I saw that old lady Malcolm was once again ensconced in the armchair. At least Doug hadn't brought out the whisky.
"The lady wants to give us five thousand pounds," Doug said.
"And we'll be happy to take it," I said, sitting down opposite her at my desk. "What do you have in mind?"
"I want you to take the boy back to Skye," she said.
"Ah." I said. "There'll be a catch?"
"With money there usually is," she said. "He took off after the funeral. And I don't think going back to Skye was on his mind. He..."
I stopped her before she got into her flow. I didn't need her talking too much...not in front of Doug.
"Where did you last see him?" I asked.
"At the gates of the cemetery after the funeral," she said. Her eyes went wet and she took a handkerchief from her sleeve to dab at them. I knew then that I was in serious trouble.
"The service was beautiful, and there was a fine turnout...more than I had expected. Even Jeannie Todd turned up, and her and I have nae spoken for nearly ten years, not since she..."
"Ms. Malcolm," I said.
She looked at me as if I'd just slapped her.
"All right...I'm getting there. I've just buried my man, and here you are bullying me. You should be ashamed of yourself." Then the tears started to roll down her checks.
I bowed to the inevitable and got the whisky out of the drawer.
I'm sure I caught an extra glint in her eye as I poured, but she was too good to let it show. She sat back in her chair and sighed. I knew when I was defeated. I lit cigarettes for both of us and passed one to her.
"Doug," I said. "Ms. Malcolm and I have confidential matters to discuss. Make yourself scarce for an hour or so."
"I'll just go next door and watch telly for a bit," he said. I was about to say no when the old lady butted in.
"Just make sure you turn the volume up. I don't want you listening at the door."
A minute later we heard the television being switched on, and the sounds of a game show filtered through the door he'd closed behind him. Just after that Doug started shouting the right answers at the screen.
"That'll keep him happy for a while," I said.
The lady leaned forward, her voice serious.
"You need to keep an eye on your pal there," she said. "The flighty ones are always unpredictable."
Once more I marveled at her art of swallowing and holding smoke before she continued.
"I suppose you've only told him as much as he needs to know?"
I nodded.
"That's for the best," she said. "For I'm not sure he's ready to see what's happened to my boy."
The formalities were over...she was getting down to business.
"It happened when we were coming out of the cemetery. The night before, after you brought him home, I thought it was all going to be fine. He was quiet, but he always was, even as a lad. Last night we just talked, about his aunties, about his schooldays. And he stood beside me in the church and at the grave, which is all I wanted. But at the graveside he started to sweat and tremble. Jeannie Todd told me later she thought it was the D.T.'s, but I knew what it was. I held his hand tight, and he lasted as far as the cemetery gate. Then Jeannie's man put his hand on the boy's shoulder, and that was it...he was off like a frightened rabbit. It was nearly worth it to see Jeannie Todd's face."
She stopped just long enough to finish her whisky. She didn't ask for more, just cradled the glass in her lap.
"God forgive me. I should have let him stay on Skye. Those Masons might be bastards, but they know what they're doing."
"And what is that?" I asked, pouring her a large measure.
"He told you the story," she said, and it wasn't a question.
"Aye. But I've no idea where the Mason brothers fit in."
She downed the whisky in one. If I'd done it I'd have been coughing for a week.
"It's a long story. Maybe you'll get it from me, and maybe you'll get it from somewhere else, but it's a tale too long to tell here. It'll have to wait."
She climbed out of the armchair and got a check from her bag.
"Same as before. Half now, half when you get him back to Skye."
"Maybe he'll make his own way back," I said.
She shook her head.
"He's not going to be making many decisions for himself. "
"And Doug was right," I said, "It's too much money."
"I can afford it. And I've got a feeling you're going to be earning it."
She handed me the check.
"Just promise me you won't involve your pal next door," she said as she left. "Please? I've seen too many nervous boys get into trouble over my mistakes."
And then she surprised me. She pulled me into a tight hug and kissed me on the cheek. She still smelled of lavender and mothballs, but suddenly she reminded me of my grandmother.
"God bless, son. You're one of the good guys."
And, big sap that I am, I had tears in my eyes as she turned and left.
* * *







Doug was still shouting at the television.
"1970, you idiot! World Cups are every four years,"
I lit a cigarette and phoned Skye. She answered on the second ring.
"The Auld Kelpie, Irene speaking, how can I help you?"
"It's Derek Adams. John's done a runner."
There was a sharp intake of breath at the other end of the line.
"How long ago?" she finally asked.
"At least three hours. I need to know where he's likely to go...where I should look for him."
"In the city? I wouldn't know. He won't go far from water. And if he's lucid, he might even seek you out. Or his mother. Beyond that, I can't tell...he's too far."
"Too far from the Source you mean?"
That got me another sharp intake of breath.
"If you find him, bring him here," she said. "We can take care of him."
"Aye. I've already got the idea," I replied. "I'll be in touch. And there's another thing. That reporter whose nuts you crunched...he's pressing charges. You can expect a visit from the Glasgow Police."
"I've heard already," she said. "Don't worry. I can handle it."
"I'm sure you can." I said, but she'd already hung up on me.
Her words rang in my ears.
He might even seek you out.
I heard Doug shout at the television again.
"No. The sun is not a planet...where do they get these people?"
I suddenly knew two things...I couldn't go out and leave Doug alone...and I was probably going to have to tell him what was going on...but not yet.
I poked my head round the door.
"You can come out now. The scary wee woman has gone."
He switched off the television.
"Can you believe there are people in this world who, given a choice of whether Australia is north or south of the equator would say 'north'?" he said in disgust.
"You mean it's not?"
He threw a pillow at me. The big smile on his face blew away any notion I had of telling him about the case.
"So want did she want?" Doug said, sitting at his desk.
"The boy has gone on a bender, and she wants me to find him, and take him back to Skye," I said. "She needs him out of Glasgow."
"And you're taking five grand off her for that? Derek...you should be ashamed of yourself."
I tried to look suitably ashamed, but it's not an emotion I'm used to.
"There's more to it. I think he's in trouble," I said by way of mitigation.
"Must be a lot if it's worth five thou," he said.
"Just leave it to me," I said. "I know what I'm doing."
He sat at the computer and put on his headphones...a sure sign he was displeased with me.
I sat back and did what I do best...I blew smoke rings and let the case coalesce around me.
I still wasn't happy. The case was just too far from my comfort zone...five thousand pounds or not. Too many people were hiding things from me...John Mason, his mother, the trio of hulks back in Portree...hell, even Jim Morton, for all I knew. The money was welcome...sure it was. But if this turned out to be another gig like the Amulet case then the obituary desk on the Star was going to start looking awfully tempting again.
My biggest stumbling block was the secret that was held in Portree...what was 'The Source'...and how did it control what John Mason was becoming?
Until I knew that, the case wouldn't be over for me.
I did know how to do one thing, though...I knew how to stir things up. I rang Johnny Brown, news editor on the Star.
"Johnny, it's Derek Adams," I said when he answered.
"Ah, the Dark Avenger," he said with a laugh. "Are you still putting the world to rights, son?"
"Trying my best, Johnny, trying my best. I'm phoning about Jim Morton. I presume he's been spinning you a line about kidnap and extortion on Skye, with a bit of howling at the moon thrown in."
"Aye. We're running it tomorrow. He's out just now interviewing that boy you brought back."
I doubted that.
"A word from the wise," I said. "Would a kidnap victim hire somebody to take him back?"
I found out that wee Jim wasn't the only one who knew how to curse.
"I think your man got a wee bit over-keen after yon lassie crushed his bollocks. Maybe used a bit too much artistic license?" I said, trying to keep a smirk out of my voice.
"I hope you don't want your obituary desk job back," he said. "Because Morton is going to be sitting there until hell freezes over."
When I put the phone down Doug took his headphones off.
"What are you smiling about?" he said.
"I just got the equalizer against Jim Morton."
"Aye?" he said. "Well you just scored an own goal against me."
He unplugged his headphones from the computer and pushed a key. I heard, tinny but clear, my conversation with old lady Malcolm playing back to me. Some of the sentences seemed to stand out louder, but maybe that was just my conscience amplifying them.
"You need to keep an eye on your pal there."
"God forgive me, I should have let him stay in Skye."
"Just don't involve your pal next door."
The recording moved on, and I heard my side of my conversation with Irene.
"Too far from the Source." I heard myself say.
Doug leaned over and pushed another button on the keyboard and the playback stopped. He came over and stood in front of my desk, almost shouting. "So. 'Don't involve your pal, she said'. What's so important? And what's The Source? Sounds like it might be weird stuff. Eh, Derek...does it sound kosher to you?"
I opened my mouth to spout the lie, to quell his fear, then I realized it wasn't fear...it was anger. Tears of rage swelled in his eye, and his knuckles were white over clenched fists.
"How could you shut me out. I nearly died for you...I...Oh, fuck it."
He leaned over and took the whisky bottle, chugging it straight. He slammed it down hard on the desk.
"And now you're sitting there, thinking you're protecting me. Bastard!"
He took one of my cigarettes, lit it with a flourish, then spoilt the effect by having a coughing fit.
"Don't...you...dare...laugh," he said between coughs, and that did it. I guffawed, he sniggered and five seconds later we were collapsed like a pair of giggling schoolboys.
"Okay," I said when we'd recovered. "I'll call your bluff. We've got a client, and we've been paid. What do you say...are you up for a jaunt?"
He went from beet root red to white as the blood drained from his face, but he didn't back down.
"Get your jacket. I'll drive, you can talk," he said.
"Who said anything about driving?" I said, but even as I said it I knew where I would be headed...back to Govan, to the block of flats.
* * *







We caught the end of the rush hour traffic, and I had the mistake of directing Doug to the Kingston Bridge instead of the tunnel. Half an hour in stationary traffic gave me ample time to bring Doug up to speed. And far from being afraid, he was excited...the same way he'd been when I'd got involved in the Amulet Case.
"Mer-women! Cool," he said. "Did anybody say whether they had big tits or not? They were supposed to have enormous ones."
He was over-compensating. I knew it, and he knew it, and it was all that was stopping him from running away screaming.
"I've never heard that Loki story before," he said. "But that's not surprising...there's thousands of tales about the trickster."
"A bad boy?" I asked.
"One of the worst. He was a son of Odin, but he had a thing for giants. He fathered three children on one; Hel, a hag who ends up ruling the underworld; Jormungand, the serpent that circles the world; and Fenrir, the wolf that eats the moon at Ragnarok, the twilight of the gods. I haven't heard about any other 'Sons of Loki'. But John Mason was right about Loki being a shapechanger...there's stories of him as a fox, a salmon, a crow, even a fly!"
"So how does that work?"
"Buggered if I know," he said. "It's not physics that matters in the old stories...its magic. Now, if I had a wireless laptop, I could find out right now..."
"And how much is one of them when it's at home?" I asked.
"Oh, about half of what the old lady is paying us," he replied, smiling.
Never mind my own goal, I figured the score was now two-nil to him.
The traffic eventually got moving, and we headed out to the wilds of Govan.
"When we get back, I can get you all sorts of stuff on Loki," Doug said. "And I'll see if we can get some background on the 'The Source'. We don't want you taking any chances if you have to go back to Portree."
"When I go back, you mean. You're forgetting that your half of the payment is the second half."
I was back in the game.
* * *







I managed to find the block of flats at only the second attempt...the first time found us turned back on ourselves and heading for the town center. I had Doug turn off the lights and park us towards the far end of the car park, with a clear view of all approaches.
"So, what now?" he said as we sat in the darkness.
"Now we wait," I said. I tilted my seat back and relaxed into it as I lit a cigarette. Silently, I wished for a hat to pull down over my eyes...but felt fedoras were in short supply on the south-side of Glasgow.
Doug started to fidget after less than five minutes. It started with the drumming of fingers on the dashboard, then progressed to playing with the electric windows, then to matching lights and wipers in intricate rhythms.
"Doug," I said softly. He took the hint the first time, but three minutes later he'd started drumming his fingers again.
"The idea is that nobody see us...nobody knows we're here," I said in a whisper.
"Is it always this boring?" he asked. His hand was reaching for the window control.
"Doug, you've been here less than ten minutes. This could take hours. Maybe even all night."
"Oh..." he said in a small voice.
Even before the Amulet case, Doug had badgered me for months about 'running' a case with me. And once I'd been stupid, and let him come with me as I tried to track down a missing teenager. When we found the kid buried in the garden of his parent's holiday home he'd thrown up all over the body. I should have remembered that he just wasn't suited to fieldwork. But I owed him.
I nearly had a life once. It was back when Doug and I were just getting to know each other, and Liz was still alive.
The night my life changed-the 30th of January all those years ago-started like many others. Doug and I left another dull chemistry lecture and had a few pints in the Student Union. I was several sheets into the wind and that was always a recipe for disaster, especially when I hadn't told my girlfriend Liz that I was going to be late.
I got involved in a darts match against a team from Edinburgh University, and I was having fun, even although I was so bad at the game that I was the one who ended up buying most of the drinks. At some point in the evening the barman called me over and offered me the phone handset.
"It's your girlfriend," he said. "She says she needs you right now."
The drink had spoken for me.
"Tell her she needs her head examined. I'll be back when I'm good and ready."
And so help me, I'd enjoyed myself. While she sat in an empty flat and decided on the future course of our lives, I enjoyed myself. I drank a lot of beer, I sang bawdy songs about the Mayor of Bayswater's daughter, and the hairs on her dickie-die-doh, and only have a vague memory of getting back to the flat.
I'll never forget the next hour, though.
I wandered into the kitchen, bumping into tables and knocking over chairs. That took a minute.
I put on the kettle, and stood beside it while it boiled. That took three minutes.
I took the coffee into the front room and watched the end of the late night news. Ten minutes.
The beer told my bladder it needed to get out. I put down my coffee and got out of the chair-slowly. I wasn't very steady. One minute.
She was in the bath, and she had used my razor on her wrists her ankles and her throat. She hadn't wanted to make any mistakes. This wasn't a cry for help-she'd tried that earlier, and I hadn't answered. For the past fifteen minutes she'd been dying.
By the time the police arrived I was nearly sober, but after they found her note and showed it to me, I got drunk again quickly. She had been three months pregnant.
Doug took me in that night. It was him who cleared out the flat and got me somewhere new to live, and it was him I leaned on through the funeral as I tried to avoid the tear-stained eyes of Liz's family. But he couldn't persuade me to stay on in my studies.
The road from there to here was long, and well traveled.
The crisis came on the fifth anniversary of Liz's death. I'd arranged to meet Doug at seven in the evening for a few beers and a curry, but by the time he turned up I was already well to my way to oblivion. He took me home, sobered me up, and told me I'd be dead in a year if I didn't slow down.
"Good," I said, but even then, in my blackest depression, I knew I didn't mean it. Suicide had been big in my mind in the first week after I'd found Liz, but I hadn't done it then, and I knew I never would. Not the quick way, anyway.
"You need to do something, man," Doug had said. "What do you want to do with your life?"
"Fight bad guys, save the world, get the girl, all that happy shit. I want to be James fucking Bond," I growled at him.
"No can do," said Doug. "You're not good looking enough. But if that's what you want, why not join the cops?"
I shook my head.
"Or become a private dick?" he said, and it was as if a light bulb came on over my head-a big one with the word 'IDEA' written on it.
And I had done it. Doug had thought I was joking, but three months later I left the paper and set myself up in the office in Byres Road. My first client was a wee man called Pete Mulville who had lost his wife. He hadn't lost her, she'd run off with an aerobics instructor from Kelvinside called Marco, but he still paid me, and I was off and running.
I'd never have done it without Doug...and for that, I was willing to put up with a certain amount of irritation. Up to a point.
Ten minutes later his hand crept towards the wiper controls again, but he pulled away quickly after only a sharp look from me. Ten minutes after that he was sound asleep, and I was soon in that state between watchfulness and relaxation that was needed on nights like this.
People see the job on the screen and think its all thugs, blondes, bad cops and sudden leaps of intuition. In reality it's hours, days, sometimes weeks of tedium. Over time I'd developed strategies for dealing with it, playing games in my head, sometimes logic puzzles, sometimes compiling lists. Tonight it was 'connections' in films. For example, I was trying to get from Bringing up Baby to Pulp Fiction in as few steps as possible...I went Katherine Hepburn, Spencer Tracy, Robert Wagner, Natalie Wood to Christopher Walken, but I was trying to get it down to four. It was a game I often played with Doug, and I found it useful if I knew the best answer before I asked the question.
Most of the time it didn't help...Doug had a memory like a computer, and made connections almost as fast...when he was on form, that is. He hadn't been on top form for a while, and before tonight I'd been starting to wonder if he ever would be again. Getting him out of the office was a big step in the right direction. Even when he started to snore I was still glad he was here.
I lit another cigarette and went back to the problem at hand. I was looking for a link from Cary Grant to Cybil Shepherd when a light went on up in old lady Malcolm's room. I checked my watch. It was nine-thirty...we'd been there for nearly two hours. No one had entered or left the flats, and no one had pulled into the car park. It looked like this was one of the few parts of the city that closed down early. I watched the light for two cigarettes, but there was no further movement and I went back to the problem.
I was on Hepburn, Poitier and looking for a link to Samuel L. Jackson when a movement at the corner of the building in front of me caught my eye. In the dark it was only a darker shadow among other shadows. But it moved in a sinuous, careful way that reminded me of a cat stalking its prey. But this was no cat...the shadow was tall, human in size and shape. It came slowly, carefully round the corner, its eyes, almost green, being the only thing I could see in the darkness.
I reached for the car's lights, but I had to lean over Doug to do it. The movement jolted him awake, and he jerked, slamming a hand on the car horn.
The shadow melted back around the corner, so quick that I could barely follow the movement.
"What's happening?" Doug said, rubbing his eyes.
"Nothing now," I said. "Go back to sleep."
Unfortunately that was wishful thinking on my part. He was wide-awake, and fidgeting again within ten minutes.
"How do you cope with it?" he asked after I'd told him off three times.
"Practice," I replied. "And fiendish Oriental mind-tricks." I told him about the Bringing up Baby to Pulp Fiction game. That was a mistake.
"Ah. Starting me off on an easy one," he said. "Katherine Hepburn links to Henry Fonda then to Natalie Wood and then to Christopher Walken."
"Okay, smart arse," I said. "How about The Maltese Falcon to Highlander."
I had no idea if it was easy or difficult, but it only took him ten seconds.
"I've got three," he said. "Bogart to Bacall to Connery is the best one."
I'd never keep him quiet this way...I just wasn't smart enough to trouble him...not without a lot of thought. So I turned it back on him.
"Okay. Your turn. Come up with a good one for me," I said. "But make sure it's of Fu-Manchu quality. It has to keep me busy for a while."
It looked like I'd cracked it. He went quiet, apart from the soft sound of his lips pursing and separating.
At eleven o'clock the light went out in the old lady's flat, and by half past all the lights in the block went out. Fifteen minutes later the shadow crept around the corner once more.
"Derek..." Doug said softly.
"I know," I replied. "Let him get inside, then we'll go up and see what he wants to do."
It was a good plan, but it wasn't going to work...the shadow came full round the corner, and I got my first good look.
It might be man-sized, but there was little else about it to remind me of John Mason. It was taller, thinner...and it was naked, the skin a dull grey in the gloom. But even at this distance I could see it was scaled, with thick ridges and plates like an armadillo. It put out an arm against the stone wall, and its fingers stretched...there's no better word to describe it...joints lengthened as fingertips sought for a grip.
It started to climb the wall. And as it did do, the shape of its shadow changed, morphing swiftly until the legs and arms jutted at sharp angles to its body. It scuttled up the wall like a gecko after an ant.
I had been holding my breath, and I let it out in one explosive puff. Most of me wanted to flee...but there was the little old lady to think of. I didn't think the thing that was climbing the wall would have any familial feelings towards her. My sense of duty won out over my flight reflex...but it was a close run thing. I put my hand on my door-handle and had started to push the door open when I realized that someone was crying, in that sort of 'holding it all in' way that kids did when they were trying to be brave.
I looked over to where Doug was sitting, pale white, gripping the steering wheel as if his life depended on it. Heavy tears ran down his cheeks. He looked at me, eyes full of fear, pain, and self-loathing. He gripped the wheel tighter, and shook his head before looking away from me.
I patted his shoulder. "It's okay, Doug. Really, it is. This is my end of the business. Stay here, and lock the doors when I've gone," I said.
I waited long enough to see him nod, then I was out the door and off across the car-park. I was in no man's land between the car and the flats before I realized that something that went up the wall so quickly could be just as quick coming down. I was starting to wonder if I shouldn't let my flight reflex win occasionally.
I didn't dare chance a look upwards as I made for the door...a single glance might have stopped me in my tracks completely. As I approached the porch the light came on to welcome me, and I cursed the fact that I was outside one of the few blocks of flats in Glasgow where the lights actually worked when they were meant to. I felt like a rabbit, trapped in headlights, and I had to make a conscious effort to keep moving...all the while aware that I was lit up for all to see.
But I made it to the porch, despite the crawling in my spine and the expectation of an attack. I pushed the button for old lady Malcolm's flat and waited...and waited. Over at the dark end of the car park I could just make out Doug's pale features, like a ghost mask behind the windscreen of the Land Rover. I waved at him to show him I was fine, but there was no response...he was staring, but not seeing, lost far away in the memory of a dark place from which he couldn't escape. I was beginning to feel the same way...the shadows in the car park seemed to creep towards me, and I pushed the call button again and again. Finally she answered.
"Go away," I heard her say. "Don't you know what time it is?"
"It's Derek Adams, Ms. Malcolm. It's important."
I heard her sigh deeply.
"It's about John," I said, trying to keep growing panic out of my voice. "Let me in...please."
The door buzzed, and I was through it and across the hall before it had fallen shut behind me. I gave the lift a miss and headed for the interior stairwell, taking them two at a time. I burst open the fire door...and gave the old lady the fright of her life. She was standing by the lift, her back to me. She opened her mouth, as if to scream, then realized it was me.
"You shouldnae do that to old folk," she said. "You might have a dead body on your hands."
"That's what I'm here to prevent," I said.
"Well, you've got a strange way of showing it," she said. "I've a good mind to..."
Her voice tailed away. She'd seen something in my face.
"It's John, isn't it? He's here." That wasn't a question, and I didn't answer as I entered the narrow, brightly-lit hall of her flat. A bedroom door was open, a light on beyond, but there were four other doors, all shut.
"Have you got any windows open?" I asked.
"Just in the bedroom," she said from out in the hall
I pushed the door open gingerly and slid in, ready to run at any movement. The room was empty, except for the now-familiar taint of lavender and mothballs. I checked behind the door just in case, before stepping quickly over and shutting the window, resisting the urge to look outside first. I'd seen too many horror movies, and the image of a hand grabbing me by the neck and pulling me out into the night was just too vivid to ignore.
"Okay," I called out. "It's empty."
She came out and stood in the doorway, and I finally noticed she was only wearing a thin set of nightclothes.
"You can't stay here," I said. "Not tonight. Get some clothes on...I'll be in the hall."
We crossed over in the doorway and she went inside and closed the door behind her, but she kept talking throughout as she got dressed.
"You think he's coming here?" she said.
"Something like that."
"He'll not hurt me," she said.
"You don't sound convinced."
She didn't reply, and my senses were suddenly on full alert again, but then her voice came again. It sounded smaller, suddenly frail.
"It can't happen again. Not after so long."
There was a loud rattle, and I jumped six inches, but it was only her opening the door. She stood in front of me, all in black once more. She was putting something heavy and bulky into a large handbag, and struggled with it, but when I moved to help her she pulled away from me.
"My coat's behind the front door," she said, and pushed past me. I had expected stonewalling or tantrums, but not only had she got dressed faster than any woman I have ever met, she was out of the front door before me. I had just turned towards her when I heard a car horn...our Land Rover horn, blaring out...three short, three long, three short. On the last beep there was a crash from the front of the flat and a roar...as if an animal had come through the window.
"Come away," the old lady said to me. "Come away now." She grabbed at my arm and pulled me out of the flat, slamming the door, just seconds before a heavy weight crashed into it from the other side. The door held, but didn't look like it would last long...large cracks already ran up its length, and they widened as the weight once again crashed against the other side, the noise as loud as a gunshot in the confines of the hallway.
The lift bell pinged behind me, and once more the old lady dragged me away and into the lift cab.
She hit the 'down' button, and we stood there for what seemed like hours while whatever John Mason had become tried to pound its way through the flat door. The door of the flat next to the old lady's opened, and an ancient man stared out, wide-eyed and confused.
"Is it the Germans?" he said, "Have the bastards come back to bomb us again?"
"Go back to sleep, Davie," the old lady shouted. "It's just a film."
The old man smiled, waved, and went back inside, while we waited. The lift seemed more interested in playing piped musak to us than actually moving, and I hit the down button, again and again, while the cracks in the flat door grew into ever bigger gaps in the woodwork and the frenzied banging went up a notch.
"Come on!" I shouted...and somebody finally took notice. With a ping the lift doors started to close, just as the flat door finally gave in, large pieces of splintered wood flying halfway across the hall. I caught a glimpse of a hunched, hairy figure coming towards us, then the door shut and we started down. I hoped so, for the image had reminded me of one of the worst things I'd ever seen...of a chimpanzee pack on a hunt, chasing a smaller monkey through the forest canopy, squealing and howling, just before they caught their prey and tore it to bloody shreds. The shriek that came from above us sounded terrifyingly familiar.
It was still howling through the stairwells as we left the lift on the ground floor.
"I hope you have a car," she said to me as I hurried her to the door.
"It's more like a tank," I said, "And I think we'll need it."
An old lady came out of a flat near the main door.
"I'd go back inside," I said to her. "It's not safe."
"I've already called the Police," she said. "I always knew you were trouble, Jessie. This used to be a nice block until you came."
"Oh go fuck yourself," the old lady said, and cackled as the other woman's face fell in shock. We left her to her outrage.
As we left the flats the Land Rover lights came on and Doug drove it over across the car park towards us.
His face was still pale behind the windscreen, but as he got closer I could see that he bore an expression of grim determination. But he wasn't thinking straight...he parked facing us, almost blinding us with the headlights.
"Quick. Get in!" I shouted, but the old lady needed no prompting. She scuttled around the passenger side and got in beside Doug. I saw her fiddling with her handbag, as if trying to get something out of its depths. I had a last look around, back into the darkness of the hall, but there was no movement.
It had gone suddenly quiet. I would have preferred to have the howling...at least then I'd know where the beast was. Doug gestured frantically at me, trying to get me to move faster. I gave him a reassuring wave.
I had just moved to the side of the car when I saw him lean forward and look up, his eyes going wide in shock. I didn't have time to follow his gaze...something that felt like a sack of potatoes fell on me from above. I fell to the ground, my legs buckling beneath me, all the muscles of my back squealing in agony. As my new passenger and I hit the floor all the air left my lungs in one breath, and I felt my nose mash and split as my face met the pavement. I tasted blood in my mouth and the rough concrete rasped against my lips.
Shrieking filled my head, then there was a thump as my shoulder was hit, hard, and my whole left arm went numb. Once more I had the picture of the manic chimpanzee in my head, the shrieking, grinning grimace as it pounded its victim to a pulp.
I tried to push myself off the ground, but the weight on my back was too much, and I had to stifle a squeal as my nose got mashed into the pavement once more. A blow hit me on the side of the head, as heavy as any punch I had ever taken, and blackness started to creep in at the edges of my sight.
Above the shrieking, Doug called my name, twice. I heard the car door open.
"No," I said, but only managed a whisper. I got my arms under me and started to push, but my strength had gone, and whatever was on my back had decided it was going to stay for a while. Even as I had that thought I felt pressure on my neck just under my jaw. Cold slimy fingers grabbed tight at my throat, then my head was pulled back at an alarming angle to my body. This time I did scream as tendons stretched and vertebrae were crushed. Blood from my busted nose ran down the back of my throat, choking back my screams to a bloody gurgle. It went dark, and the screaming came from ever further away. I started to feel warm, sleepy, almost comfortable, as consciousness slipped away.
Suddenly, and in the same instant, the weight lifted off my back and the shrieking stopped.
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For the space of a heartbeat there was silence. Then a splatter of blood hit the concrete in front of my eyes, followed by more screaming. But this time I knew the source...that noise was ingrained in my soul. It was Doug, and he was back in his dark place, alone and hurting.
I don't know how I managed it, but I got to my feet, my own blood falling in heavy drops to the pavement. Doug stood six feet away, holding his left arm to his chest, seemingly oblivious to the sheet of blood that poured down the front of his shirt, his eyes wide, saucer-like, staring at the creature that was even now moving swiftly towards him. He'd tried to pull the beast off me...and succeeded...at a cost.
Now he had its attention.
I had been right to think of a chimpanzee. The overall body shape was similar...flat face, and long arms hanging from hunched shoulders...but this was a hairless monstrosity, its skin warty, like a toad. The mouth was a forest of tiny, razor teeth, and the beast sniffed the air through nostrils that flared and closed, flared and closed in time with each breath. It raised a hand in front of its face as it came forward, and yellow, splintered nails grew out into bloody talons with a liquid, almost flatulent, slither. The eyes were the worst. I knew those eyes. I'd talked to the person who usually lived behind them. But John Mason was not at home. What was in residence was a thing of power and malevolence. And it was still heading straight for Doug.
Doug stood there, rigid in shock.
"Come here," I shouted at him. "Doug, get over here, now!"
But he was incapable of movement...he couldn't take his eyes off the thing that advanced on him.
The beast sniffed the air again, and I saw its gaze drop to the blood that still poured out of Doug's arm. It raised its head and howled at the sky, and a cold shiver ran the full way down my spine. Lights went on in flats all around us, and I had little doubt that even now at least one person was calling the police. I had no time to think about that...any police arrival was going to be too late to save Doug. My back screamed in pain, and my neck joined in, but I stepped forward, intending to get in its way. That was the only thought I had...I knew I hadn't the strength to fight it, but even battered as I was, I was in better shape for a fight than Doug was.
The beast watched me closely as I stepped between it and Doug. It sniffed at me, like a dog checking a new rival, then it howled again. And as it did so, a ripple ran over the full length of its body, as if a nest of small snakes slithered under the skin. Then it started coming for me. I stood my ground, but the strength had gone from my legs.
"Run, Doug. I'll keep it busy," I said, with more bravado than I felt. But he was still struck immobile. I risked a glance and looked over at him. Tears ran down his cheeks, and all the blood had drained from his face, but he couldn't take his eyes off it.
So I stood there, between the beast and my friend, and watched my death come for me.
As it got within arm's length I tensed myself. I would have time for just one punch. I clenched my fist.
It was so close I could smell its breath. It stank of stale meat.
"Move to the side, son," Jessie Malcolm's voice said behind me. "Move to the side, or I'll have to go through you."
Whether it was instinct or I was just too shocked to disobey, I fell away to my left. At the same time a gunshot nearly deafened me. I saw the bullet hit the creature just beneath the ribs, but there was no explosion of blood and gore...it seemed to absorb the impact, as if its flesh was soft clay. All that showed was a wet hole that gleamed moistly in the streetlights, a hole no larger than a button.
There was pain, though, and the beast threw back its head and howled again, long and loud, a scream of anguish that echoed through the street and brought more lights on in the windows of houses all around.
"I'm sorry, son," old lady Malcolm said, and pumped another shot into it. And this time it staggered, almost falling. All over its body its skin rippled again, toady warts grew fat, sprouting thick bundles of black fur, and a line of porcupine-like spines thrust out in a bloody line down its spine.
It raised its head and looked up, first at Doug, then over at the old lady who stood, rock solid, a smoking gun pointed straight at it, then back at Doug again. Thick ropy drools of saliva fell from its lower lip as it sniffed again at the blood.
Another shot rang out, but this time the creature had already moved. It jumped, from a standing start, onto the roof of the car, then was off and away into the darkness across the car park before any of us had time to move.
My first thought was for Doug, and I told my body to move, but the old lady was faster. She was at Doug's side, just as his legs gave way. I thought he would bring them both down, but she was stronger than she looked.
"You'd better take this..." she said, and handed me the pistol. "My man bought it...years ago. When we thought we were still in trouble. I never thought I'd be using it on my own boy."
She gave me no time to study it. She bent over Doug and managed to prize his good hand away from the wound on his arm. She sucked through her teeth.
"How bad is it?" I asked.
"Bad enough. Your pal needs the hospital...and quick. Are you fit to drive?"
"I'll have to be," I said. In reality my whole upper torso felt like it had been crushed in a vise, and my nose had swollen to twice its normal size. I wasn't that sure I was going be able to even get into the car, never mind drive it to a hospital.
I stuffed the hot pistol deep in the pocket of my jacket.
The old lady tried to stand and lift Doug at the same time. She might be strong, but not that strong...he was a dead weight. His eyes started to roll up in their sockets, and when I took the weight off Ms. Malcolm he fainted in my arms. He had his injured arm wrapped in the folds of his jacket...a jacket that was already soaked in blood, black in the orange streetlight.
"Can you direct me?" I asked as I struggled to get him in the back of the car. I hit his bad arm against the car door, but he didn't even flinch. He was out cold.
"Oh, aye," she said. "When you get to my age you know the quickest way to every clinic and hospital in the area."
She got in the back with Doug.
"Don't be waiting too long at any lights," she said. "Your pal need stitches...lots of stitches."
I got behind the wheel, my back telling me constantly what a bad idea it was, and reversed out of the car park at speed before doing a handbrake turn onto the road. I went through the first junction at fifty and got faster after that. Lucky for us, the traffic was light. At the second junction three police cars passed us, heading back the way we had come, but they didn't have their sirens going and didn't seem in any great hurry. I had a feeling that might change after they saw the blood...and the ruin of the door to the old lady's flat.
The old lady kept up a constant stream of directions, interspersed with singing soft childhood songs while cradling Doug's head in her lap. For one verse in particular she raised her voice, the song echoing high and clear inside the car.
"Ghost nor bogle shalt thou fear,"
"Thou art to love and heaven so dear,"
"Naught of ill may come thee near,"
"My bonnie dearie."
I was afraid to look in the mirror. My own auld granny had sung those self-same words to me, every time I hurt, every night when she sang me to sleep. I hoped they comforted Doug as much as they did me.
When we got to a long straight stretch of road she leaned forward.
"Five miles, straight ahead. If you don't stop you'll hit the A and E department." Then, in a much smaller voice, she said, "I could do with a cigarette, if you've got one."
I didn't like the way my hands shook as I tried to light the cigarette, and in the end I handed the pack and lighter to her to do it for me.
"How's he doing?" I asked, as she handed a lit cigarette back over my shoulder.
"He's alive," she said.
That was all, but I heard the rest in her tone, the two unspoken words for now.
* * *







I was doing nearly eighty when I saw the sign for the hospital and I went over the speed bumps in the hospital drive still doing nearly fifty...the car's suspension held up to it, but the old lady cursed long and loud in the back. I guessed she had known a few sailors in her time...or maybe she'd met Jim Morton.
I hit the A and E car park at thirty and came to a halt in a bay ten yards from the brightly-lit entrance.
"Help us. We've got a badly hurt man here!" I shouted as I opened the car door.
I'd seen the movies and television shows. I was expecting ER doctors and nurses to dash out to our aid, gurneys rattling, perfect teeth gleaming in the headlights. But there was no movement, either in the car park or in the well-lit hall behind the entrance doors.
"Help! Injured man here!" I shouted again as we manhandled Doug through the doors and into reception.
Two rows of waiting patients turned and stared blankly in our direction. Behind a heavily fortified reception area a matronly woman with a blue rinse perm looked me up and down.
"You'll live," she said to me. "Take a seat. There'll be a doctor free in a couple of hours." She dismissed me with a wave of her hand and went back to filling in forms in tiny, neat, capital letters.
"I'll just leave this one with you then," I said, and on cue Doug woke long enough to raise his arm and bring it down close to the ten-inch square hole in the reinforced glass that shielded her. Blood spurted in through the opening, a small red fountain that covered her, her desk and all the paperwork in front of her.
She shrieked.
"I'll have security onto you," she said to Doug, but he was gone again, past caring.
"You'd better hurry then, hen," Mrs. Malcolm said. "For I don't think he's hanging around for long."
Doug slumped against the screen, smearing more blood down the glass as he started to fall forward. His eyes rolled up in their sockets and I only just managed to get a hand under his jaw before he smacked it on the desk.
Finally, the receptionist hit the panic button, and I was gratified to see that Scottish doctors moved just as fast as the American ones on television. What they lacked in expensive dentistry that made up for in speed. One minute we had Doug in our arms, the next he was in a gurney rattling away from us down the corridor and an ancient janitor wheeled a bucket over and started cleaning up the blood.
I made to follow the rapidly departing gurney, but the old lady grabbed my arm and pulled me over to a seat.
"I've been in this situation before. They'll let us know how it's going when they've got time," she said. "He's going to be fine. The doctors will look after him."
I hadn't realized it, but tears were running down my cheeks. She gave me a handkerchief and, without thinking, I blew my nose, sending blinding pain up through my skull and several ounces of blood and phlegm onto, into, and through the thin material of the hankie.
I looked at it stupidly, and made to hand it back to her.
"I don't want it, son," she said, and started to laugh. I looked at her, looked at the mess in my hand, and started to laugh myself. The blue rinse perm behind the glass rapped in the window to shush us. But one look at her, and the flecks of Doug's blood across her desk that she hadn't quite managed to clear up, sent my laughter up a notch, into something that might have approached hysteria if the old lady hadn't grabbed my hand, hard.
"He's going to need you," she said. I wasn't sure if she meant Doug, or her son John. I'm not sure if she knew either, but it was enough to calm me down...for a while, at least, although I had a feeling that hysteria wasn't going to be far away until I knew that Doug was going to be all right.
Since we'd met, we'd shared large chunks of our lives; it was in Doug's flat that I smoked dope for the first and last time; it was Doug who stopped me going mad when Liz killed herself. I was his best man when he got married, and I'd been there to get him royally plastered on the night his divorce came through. And of course, we'd helped each other in getting through the Amulet case...and almost killed ourselves in the process. But even above all that, he was my friend...the only real one I had, and I was terrified that I might lose him...that I might be the cause of his death.
The old lady patted my arm maternally.
"Go and clean yourself up," she said. "Before the harpy over there tells you off for bleeding on the clean floor."
I took off my jacket and handed it to her, making sure she felt the weight of the pistol in the pocket. She nodded, and sat down, the jacket in her lap, her hands hidden in the folds.
My back screamed in pain with every step, but somehow I made it to the Gents. I half expected to see blood when I peed, but the flow was clear. But the pain shooting through my muscles more than compensated for any grateful feeling I might have.
When I turned to the mirror I almost screamed again as a mask of blood looked back at me. I touched my nose gingerly, wincing as my touch met a soft mass of bruised tissue. Luckily there didn't seen to be anything broken...not that there was much left to break in there anyway...a childhood spent playing rugby had seen to that.
The water ran pink for a long time as I washed my blood off my face, and Doug's blood off my hands. Although, like Lady Macbeth, I didn't think my hands would ever be totally clean after this night.
I was trying to get the worst of the blood off my shirt when the old janitor came in, whistling "Always Look on the Bright Side of Life". He looked straight at me, or rather, his right eye did...his left, obviously glass, stared off somewhere near my shoulder.
"So how's the other guy?" he said, seeing the state of my nose.
"I walked into a lamppost," I said, and he laughed, tapping the side of his nose.
"I'm betting there's a woman involved," he said. "Women, eh? Can't live with them, can't just kill them."
He started washing the floor, talking all the time in the world. After a while I gave up on trying to clean the shirt. Anybody who looked at me was going to be looking at the ruined mess of my face...I didn't think anybody was going to comment on some blood on my collar.
The old janitor started waltzing with his broom and broke into an impromptu dance routine as he whistled "Dancing Cheek to Cheek".
"Only thing women are good for," he said. "Sex and dancing. And if I had the choice, I'd stick to the dancing."
He cackled again.
"I told you. It was a lamppost," I said half-heartedly.
He tapped his glass eye and winked with his good one.
"A lamppost? You were lucky," he said, just as I left the room. "It could have been a piece of masonry."
I don't believe in coincidences. I was about to go back in and ask him what he meant when a voice called my name down the corridor. My heart sank as the bulky frame of the policeman McCall came towards me.
"Adams. I want a word with you," he shouted.
Suddenly I was glad I'd left the pistol with the old lady...otherwise I might have been tempted to shoot him and get his head stuffed and mounted above the fireplace.
"We've had a report that you were involved in a shooting," he growled. "And also in the abduction of one Jessie Mason..."
"You leave that boy alone!" a voice shouted, and the old lady came down the corridor, her face set for battle.
"Mrs. Mason, I presume," he started, but that was as far as he got.
"That's Ms. Malcolm to you," she said. "And you should be grateful that Mr. Adams knows how to protect auld women from drug addicts and pimps. His poor pal is in emergency...doing your job for you... and all you can do is shout and bully. You should be ashamed of yourself."
McCall was about to speak again, but she wasn't finished.
"I can give you the whole story," she said, grabbing his arm and leading him off away from me. "I'll not take long. I remember the time..."
McCall went with her like a condemned man. For the first time I almost felt sympathy for him. It was only after he moved that I realized his partner had been standing behind him.
"We found blood," she said, her eyes fixed on the stain on my collar.
"Aye. Doug's and mine. You met Doug before...in my office. He's in here somewhere...the doctors are working on him. He got between a bad man with a knife and the auld woman."
"The woman in the flats said you marched Mrs. Mason...sorry, Ms. Malcolm...out of the flats at gunpoint," she said.
I managed a laugh that didn't sound too theatrical.
"I can't imagine anybody marching Jessie anywhere. And as you see," I said. "She's alive, well, and even as we speak telling a different story to your man."
She looked down the corridor to where the big man was taking notes as the little lady harangued him.
"Oh, he's not my man," she said, and put a hand on my arm. "He's not my type." She gave my arm a squeeze, let go, and went to join her partner. I'd never had a police officer flirt with me before. I didn't know whether to be flattered or appalled.
I left old lady Malcolm to it and went back to reception.
"Any news on Doug Ellis?" I asked the receptionist. She looked at me as if she wished she had a weapon.
"Just sit down, sir," she said. "A doctor will see you shortly"
"Okay...and don't call me shortly," I replied, but there wasn't even a flicker of humanity, never mind a smile.
I sat and tried to read two-day-old newspapers, but the image of the grinning, drooling beast kept forcing itself to the front of my mind. I had to put the paper down when my hands started shaking too much. I needed a cigarette, but they were in my jacket. Jessie was still holding that, and I didn't want any attention drawn to it at the moment.
I sat, as quiet and still as I could manage, and I watched the night people pass through the casualty department.
It was well after one in the morning. The clubs were throwing drunk youngsters onto the street, and the drunk youngsters were throwing themselves onto each other. Over the next hour there was a constant stream of scalp wounds, busted heads, vomiting drunks, cursing drunks and bleeding drunks. Add to that friends of the wounded, enemies of the wounded and policemen bringing in both groups, and you're left with a recipe for disaster. I gained a grudging respect for the blue-rinsed receptionist...she dealt with a level of abuse that would have had me in a fit of rage...and she did it every night.
Two young coppers wrestled an abusive young girl to the ground while her mates stood around, questioning the policeman's manhood. There was more bare flesh on show than you'd see on a beach, and their belly button piercings gleamed in the glare of the overheads. The police lifted the girl, an arm each, and she promptly threw up. They were obviously expecting it...they steeped briskly to one-side and let her vomit on the floor. A minute later the old janitor was back with his bucket. He winked at me with his good eye.
"A couple of wee birdies tell me your pal's going to be okay," he said. "So relax...they'll be out to tell you soon."
He went back to wiping up the remains of the girl's night out...mainly vodka and orange juice from the look and smell. Suddenly I needed some air. I headed for the front door, but Ms. Malcolm met me half way. She handed me my jacket.
"I got rid of the Police," she said. "And I talked to the doctor...your pal is going to be all right. His arm's going to be a mess, and they'll be keeping him in for a day or two...but he's going to be all right."
And she surprised me again by giving me another hug.
"I knew there was a woman involved," the old janitor said, and cackled. "But I thought it would be a spring chicken, not a tough auld hen."
Jessie threw him a look that shut him up, and he went back to his mopping.
"Doug's really okay?" I asked.
"We can see him in an hour or so," she said. "He's under sedation."
"I wish I was," I said.
"Aye. There's something to be said for oblivion," she replied. "But I need you alert. It's time I told you what happened in Skye in sixty-eight. I hope you're got plenty of cigarettes left."
She led me through a warren of corridors, but she seemed to know where she was going.
"Ma man was in here for months last year," she said. "And I used to sneak out for a smoke when it got too much for me. I got to know where to go to cadge a puff."
We came to a set of fire doors. There was a large sign that said, 'Caution, these doors are alarmed. Not to be used except in an emergency'. She pushed through without a pause and led me into a small interior courtyard. At one time someone had obviously tried to make a garden area for patients, but now it looked to be turned over totally to the pursuit of the nicotine hit. There were four benches around a small pond. There might be fish in there, but if there were, they were living on the cigarette ends that were getting pushed around the surface by a sluggish fountain that burped and belched like an asthmatic cow. The ground all around was strewn with butts, spent matches and empty cartons.
On the far side of the pond from us sat just about the sickest man I've ever seen. He was in his pajamas and dressing gown, his stick thin body swamped by the clothing, his ribs standing proud from his chest in the two inches of flesh showing at his neck. His cheeks and eyes sunk far back into his skull, and his hair hung lankly over a liver-spotted scalp. In his right hand he held a lit cigarette, and in his left he clung tightly to a pole and the attached intravenous drip. He waved at us feebly, then went back to trying to work up enough energy to suck on the cigarette. I kept a close eye on him...he looked like he might keel over into the pond at any moment.
We sat down on the seat across the pond from him.
"It's all my fault," she said as I handed her the first of many cigarettes.
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Jessie Malcolm's Story
The 'Summer of Love' was late in getting to Glasgow...so late that it was the summer after the rest of the world. I was a bit old to be a hippie, but I was in a dead end job in a bank, I couldnae get a man for love nor money, and when, one Friday, I met some folk in a pub who offered a kind of freedom, I took it. Two days later I'd thrown in the job and was travelling around Scotland in a VW Beetle painted with day-go pink flowers.
We did the usual hippie bit...a lot of sex, drugs and bongo drums round campfires. We actively sought out 'mystic' sites so that we could commune with the pagan gods. We danced round stone circles in Orkney, Shetland, Lewis and Argyll. And on one night, near the end of the summer, we ended up at Dunvegan Castle on Skye.
The castle is famous for the Fairy Flag, supposedly given to the Macleod clan chief by the King of the Wee Folk. Patrick, the owner of the Beetle and therefore the head of our wee bit of the strolling players, wanted to see fairies. I could have told him that he only had to look in the mirror...he wasn't the most masculine of men, if you catch my drift?
So there we were, thirty of us, our merry band of camper vans, VW Beetles, wigwams and bonfires, boys with long hair and beads, lassies with neither make-up nor bras. As you can imagine, the local folk didnae know what to make of us. Apart from the young boys that is. They knew what they wanted, all right...and over the summer I'd got plenty of experience giving it to them.
The very first night there was a party going that they probably still talk about on the island. Joints were rolled, mushrooms were gathered, and daisy chains were woven. Hendrix and Joplin wailed across the Skye night air. The local boys brought the booze, and by midnight a rolling orgy was underway.
A boy had caught my eye. He was a lot younger than me, but there was something about him, something lost in his eyes, that drew me to him. And he seemed attracted to me, but I could tell the piles of heaving bodies were embarrassing him. He seemed so lost that I took him away from the hubbub and led him to my tent, which was down in a grassy depression near the shore. And there we did exactly what you might expect, even given the fact that he was obviously still nervous.
We were just getting to the business end of things when I heard singing outside the tent. At first I thought that one of my travelling companions was in full stride, but then my 'partner' went into a daze. It was obvious he wasn't quite with me, but I wasn't about to let him off that easily. He was trying to climb off me, but, using my strength, I rolled over on top of him and pinned him down.
The singing rose to a frenzy, and, as he bucked under me, so did I. His eyes focused, and we were together once more as the singing came to a sudden halt. We were lying, clasped in each other's arms, feeling pleased with ourselves, when the screaming started.
By the time we got some clothes on and tripped across the dark patch of shore to where all the screaming was coming from there was a small crowd gathered around in a circle on the beach. Our erstwhile leader, Patrick, was lying across two flat stones, blood pouring from multiple wounds around his crotch. It didn't take me long to notice that my partner and I were the only sober people there.
"Hey, you..." I said to him...we hadn't got as far as names. "Get me a blanket from the tent...quick."
While the lad was away I inspected Patrick. He wasn't badly hurt, but he was bleeding like a stuck pig. By the time the blanket arrived the bleeding had slowed, but he was nowhere near coherent.
"The Fairy Queen took me to husband," he shouted, sitting bolt upright. "Let the festivities begin."
Then he burst into tears.
I used my blouse to bind the worst of the wounds, and wrapped him in the blanket.
"Can you drive?" I asked my recent conquest.
"Aye," he said, almost absently. He was looking at Patrick with a mixture of sorrow and horror.
"There's a doctor in Portree," he said finally. "We'd better take him there."
Even as we bundled Patrick into the beetle the crowd was drifting off, and over near the campfire the bongo drums started up again as the party kicked back into life.
"And you'd better get a jumper or something," my new partner said, smiling. "You can't go through the town like that."
I was bare-chested. In fact, I had thought little of it, but now I could feel myself blushing. I made a hasty trip to the tent and, as well as putting on a high-necked shirt, I bundled my small store of belongings into a shoulder bag and left, saying a last goodbye to the tent. My hippie experiment was officially over.
During the ten-mile drive to Portree I discovered that my partner's name was Tommy Mason, that he was a fisherman, and that he was terrified.
"It should have been me," he kept saying. "It should have been me."
I didn't have time to quiz him. Patrick was shivering all over his body although it was a warm night. He kept screaming gibberish about the Fairy Queen and the sowing of the seed. By the time Tommy pulled the Beetle up outside the doctor's house he was lost in a fever dream, screaming and gesticulating at an unseen attacker.
The doctor wasn't best pleased to see us, but one sight of Patrick and he became the medical professional. Patrick was whisked away to a back room while Tommy and I stood in the doorway, unsure what to do next.
To my surprise he took my hand, and gripped it tight, as if afraid to let go. He led me into what was obviously the doctor's living room.
"It should have been me," he said again. Then, as if in awe, "You saved me from it."
I asked him what he meant, but he went quiet on me. But he didn't let go of my hand, not even when the doctor returned.
"He'll be all right," the doctor said. "The cuts look worse than they are, and he went to sleep on his own. Just as well, really, for I wouldn't have been able to give him anything...not with the rubbish that's in his system already. What was it...mushrooms?"
"I don't know," Tommy said. "I only had beer."
The doctor looked in both our eyes for long seconds, then nodded.
"Maybe," he said. "But I'll have to report this to the police. It looks like an assault to me...and a brutal one, at that. Or is there something you want to tell me, Tommy Mason?"
Tommy shook his head. The 'lost boy' look was back in his eyes. Even then I think I realized that my job for the foreseeable future would be to keep that look at bay.
The doctor picked up the telephone...and at the same time, across the night, the strange ethereal singing started again. Tommy's grip tightened until the pain was almost unbearable, then all sense went out of his eyes and he went limp. He started to walk out of the door.
I pulled him back towards me and held him tight, but he was too strong for me, and started to pull me across the floor, dragging my weight behind him.
"Help me," I said to the doctor. "Before it happens again."
"Best to just let him go, lassie," the doctor said, shaking his head. "It should have been him earlier, instead of that poor wee boy in my treatment room. This is what Tommy was born for. She's come for him, and only he will satisfy her."
I wasn't really listening. Tommy was getting closer to the door, and the singing was rising to a frenzy. Using all my strength I managed to pull him slightly off balance towards me, and once more I clasped him in a tight hug.
The singing grew to a cacophonous wailing, and Tommy's struggles became frantic. Just at the point where he finally managed to struggle out of my grip there was a crash behind me.
Something came into the room. At first I thought it was someone playing a joke...it looked initially like a man in a rubber suit, and the effect was completed when it spoke.
"My Queen. I am coming," it said.
And that is when I realized it was Patrick...but a changed, ruined, version of the man. Where he once had a beard he now had a forest of spines. And his skin looked like nothing more than dried up, cracked leather. Clear puss oozed from splits that grew longer with every move, and as he walked past me, starting to run, I saw small nubs grow on his back, nubs that grew and spread so that by the time he reached the door he sported a serviceable pair of leathery wings.
"I'm coming," he called again, and jumped into the air.
At first it was as if he might defy gravity, and he hung, three feet up, as the wings spread, casting a dark shadow over the garden to the front of the house. Then he gave an agonizing squeal, and fell.
What came back down was no longer Patrick. In fact, it was no longer much of anything. It hit the ground with a wet thump.The legs buckled under it and melted...there's no better word for it. The torso seemed to fall in on itself, and the head followed, all in a heartbeat. Within a second there was only a heaving puddle of brown tissue that writhed, just once, then was still.
It was suddenly quiet, and then Tommy went limp once more and fell into my arms.
The doctor spoke first, and he seemed to be addressing Tommy.
"She'll be back," he said.
Tommy pulled himself together.
"Aye. But I'll not be here."
The lad turned to me.
"Take me with you," he said.
"I don't know about that," I said. "But I'm going back to Glasgow. You're welcome to join me for the ride...I've had enough. I'm off."
"You can't go," the doctor said. "It's your fate."
"Fuck fate," Tommy said. "Tell Gus it can be beat."
He took my hand, and led me to the Beetle. I tried not to look at what lay just outside the door, but it seemed to draw the eye. It looked like the hide of a recently skinned animal, steaming lightly in the night air.
"Remember to tell Gus what I said," Tommy said to the doctor as he got into the Beetle. "Tell Gus that fate can be beaten."
And off we went, driving like the devil was chasing us, barely pausing for breath, all the way back to Glasgow.
* * *







She stopped talking, staring into space as she smoked the last puff from another of my cigarettes,
"And?" I said.
"And that's about it," she said. "We got back to Glasgow, got married, had John, and lived a miserable life for the rest of poor Tommy's days."
"Why miserable?" I asked.
"Tommy rang Skye one day, about three months after we left, when I found out I was pregnant. He was so proud of himself, so happy that he was going to be a father. They say that pride goes before a fall...well, Tommy fell all right. He fell a long way. He found out that his brother, Gus, had gone the same way as Patrick, two nights after we left. He never forgave himself. Gus left three bairns behind. Tommy and I offered to go back, but we were told to stay away. So we did. All those years we stayed away. But now it's happening again."
Tears ran down her cheeks, and I left her in silence for a while, giving her another cigarette which she smoked all the way down before talking again.
"We thought everything was all right with John...even forgot about it for a long time. Then, last year, he just upped and went...to Skye. I think you can guess the rest."
"I can guess, and fill in with what John told me...although it's hard to believe...especially in the 'Sons of Loki' story."
"Oh, he told you that..." she said. "I heard that one from Tommy. But I always preferred to consider it as some kind of genetic mutation...somehow it let me think about it without getting into anything supernatural."
"I'm having a hard time thinking about that 'thing in the car park'," I said,
"That thing is my son," she said. "And remember, I'm paying you to get him back to Skye."
"You can have your money back if you like," I said, only half joking.
"You're a man that honors his deals," she said. And again, it wasn't a question.
"Aye, maybe," I replied. "But I might need an elephant gun to do it."
She took my arm and led me back into the bowels of the hospital, but all the way back, a germ of an idea was beginning to grow,
"One question," I said as we emerged back into the A & E reception. "Have you heard mention of something called 'The Source' on Skye?"
She looked at me blankly. The hippie-chick adventuress was gone, and the old lady with a reputation to maintain was back. In truth, I was pleased. Little old ladies I could handle, but when you have to think of them bare-breasted and sexually active it was like catching your parents during sex...theirs, not yours.
"Let's see if your pal is ready to see us," she said. She stormed over to reception and demanded to see a doctor. To my amazement the blue-rinse receptionist gave in meekly, and two minutes later a tired-looking youth in a white coat came out to speak to us.
"You can speak to him now," the doctor said. "But we'll be keeping him in for today...he lost a lot of blood and is very weak. He's been moved to the recovery room...it's..."
"I know where it is," Jessie said, and once more the old lady led me through the warren.
Doug was sitting up in bed, but he looked barely alive. His skin was alabaster white, almost as pale as the bandage that swathed the full length of his arm. He managed a thin smile.
"Two hundred stitches," he said. "It's fun to get out of the office. Remind me not to protest so much the next time."
I moved over to the bedside, and we had one of those awkward moments that happens between men when they have emotions but no way to let them show. I settled for holding his hand, trying not to let the tears come. He gripped my fingers tight.
"I'm okay," he said. "And the drugs have kicked in, so I feel no pain."
We both knew there would be plenty of that later, but now wasn't the time to talk about it. I just hoped the drugs would work for a while to come.
He waited until the doctor left us alone, then asked in a whisper, "Did we get it?"
I shook my head.
"The Police are going to be in to talk to you, and..."
He waved his good hand at me.
"The bear has been in already. Junkie burglar?"
It was the old lady who replied.
"Best I could manage at the time, son," she said. She moved over to his bedside and gave him a hug. "I apologize for my boy John. He's not been himself recently."
Doug was the first to giggle but once he'd started I couldn't help but join him. She looked at us in bemusement for a second, before she too joined in. We only stopped when Doug's eyelids started to flutter.
"Shit. I think I've got to sleep now," he said, and off he went, as quick as that.
I bent over to check him, and his eyes opened.
"Abbot and Costello Meet Frankenstein to Tremors in three," he said, and fell fully asleep, chuckling to himself.
* * *







When we got back to reception I was surprised to see it was already daylight outside.
"I'd better get you back to my place," I said to Ms. Malcolm. "It's not safe back in Govan."
"Och, don't mind about me," she said. "Half my bingo pals are in here for one thing or another. There's plenty of bedsides for me to visit...and I know where to go if I need a kip. No. You get off and get some rest. I want you out looking for John as soon as you're able."
She wasn't to be argued with. She left me with a wave and headed off back the way we had come.
"I see you're still lucky with the women," someone said behind me.
It was the old glass-eyed janitor.
"I used to be a ladies man myself. But I gave up. Too many sons...not enough time to look after them."
He went back to mopping the floor, but as I walked past he reached out and gripped my arm.
"I hear things, son," he said. "Be careful. You don't know everything. Not yet."
And before I could answer he bent and started mopping the floor, whistling a tune I took some time to place. I couldn't remember the title, but the composer was definitely Wagner.
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The low morning sun slanted at a narrow angle into my brain and threatened to lift off the top of my head. As I headed for the Land Rover I realized I'd been living on adrenaline since the encounter outside the flats. I was a mass of aches and bruises, and it was a Herculean effort just to put one foot in front of the other. I was tempted to sleep in the car, but that was just inviting a policeman to start asking questions, and I didn't have the energy for that.
I drove, slowly, through the morning rush-hour traffic and parked behind the office. I was heading for the front entrance when the advertising board for the morning paper caught my eye.
Junkie Mayhem in Govan. Three Dead, it read.
Even then I was almost tempted to walk on by, but Old Joe must have seen me. He came out of the shop at a rush.
"Christ, Derek. What happened to you?"
He almost dragged me into the shop, where he slapped a packet of cigarettes into my hand.
"Free smokes for a story?"
I was too tired to argue. I leaned on the counter, smoked a cigarette, and gave him the same story that the old lady had given to the police. As I was telling it I realized I was doing the right thing. Joe would spread the story far and wide, the police would hear it from different people, and maybe even believe it.
"Is Doug okay?" Joe asked when I got to the end.
"He'll live. Whether he'll ever leave the office again is a different matter. Now if you'll forgive me, I need some sleep."
"You certainly do...you haven't even asked about this, yet," he said, tapping the paper. "You were lucky, son. It looks like the same bastard that got Doug got three other poor buggers."
"Anybody we know?" I asked, as if that mattered.
Joe shook his head. "Naw. But one of them was Police. I don't fancy the junkie's chances when they catch him."
My brain started to connect the dots, but the pencil wasn't working. I took a newspaper, dragged myself up the endless staircase to the office, and locked myself in.
Three minutes later I was asleep.
I don't know what finally woke me, but by the time I opened my eyes again it was getting dark outside.
My back complained when I sat up, but it wasn't as bad as I was expecting it to be. My nose felt like a new growth of my face, but it also was not as bad as expected. After a sandwich, a shower and a change of clothes I felt almost human.
Which was just as well. It was time to start earning my fee. I took the gun with me...just in case.
* * *







In any big city there are places the 'cognoscenti' go when they want something out of the ordinary. The City Vaults in Glasgow is one of those places. It is a run-down bar on the edge of Maryhill, a dank, dingy, drinking hole with battered 1960's furniture, tattered linoleum flooring and a pervading smell of tobacco, stale beer and fresh urine. If you wandered in searching for a warm welcome and friendly discourse you'd be sorely disappointed...this place served a different purpose. Things that fall off the back of lorries ended up here, as did men who knew men that rigged horse races for big bookies. Anything was traded, from truckloads of booze and cigarettes to lion cubs. It was rumored that the Ministry of Defense were short of a Chieftain tank, and that it 'passed' through this pub. I didn't disbelieve it.
I nodded to the barman, and he nodded back. I knew his name, and he knew mine, but it was an unwritten rule in here. No names...not if you wanted to do business. I ordered a beer and took it to a barstool at the end of the bar. Another unwritten rule. I was looking for something, and now everybody knew it. As I sipped my beer I was checked out by most of the people in the bar. Time would tell if anybody would be willing to get involved with me. I was a 'name' in this part of town, and that sometimes worked against me in situations like this. But my part, however small and unwitting, in getting Arthur Dunlop out of town during the Amulet case had won me a lot of brownie points in the black economy.
For a while nobody seemed interested apart from a kid who wanted to sell me four hundred bottles of perfume.
"It's guid stuff," he said in a broad accent. "None of your rubbish, by the way. It's French, and ye ken whit they're like we' the smelly stuff. Fair gets them goin' so it does. Only a hunner quid if I get rid of it tonight."
I turned him down. He only shrugged and moved to the next table behind me.
I drank my beer and waited. Eventually a man I knew by sight approached me. He nodded, I nodded, and we got down to business. I told him what I wanted, and he sucked his teeth.
"Tricky," he said. "It might be tomorrow before I can get it."
"Fine. How much?"
He named a figure that seemed too cheap for what I was asking, we shook hands, and it was all done in less than a minute.
"I'll be in touch," he said.
"Do you want my number?" I asked, and from the look he gave me I immediately knew that I'd almost made a faux pas. He shook his head and walked away. I took my beer away to the other end of the bar. Within a minute someone had taken the seat I just vacated. I finished my beer, nodded to the barman and left.
My next port of call was another bar. The Halt in Great Western Road had been a regular haunt for years. The manager Dave and I went back to the time when I dropped out of University and he gave me a job behind the bar. I had stayed there for two years, completing the journalism correspondence course by day and serving the punters by night. I knew from experience that Dave had many contacts in the underworld and wasn't above more than a bit of dodgy dealings. There was little that went on in Glasgow that Dave didn't get to know about, and he'd helped me out before... not least when telling me where to find the Johnson Amulet. I was hoping he'd be as much help this time.
"The usual, Derek?" he said.
I nodded.
"But just the one. I'm working."
He raised an eyebrow.
"I heard. How's Doug doing? I sent him some fruit."
"I should have known the jungle grapevine would be working," I said as I took a beer from him. "How much do you know?"
"Enough to ken that it's not a junkie the Police should be chasing," he said. He waved me down to the quiet end of the bar. "Down this way. Suspicious ears might be listening in...the coppers lost one of their own last night, and the narks can smell money in the air."
"Anything being said about the killer?" I asked.
Dave shook his head.
"It's all quiet as to the identity. But there's plenty of speculation. The more superstitious are saying that it's got something to do with Arthur Dunlop...that you brought him back fae Skye. Any truth in that?"
"No," I said. "I only wish it was that simple."
The pub was quiet, which gave me plenty of time to lay out the whole story for him. I sipped slowly at the beer as I talked...I had the feeling it was going to be a long night, and I needed a clear head.
As I was talking I realized how far out there my story would seem, but Dave didn't bat an eyelid. Then again, he was a fully paid up conspiracy nut...the wilder the better. He read more outlandish material than my wee story every night after he closed the bar.
"It's not quite the story Jim Morton told me," he said when I'd finished. "But it's close."
"The wee man's been here already?" I asked.
"Aye. This afternoon. He was looking for you in particular. Something about needing company in keeping a watch on a flat in Govan. He's away over there with a flask of whisky and his big camera."
"The stupid wee bugger's going to get himself killed," I said.
"Aye. We can always hope so," Dave said with a smile.
I downed what was left of my beer in one gulp.
"If he comes back in, tell him to keep away. I've seen this thing in action. It'll have him for breakfast."
"Again, we can always hope so," Dave said to my back as I left.
I headed for the underground station. I thought about going back to the office for the car, but it was too big, too conspicuous, and I didn't know how many people might have seen it last night. Besides, if I did meet up with Jim, the chances were that strong drink might be involved at some point in the evening.
* * *







The underground system in Glasgow is known affectionately as 'The Clockwork Orange', but tonight someone had forgotten to wind it up. The tannoy was reporting twenty-minute delays, and the growing crowd on the platform was getting restless. Tempers were beginning to fray, and as the brightly colored train finally pulled into the station the crowd jostled for position. Somebody stuck an elbow in my back and I squealed in pain as one of last night's bruises flared back into action. I gave a baseball-cap-wearing teenager behind me a hard glare.
He glared back.
"Whit's your fuckin' problem?" he spat at me.
I turned away. Kids looking for a fight were ten-a-penny round here. The trick was not to give them an opening. Unfortunately this one didn't need an opening. He put a hand on my shoulder and pulled me towards him.
"I was talking tae you, bampot," he said.
My mouth took over before my brain had time to stop it.
"Is that what it was. I'm sorry, I don't understand ape-speak."
It took him a second to realize he'd been insulted...you could almost see each individual brain cell struggle for a synaptic connection. Eventually, realization came to his eyes and he remembered to be outraged.
The train had come to a stop, and I began to move with the crowd towards it. The kid wasn't finished with me, though. He stepped around in front of me and stood, nose to nose.
"It's a square-go you're wantin', is it?" he said in that belligerent swagger that only a young Glasgwegian can muster.
"No. I just want to get on the train."
"Aye. Well, you'll have to get through me," he said.
"Okay," I said, and hit him as hard as I could manage. He didn't see it coming, and he went down in a heap at my feet, his eyes rolling in their sockets.
I stepped over him, and boarded the train, aware of the gaping commuters staring at me. I smiled sweetly back, and they turned their gazes elsewhere. I was about to write the encounter off as just another hazard of the city at night when the kid got off the ground, screaming.
"Fuckin' bastard! I'll have you!"
As he came forward he took a carpet knife from his pocket.
"You're getting chibbed," he said, "I hope your mother can sew."
Just before he reached the door of the train I stepped forward. Making sure no one else could see, I took the pistol from my pocket. I gave him my best Sean Connery impression.
"Trust a ned to bring a knife to a gunfight."
He stepped back so quickly that he fell over his own feet and landed on his backside, eyes suddenly wide in fear.
"Don't worry," I said as the door closed between us. "I'm feeling in a good mood, so I'll let you off this time."
I put the gun away before turning back to face the rest of the passengers, but even at that nobody would meet my eye...I was the nutter they'd rather avoid discourse with, even although I was the one who'd had to deal with the random attack from the kid. Then I caught a glimpse of myself in the reflection in the window. The top half of my face was a mass of yellow-black bruises, and my nose had been mashed across my face. I looked like an aging boxer who'd just had his one fight too many. Hell, if I'd seen me on a train, I'd have avoided eye contact as well.
But it was part of the job, part of the price I paid for being independent, working for myself and keeping my own hours. The occasional bruise, the random acts of violence, were worth it if it kept me away from having to hold down a 9-5 job. Judging by the long faces and tired eyes of the commuters around, I'd made the right choice.
The train trundled along, disgorging more passengers than it took on at each stop, so that by the time we got to Govan there was only a handful of us getting off. I headed for the nearest bar...I knew how Jim worked. It was too early to stake out the flats, and there might be some gossip to be had in the local pubs.
I was nearly right. He wasn't in the first bar, or the second, but he was in the third one I went into. From the outside it looked like a small, street-corner local boozer, but inside it was a cavern, a dimly lit hall, long and narrow, stretching to a small stage at the far end nearly twenty yards away. There were only half a dozen customers, and none of them were paying any attention to the half-naked girl who was looking decidedly bored as she took off her clothes on the stage.
Jim was two tables down, talking to two old men. He saw me and nodded, then went back to his conversation. I went to the bar, bought us both a drink, and took them to the other side of the room. Rather than watch the girl reach the end of her act, I used the time to phone the hospital. They didn't tell me much. Doug was comfortable, he would be out sometime tomorrow and his mother was with him. Given that Doug's mother had been dead for five years, I presumed Jessie Malcolm was visiting...if not, this case was getting just too weird.
As I got back to the bar the girl on stage took off her bra with something less than a flourish, and wandered slowly off. One man near the stage clapped briefly, then went back to his beer. Jim finished his business with the old men and came over to join me. Dave had been right...he was carrying a large camera and a bag over his shoulder.
"Nice place," I said.
"Fucking shit-hole," he replied. "But at least it's not full of bloody Rangers supporters. Those buggers have had it in for me since last year."
Jim had written an article exposing links between Rangers Supporter's Clubs and paramilitary groups in Northern Ireland. It had caused a furor at the time, and he had even received death threats for months afterwards. Some of the more rabid fans of the club still held a grudge...and we were in their stomping ground.
"So what's the plan?" I asked, nodding towards the camera.
"You and I both know that it's not a junkie the Police should be hunting," he said. "And I'm going to fucking prove it."
He patted the camera.
"You heard about Doug?" I asked.
"Fucking shame," he said.
I told Jim exactly what I'd seen the night before. I hoped it would give him cause to think, but it only made him more determined.
There was a sarcastic cheer from up near the stage as another bored girl began her act...more grind than bump. Jim didn't even turn to look.
"Imagine if I got the picture? It would go nationwide...fuck, worldwide."
"Aye," I said, taking a long pull of beer. "Pity you'll be too dead to reap the rewards."
"I just want one picture," he said. "I don't want to capture the fucking thing...whoever it is. Without the picture that bastard Brown will never run the story."
"Well, if you're going after it, you'll need some Dutch courage," I said.
I went to the bar and got us both doubles. Maybe if I got him drunk he'd forget about his 'hunt'...at least for one night. As we drank I filled him in on the bits of the story he didn't know already.
"Five grand? Five fucking grand?" he said, astonished. "Fucking amazing. But how the hell are you going to earn it?"
That was something I'd been asking myself all day. The deal I'd done in the City Vaults might help. But not tonight. Tonight I'd planned to lie low and hope John Mason was doing the same. But Jim was having none of it. He downed his whisky in one.
"Right. I'm off to case the auld dear's flat. You coming?"
The weight of the pistol hung heavy in my pocket. I looked at my beer, I looked at Jim, and I looked at the bored girl as she got down to her bra and pants. I didn't want to see any more.
"Okay. I'll keep you company," I said. "But if he turns up you're on your own. I'll be well away."
He sneered. "Pussy. And here was I thinking you were a hard man."
"Man, aye. But the thing you're after isn't a man. Not even close."
Jim still didn't quite believe. I could see it in his eyes. He knew something or someone had come from Skye with me, but I'm sure he was half convinced that he was the victim of some elaborate scam. The only way he would be convinced would be to see it with his own eyes. But if we got close enough for that, we might not live for long.
* * *







The closer we got to the block of flats, the more I wanted to turn and run. But with Jim it went the opposite way. He seemed to be getting the scent of the hunt in his nostrils, and was walking ever faster. He led me through a warren of warehouses and portable office accommodation as if the knew the place intimately, and brought us out through a narrow alleyway barely four-foot wide that finally opened onto the street opposite the block of flats.
"So, where are we going to wait?" I asked. "In the car park?"
"Bugger that for a lark," he said, and dangled a set of keys in my face. "We're going in. I got a spare key from a wee woman on the ground floor in exchange for her name in the paper."
Someone had scrubbed the pavement since last night, so there was no reminder of the blood that had been spilled, but my back gave me a twinge of pain, just to remind me how stupid I was being back here.
Jim opened the front door and led us into the quiet, empty hall. He stepped into the lift, and made sure his camera was ready for action before shutting the door and taking us up. I got the pistol out of my pocket and checked that a round was chambered. Jim's eyes went big at the sight of the gun, but neither of us said anything as the lift came to a halt and the door opened.
The landing in front of the lift door was clear. I could see the door to Mrs. Malcolm's flat. The door had been put back in place, but even from here I could see it was just leaning against the jamb. Police crime-scene ribbons crisscrossed the doorway, but Jim just parted them and climbed through. I followed more slowly. My hind-brain was telling me to run, and it was only a matter of time before I started to pay attention to it.
The flat was quiet, and looked to be just as the old lady and I had left it. In other parts of the city it would have been cleaned out and sold off by now.
Jim led me into the front room...a room that was dominated by a huge flat screen television. One wall was given over to shelves containing a large collection of films, which proved on examination to be mainly war and cowboy movies, which I guessed had belonged to the late Mr. Mason. The far wall was almost all window. The police had left it open, and there was a damp spot on the carpet where rain had been coming in. I moved to close the windows, but Jim stopped me.
"Leave it," he whispered.
"So, what now?" I asked as we looked out into the darkness beyond the window.
"Now we wait."
He sat in the armchair opposite the window, camera in his lap, and I sat in the chair in front of the big television, still holding tight to the pistol. Neither of us spoke. Jim was an old hand at the waiting game, and the pair of us sat in silence, lost in our own thoughts, as the sounds of the city diminished with the coming of a new day. Every so often a car would pass in the road outside and the headlights would send a band of shadow chasing around the room. And each time it happened, my grip on the pistol tightened.
I had to force myself to relax...my wrist was getting stiff and sore with the tension. I lit a cigarette and smoked it, left-handed. I relaxed my grip on the gun, but I wasn't about to put it down just yet. Calm was a long way away. When I forgot to think about John Mason, I started to think about Doug, and that brought me right back to the room again. Then I remembered Doug's last riddle, and I finally found my way into the waiting state. I stopped noticing the traffic outside and managed to concentrate at last.
I was trying to find an actor to link Boris Karloff and Fred Ward when Jim moved.
"Too much fucking beer," he whispered. "I need a pish."
He left me alone, in a room that suddenly seemed to have too many dark corners. My grip on the pistol tightened again until my knuckles hurt, and when a hand touched me on the shoulder I jumped a foot and nearly put a bullet in the television.
"Christ, Derek," Jim said. "I never had you down as the jumpy kind."
"I wasn't, before last night," I whispered.
Jim rummaged in his bag and came up with a hip flask. He handed it to me.
"Get some of this inside you," he said. "But not too fucking much. It might have to last us till morning."
I sucked a mouthful of whisky and tried to calm my racing heart. I moved slightly in the chair, and something hard refused to give way. I found a remote control unit down the side of the cushion.
"Let's check teletext," I said. "Our pal might have been busy already."
Jim nodded.
"Just keep the fucking noise down," he whispered. "Christ, it's like amateur night. If I didnae know better I'd take you for the Police."
I switched on the television, being careful to keep the sound at mute. There was plenty of news on the text service about the ongoing police manhunt, but nothing we hadn't heard already. If John Mason had broken cover tonight, the news services hadn't learned of it yet. I switched to the BBC twenty-four hour news service, but there was nothing new there...at least not concerning Glasgow. A famous rock star had been caught at an airport with a condom of drugs up his rear-passage, the world's oldest dog had been recognized by the Guinness Book of Records, and a foreign politician had called our Prime Minister a dick-head. Just the usual stuff that passes as news reporting these days.
I switched off the telly, we lit another cigarette each, and the waiting started again. Images of Karloff as Frankenstein began to merge with Chaney as the wolf-man and at some point I fell asleep, to be chased through forests by an old gypsy with one eye who insisted he had something important to tell me, if I would only stop and listen. But given the fact that the gypsy kept changing into John Mason, I kept running. And it kept chasing. I ran through a misty glade, and chanced one look back. It was at my shoulder! I put on a spurt of speed just as it reached out for me...
...and I woke, disoriented, unsure as to where I was. I sat up too quickly, and my back made me aware of how it felt after sleeping upright in a chair.
I groaned, and was shushed by Jim.
"Quiet, man," he whispered. "We're in business."
* * *







And then I heard it...the scrape and rustle as something came up the wall. Jim sat, perched on the edge of his seat, the camera held out in front of him like a weapon. I grabbed for the pistol, and came up with the remote control, which I then dropped to the floor as I clumsily fumbled for the gun. Although it only produced a dull thud when it hit the carpet, it was enough to bring a halt to the noise from outside.
For three heartbeats we sat there, fixated on the open window. Then a hand grabbed the rail of the small balcony, and the dark shadowy hump of a body pulled itself in. In the dark it was hard to see more than a silhouette, but then Jim took his shot. And in the instant that the flash lit up the room we saw the almost-human thing that had come up the wall. It was the creature of my nightmares...the fixed grin of the ape-like face, the thick, scaly skin that hung in folds on a thin chest, the yellow talons on the hand that it threw up to cover its face. Jim took another flash, and the beast screamed, so loud that my head rang. I saw its eyes blaze silver in the flashlight, just before the figure fell away out of our sight with a parting shriek.
Jim seemed rooted to the spot, but I was already out of my chair and halfway to the door.
"Come on, man. You're got the picture. Let's get out of here."
"What the fuck was that?" he said. He was as white as a sheet, and shaking.
I lifted him bodily out of the chair.
"It's what you came for. We can find out what it is later when you get it developed."
Outside, from ground level, something shrieked in anger. That got Jim moving. Just as we reached the door of the flat there was another scream, but we couldn't pinpoint its source.
"Shit," Jim said. "Where is it?"
I wished I knew. Then I might have some idea where to go next.
"Stairs or lift?" I asked.
Jim was staring back at the darkness of the living room.
"Lift," Jim said. "But then what?"
"One of the old dears in the flats will have called the Police," I said, more in hope than conviction. "But in the meantime, I think you're right. Lift it is."
The bell pinged behind us as the lift door opened. We got in, and stared at the open door to the flat, half expecting something to launch itself at us out of the darkness. I wasn't aware that I was holding my breath until the lift door closed. I waited for Jim to hit the button, but he merely stood in the center of the cab, pale and shivering
"Maybe we should just stay here," he said. Another shriek came from outside, but from inside the cab it was impossible to tell how far away it was.
"Maybe you're right," I said. "But if the Police do come, I'll be leaving it to you to come up with a story."
"Oh, I've got a fucking story, all right," he said, and patted the camera, as if he was petting an old dog.
The beast chose that moment to launch an attack on the lift door. In the confines of the cab it sounded like someone was pounding on the cab with a sledgehammer.
"Shit!" Jim shouted, and we both made a lunge for the down button. Jim got there before me, and we started to move. There was a scream of frustrated rage from outside, and the pounding intensified.
"Shit, Jim. You hit the wrong one. We're going up!" I yelled, and we started to ascend.
Jim chanted to himself. "Oh fuck, oh fuck."
The pounding rang through the lift cab.
"It's still below us," I said. "When the doors open, run."
He didn't ask where? which was just as well, as I had no idea myself.
The doors opened, and Jim was out and past me like a greyhound out of the traps.
The floor under me buckled as something hit it, hard, from underneath. The screams and squealing was closer now, and I didn't have to try too hard to imagine the chimp-like figure hanging under the lift cab, one hand on the cables as it swung back and forward, the other pounding on the floor of the cab.
The floor bucked again, and I didn't need reminding twice. I followed Jim out of the lift, having just enough presence of mind to hit the Down button as I left.
The reporter stood in the center of the hall, his eyes wide in fear.
"Where the fuck is it?" he whispered, "Oh Christ, where the fuck is it."
As if in answer the lift behind us started to descend, and the screaming went up a notch.
"We've got two choices," I said. "Neither of which I like. Roof or car park?"
Jim stared at the lift door, as if he expected it to open at any second.
"I don't give a fuck as long as we get away from it. I'm pissing myself here."
And at that moment, over the top of the screams and the pounding, we heard the insistent nee-naw of police sirens. They seemed to be getting closer, and that made up my mind for me.
"Stairs," I said. "And fast. If we're lucky, it'll get stuck in the lift shaft."
Jim beat me to the stairwell, but it was a close thing. I barreled through the doors just behind him, and was at his shoulder as we started down the stairs. We went down three flights touching barely one step in four, then stopped dead in our tracks.
Somewhere below us a door opened with a crash, and the now too familiar screams rose up in the stairwell.
Jim and I looked at each other, and I saw my own fear reflected in his eyes.
"The gun," he said. "Maybe a warning shot will scare it?"
In the rush out of the flat I'd forgotten I was carrying the weapon.
I called out, feeling slightly foolish.
"I've got a gun."
The beast screamed, and rapid footfalls echoed up the stairs. At least now I knew it wasn't one of the little old occupants of the flats. I fired a shot down the middle of the stairwell, almost deafening myself in the process, the recoil bringing sudden pain to my wrist and my bruised back.
The screams got louder.
"Nice shooting, Tex," Jim said. He turned and headed back up the stairs. I followed him, keeping one eye on the stairs behind me. I thought Jim might head for the roof, but he pushed open the first set of doors we came to. I went through after him, and found that we were once more outside old lady Malcolm's flat. Jim was pushing the lift button and screaming at it, screams that were mingled with heavy sobs.
"Hurry the fuck up...hurry the fuck up...."
Three things happened in quick succession. First, the lift arrived and the doors started to open. Then the creature came at full pelt through the stairwell door. The hallway was suddenly full of the sound of its screaming, and the hairs at the back of my neck rose. I started to lift the pistol, but I knew I was far too slow...it was coming at me, fast as wind.
Then the third thing happened. The door of the flat beside Jessie Malcolm's burst open, and the old man, Davie she'd called him, appeared in the doorway. He had a shotgun in his hands, a huge cannon of a thing. The flare as he pulled the trigger blinded me for a second, and the noise of the shot rang like thunder in the hall. When my eyes recovered there was only the old man holding the smoking weapon and the stairwell doors swinging closed.
"Bloody Germans," the old man said as he turned back to his flat. "I always knew they'd be back."
Once again Jim and I looked at each other, then he pulled me into the lift cab. This time he was careful to hit the Down button. Neither of us spoke on the way down...I think if one of us had started we might have dissolved into hysteria.
The sound of the police sirens was closer now, but that was all we could hear. The lift doors opened with a ping on the ground floor...just as the roof above us started to shake and buckle and the pounding started again. Once more Jim was faster than I was and he was out into the hallway first. He reached the front door, just as a police car screeched into the car park, siren blaring, and blue lights flashing.
"The cops!" Jim said. "And for once I'm glad to see them."
Before I could stop him, he stepped out of the door and on to the pavement. The driver cut off the siren, and I suddenly realized something...the pounding of the lift cab from above had stopped.
"Jim," I said.
He turned towards me, a query on his face.
The beast repeated its trick of the night before and fell on him from above.
The noise of his back breaking was deafening in the sudden quiet.
"Fuck," he said.
And died.
* * *







The beast sat on Jim's body and began to beat the little man's head to a bloody pulp. The doors of the police car were only now being opened, far too late for the wee man. It had happened so fast that I had forgotten I was holding the pistol. I stepped forward, intending to put the weapon to the head of the beast.
I was less than four feet away...but still too far. I raised the gun, but that was as far as I got. The ape-like head turned, and once more I looked into John Mason's eyes. It threw itself at me and more by luck than judgment I got the gun between us. As yellow-taloned fingers reached for my eyes, I pulled the trigger, and kept pulling even when there was only the dull click of the pin on an empty chamber.
The bullets had no apparent effect other than forcing the beast several feet away from me. It stood, sticking a finger into the gaping, bloodless, wounds in its chest. Even as I watched the wounds started to close.
I didn't wait to see any more...I scrambled away. I'm not sure where I was headed, but the police car seemed like a good start.
"It's okay, son. Take it easy." I heard a voice say. I thought that it was speaking to me, but as I lifted my head Jock McCall pushed past me.
"Keep away from it!" I shouted, but the big man wasn't listening. He was approaching the beast, which eyed him warily. I don't know whether he'd convinced himself he was dealing with a junkie or not, but he didn't seem to notice that the thing in front of him was something less, or more, than human.
The creature stood over the body, protecting its kill. Jim's body was sprawled out, legs akimbo, a pool of blood spreading from the squashed pulp that was once his head. The camera lay a few feet to one side, the long lens partly detached from the camera body, as broken as its owner.
The big cop crept forward, slowly.
"Come quietly, son," he said. "There's going to be twenty coppers here in thirty seconds. There's nowhere for you to go."
Betty Mulholland came around the other side of the car.
"Jock. Be careful."
The big man dismissed her with a wave of the hand.
Startled by the movement, the beast changed. A shiver ran through the body, the color and texture changing, thick, bloody fur sprouting in a transformation so fast, so complete, the brain struggled to make sense of what it was seeing.
The thing, which lowered its head and charged at the cop, was almost all wolf, a snarling, red-eyed, slavering bundle of teeth and claws. McCall got his hands up and caught it round the neck just before the teeth could find his throat, but the creature's forelegs scrambled frantically against his chest and lower belly.
Blood sprayed as the policeman howled and they danced around the pavement.
Before I could do anything, Mulholland, in a frenzy that almost equaled that of the beast, threw herself at its back, trying to tear it away from her partner. Now there were three of them, staggering in a wild dance that was leaving a Jackson Pollock frieze of blood across the pavement.
The beast howled, an icy cold screech, and changed again, flesh flowing like thick oil, fur becoming scales, teeth becoming fangs, horns sprouting bloodily from a suddenly bald skull. Within a second the wolf had become a blood-red demon...complete with cloven hooves and a tail. McCall screamed in astonishment, and released his hold. The demon threw Mulholland away from it as if she was no more than an irritant. She hit the car bonnet, but rolled away, still conscious.
I hadn't been totally idle. When the creature turned its attention back to McCall, I was standing between it and him, wee Jim's camera in hand. When it looked straight at me I said a silent prayer, and hit the flash button.
The demon squealed, covering its eyes with huge leathery hands. But it didn't run. After a second it lowered its hands. It smiled, and a thick black forked tongue slithered from between fleshy lips. It took a step towards me, and in that second I thought I was finished. I hit the flash button again, and it flinched, but kept coming.
I was saved by the cavalry. Three police cars slammed into the car park, the retaining walls, and each other, sirens blazing and lights flashing. The creature batted at the air, confused. I gave it a couple of more flashes, then I heard a bellow. Like a wounded bull Jock McCall flung himself past me and launched himself at the beast.
It turned and ran, leaping onto the roof of the nearest police car; then, as if on springs, it was off and away across windshields and bonnets, leaving huge dents to mark its passage. The big policeman stared after it, then looked at me. I saw the pain begin to take hold of him.
"I owe you one," he said. "I won't forget it." Then his legs buckled. I caught him on the way down, my back suddenly remembering its bruises.
"Officer down. Get an ambulance," Mulholland shouted, but I was looking straight at wee Jim. An ambulance would be far too late for him.
* * *







For the next twenty minutes I sat on the car park wall, smoking a succession of cigarettes, while the ranks of the curious built up around me. There were more police cars, too many ambulance crews, and far too many gawking bystanders, even though it was by now the early hours of the morning. Little old ladies from the flats offered cups of tea in exchange for juicy pieces of gossip. A large circling band of kids who should have been in bed were instead loitering on the edge of the car park like a hyena pack, ready to lift anything that wasn't nailed down. Orange and blue hazard lights competed to see which could give me the biggest headache, and the people of the press and media jumped up and down just outside the police cordon, screaming for attention and flashing their cameras at anything that moved.
I felt empty. Every time I looked at Jim's body I replayed in my mind the expression on his face as he turned and looked at me. The poor bastard...I was the last thing he'd seen. My backside was going numb from sitting on the cold stone of the wall, but I couldn't summon up the energy to move...not while wee Jim still lay there on the pavement. It was like standing vigil. I was the only one present who'd known the cantankerous wee bugger...I couldn't leave him along with the Police.
It was Betty Mulholland who finally got me moving. Hiding it from everyone else, she showed me the pistol, and put it away in the folds of her jacket.
"This'll be our wee secret," she said. "Jock and I will say it was the junkie that had the gun, and that he took it with him when he fled the scene. I'll make sure this one disappears into the Clyde on the way back to the station."
I nodded in thanks.
"The junkie story will not hold for long," I said.
"No. But what's the alternative?"
I saw her point.
"Panic or ridicule. Not much of a choice."
"And the Chief Constable will see it the same way...if we tell him," she said. "I've got the film from the camera. I think that'll be disappearing down a black hole as well. And I brought you this."
She handed me Jim's hipflask.
"You might as well get it." She said. "It would only go missing back at the station."
She refused to join me as I took a deep swig, but she did take a cigarette when I offered.
"How's the big man?" I asked.
"They're prepping him for the ambulance journey," she said. "His chest looks like a lump of raw meat, and there's bone showing through, but he'll live."
She shivered.
"Your pal is still in Emergency, isn't he?" she said.
Again I nodded.
"Well, come on. I'll give you a lift. You can feed me smokes and tell me what you know about...about..."
"I call it 'the beast'," I said, putting the hip flask in an inside pocket.
She smiled thinly.
"Aye. That was going to be my nickname for Jock. Looks like I'll have to find another one."
I decided now was not the time to tell her the 'bear and spare' anecdote. I might have a case of shock, but that didn't make me stupid with it.
Two ambulances pulled out of the car park in front of us. One of them switched on its siren, and we overtook the silent one to follow it. I mouthed a 'cheerio' to Jim as we passed, then we were speeding down the road.
"Tell me," was all she said.
I gave her the heavily edited version.
Jessie Malcolm had been complaining of an intruder, wasn't getting anywhere with the police, so she hired me. Last night Doug and I had met it, and Doug came off worse. Tonight, in the Halt bar, wee Jim had offered me money to help him get a picture, and that had led us here. She knew the rest...it didn't really sound convincing, even to me, but the real thing would have sounded too outlandish.
She gave me a sideways glance.
"And Skye? Where does that fit in?"
I played the big daft boy act to the hilt.
"Skye? You can forget about that. That was a different bit of business altogether."
I passed her a cigarette, and hoped she hadn't yet developed a cop's instinct for spotting a lie. I quickly found out that Old Joe had been wrong about her being 'a spare'.
"So the fact that you brought John Mason to his father's funeral, that his father was auld Jessie's husband... and that all this trouble started when the Mason boy went missing after the funeral...all of that is a different bit of business altogether?"
I didn't answer that. I'd found out a long time ago that telling lies to cops was a bad idea, but sometimes telling them the truth was worse.
"A word to the wise, Derek," she said. "The force is going to be all over this. Anybody that gets in their way is going to get stamped on. Hard. Are you sure there's nothing else you can tell me?"
"You saw it," I said. "What else is there to tell? A fucking monster just killed wee Jim...and damned near got us."
"But what is it?" she said.
"To paraphrase my wee dead pal," I said, "I'm fucked if I know."
* * *







The ambulance had obviously phoned ahead, for this time there was a reception committee. A party of white-coated medics were swarming all over the vehicles almost before it had come to a halt, and they had already wheeled the big cop inside while Betty parked the car.
"Are you going to see your pal?" she asked, as we walked into A & E.
"Aye. I'd better check on him. Then I'll get away home...if that's okay by you?"
"Oh, you're not under arrest," she said. "Like the big man said...you did us a favor. We owe you one."
The words were out before I thought of the consequences.
"You can buy me a beer and a curry sometime."
"I'll hold you to that," she said, and smiled. I was trying to think of all the reasons why somebody in my job should not be flirting with a cop, but at the moment I couldn't think of any.
"Listen," she said. "I'm off duty in an hour. After I've checked upon Jock you can buy me breakfast if you like?"
"I'll take a rain check," I said. Her smile faded, and suddenly I found I cared.
"I really need to get some rest. Unless you want to come round and give me a back massage?"
"Not so fast," she said. "I like my men to take their time. I'll be in touch."
She gave me a peck on the cheek, and left me standing, astonished, in reception.
"I see your taste in women is improving."
The old janitor was standing beside me...I hadn't heard him approach.
"Are you aligning yourself with the forces of law and order?" he said.
There was something about the way he said it, as if it was a question of importance.
"Fight the good fight...that's my motto," I said.
"That's my boy," he replied.
He tapped at his glass eye.
"I'll see you around."
* * *







One of the nurses recognized me, and led me to Doug's cubicle.
"He's sleeping, but he's doing okay now. He can go home in the morning," she said
"Can I wait?"
"Sure," she replied. "There's a chair by his bed...or you can wait in reception."
I checked my watch. It was nearly five o'clock in the morning.
"Tell him I'm here when he wakes up," I said. "He'll need a shirt and jacket. I'd better go home and..."
"Don't bother," she said. "We've got a supply for emergencies."
She looked at me the way nurses do.
"You don't look too good yourself," she said.
"Nothing a coffee and a cigarette won't cure."
She tutted.
"A good breakfast would do you better."
"Is that an offer?" I said.
She blushed, looked down at her feet, then back up at me, looking me straight in the eye.
"It might be," she said.
It never rains but it pours.
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I'd fully intended just to look in on Doug then head for a coffee, but the sight of his pale features against the white covers reminded me of wee Jim, lying quiet and non-swearing in the back of an ambulance while the drivers sat up front and talked about football. The strength went from my legs and I had to sit down. The events of the night caught up with me all at once. Luckily I had Jim's hipflask in my pocket. A minute later the contents were spreading heat through my insides and I was immediately feeling better with the world. I decided to stay in the chair. Just for a little while.
Doug woke me up some time later. He was hitting me with his good arm.
"You bastard. You complete and utter bastard."
Betty Mulholland stood behind him.
"Sorry," she said to me. "He asked me why you were here."
"And you told him? I thought the Police had more sense."
She at least had the good grace to look sorry.
"You nearly got yourself killed," Doug said.
I sat him down on the edge of the bed.
"I was doing my job," I said. "You know that."
"Fuck it," he said in a rare flash of profanity. He hit me again. "You nearly got yourself killed."
I could have told him that he was going to have to get used to it, but that wasn't what he wanted to hear.
"Okay," I said, "I'll phone the client and give her the five grand back. You'll have to wait for that new laptop."
As I knew it would, that calmed him down fast. He wasn't quite quiet yet, but at least he'd stopped hitting me.
And that was when I woke up and sobered up enough to notice what he was wearing.
The shirt alone would have been cause for comment. It was red and white, sewn with tassels and sequins that danced in the neon overheads. The last time I'd seen anybody wearing anything like it he'd been sitting on a horse singing about his four-legged friend. That in itself was bad enough, but over the top of it he wore an electric blue angora cardigan that was several sizes too small for him.
"Roy Rogers meets Ed Wood," I said, and the giggles began to well up.
"You should have seen what I turned down," he said. "It could have been Vampirella meets Trigger."
"Get off your horse and drink your blood," I said in my worst John Wayne impression, and that started Doug off, and we were both laughing like schoolboys who'd heard their first fart joke.
Betty looked on bemused.
"Is this a private hilarity, or can anybody join in?"
"You need to know some really bad movies," Doug said.
"Oh, Plan 9 isn't that bad," she said. "Have you seen Cannibal Girls?"
Then I made a big mistake.
"Oh? And I suppose you can link Abbott and Costello meets Frankenstein with Tremors in three?" I said.
She hardly thought about it.
"That's easy. Karloff to Nicholson to Bacon. Do you want the names of the films?"
Doug grinned from ear to ear while I put my head in my hands.
Another smart arse. Just what I needed.
* * *







By the time we got out to the car park they were into stylistic similarities between Fulci and Romero, having lost me way behind when they moved on from Roger Corman.
Betty waved a hand over towards her car.
"Give you a lift? That offer of breakfast is still open."
Doug did a slow double take, and I gave him my best See...you don't know everything grin.
"No. I'd better get this one home. You'll never get any police work done with him around."
"Your loss," she said. "But you don't get away that easily. I said I'd be in touch...I might not have much sense, but I keep my promises."
She gave me another peck on the cheek and headed for her car.
Doug's mouth was doing its flycatcher impression again. He seemed to be struggling to suppress a laugh as he spoke.
"So. Your first lumber in...what is it, five years? And it's a cop!"
Then he gave in and laughed loudly. "I like her, though," he said eventually.
"That's because she's a movie nerd," I said. "Like you, but much better looking."
"I don't dispute it. But she might not be good for business."
I'd already thought of that. Some of my activities, like the deal I did in the City Vaults, would never take place if my contacts knew I was involved with a policewoman. But there was something about her that made me think that I might take a chance anyway. I wasn't about to tell Doug that.
"You're jumping the gun a bit," I said. "We only just met."
"Aye, but stress situations, people thrown together...it happens all the time in films."
"Doug. I think it's time you were told. Movies don't reflect real life."
He scrunched up his face and pretended to cry.
"Oh come on...next you'll be telling me there ain't no sanity clause."
That led us into a long circular conversation covering Groucho, gentlemen's clubs, Neolithic dating techniques, hairy women, and somehow, by the time we got to the cab rank, back to Betty Mulholland.
"I've been thinking," Doug said.
"Bad idea," I replied. There were no cabs at the rank, so I took the chance and lit up a cigarette.
"No, listen," he said. "There's something rotten about the case. It doesn't add up."
"I know. Why would the brothers let John Mason go so easily if they knew what was going to happen once he got off Skye? I never bought that woman Irene's story. And why haven't they come looking for him?"
Doug's face dropped. I'd stolen some of his thunder.
"And another question," he said. "Why does his mother want him to go back?"
"Ah. There's a part of the story you don't know yet," I replied. "I'll tell you back in the office. And I have some research for you."
His eyes lit up. He'd been away from his computer for thirty-six hours, long enough for withdrawal symptoms to set in.
A cab rolled up and I ground out the cigarette. The driver rolled down his window and looked us up and down.
"Christ. It's the League of Extraordinary Gentlemen right enough," he said. "Where to, lads?"
"Byres Road."
"Ah. Student town. I nearly went to Uni, but I was making so much money off the bookies that I..."
I got in the back with Doug and tuned the driver out. God knows where taxi drivers learned to talk...but it never seemed to bother them that no one was listening.
"That's a braw shirt you're got there," he said, looking at Doug in the rear view mirror. "My brother Alan has one similar. He wears it to the line dancing. Ye ken about that line-dancing lark? A load of auld bollocks, if ye ask me. Although I suppose it keeps the auld folk out of mischief. But this is Glesga...not fucking Texas. No' that we're short of cowboys, eh? I took a fare tae One Devonshire Gardens last night. Do you know how much they charge for a pint in there? Four pounds! Four quid for a lager. I remember when..."
If I could get him and Jessie Malcolm together we would walk the World Pairs talking contest. I left him to it, only tuning in again when he mentioned the murders in Govan.
"...And there was another last night. Some reporter fae the Star. No that I've got any truck with journalists, ye understand, but they should be able to go about their business without getting their heads caved in. The Police are baffled, but what else is new? Word on the street is that it's angel dust or PCP. There's a gang war...that's what they say. Whatever it is, you'll not be able to get a taxi in Govan after dark until it's all sorted. Sorted? What am I saying. Nothing ever gets sorted these days. Back in the auld days..."
I tuned him out again.
When we got to Byres Road I had to wake Doug up.
"Have mind of what I said," the cabbie said as I paid him. I nodded. That seemed safest, and it seemed to satisfy him. As he went to pull away a 4-X-4 cut him off. He blasted his horn.
"Bloody women drivers," I heard him say to the empty cab. "If I had my way..."
Away he went. I wondered if he talked in his sleep. Probably, but it had most likely been better in the old days.
I sent Doug upstairs with the keys while I went for yet more cigarettes. Old Joe had two packs ready for me.
"How's the lad?" he asked.
"Tired, and stitched up like a badly mended sock, but he seems fine," I said.
"And you? I heard about Jim Morton."
I was continually amazed at the power of the city's jungle drums. I reassured Joe that I was fine, and promised him the whole story once I was rested.
By the time I got back to the office Doug was already hooked up to the computer.
"Coffee?" I asked, and got a grunt in reply.
I took that as assent and busied myself with making a strong brew, trying not to see Jim Morton's face at every turn. While the machine got going I went next door and changed. And it was only then I noticed the tiny flecks of red...Jim Morton's blood, all over my shirt, as if it had been sprinkled there like fairy dust. I had tears running down my face as I ripped off all the clothes I'd been wearing and threw them in a corner. I sat, naked, on the edge of the bed, and cried.
But I only allowed myself a minute. I had a living friend out in the office that needed me to be strong. To get myself in the mood I showered and dressed for business...the old suit, clean shirt, necktie, braces and brogues...my detective outfit.
By the time I went back out to the office the coffee was ready and Doug had a pile of material on Loki printing for me to read. But he still wasn't ready to talk.
"Just let me check my e-mail," he said. "I put out some requests before we left. There might be more information there."
I took my coffee to my desk and sat gratefully in my own chair, so closely molded to my contours that my back thought it was in heaven. I sat back, lit a cigarette and sipped some of the strong coffee. The world felt a whole lot better...for all of twenty seconds.
The phone rang.
Doug moved instinctively to answer it, hit his bad arm on his in-tray, and swore as tears of pain coursed down his cheeks.
I picked up the call.
"Adams Detective Agency."
"I have your order," the voice said. It was the man I'd talked to at the bar in the City Vaults. "Be at the south end of Paddy's Market in an hour," he said.
He hung up. He hadn't mentioned payment, but then again, he didn't have to. If I turned up without the cash I'd be marked as an amateur, and guarantee that I'd never do any more business through The Vault.
I rose from the chair with a groan.
"I'm going out," I said.
"Business or pleasure?"
"Oh, I thought I'd blow my share of the fee on wine, women and song," I said.
"Just be back before it gets dark," he said in a perfect impression of my mother. I was never sure if he was serious or not, but as I left the office I looked back and he was once more crouched over his keyboard.
"Derek..." he said softly as I turned away. "Be careful."
"You know me." I said.
"Aye. That's what I'm afraid of."
* * *







I took the underground to the city center. At this time of the morning it was just hotting up for the rush hour, and some of the same commuters I'd seen the night before were now heading back to work. They still wouldn't catch my eye, though. I found myself wondering how eventful their evening had been...a supper, a soap opera, maybe a glass of wine, then a comfortable bed. Despite the night's events, I wouldn't trade with them.
I got out in the city center and then slowly made my way along Argyle Street, wincing as the morning sun slanted into my eyes. Although it was still early the shops were already busy, although they got less so the further along the road I went. Less busy, but with more bargains...large, bright signs announcing Closing Down Sales, Last Chances and Best Offers in Town.
If the City Vaults was the order-raising center for the black economy, the Barrowlands area at the East End of the city center was the delivery point. Legit, and grey-area, traders rubbed shoulders in a vibrant, heaving market, selling everything from meat to mobiles, nightgowns to night-sights.
Even this early in the day, the place was packed. Stallholders heckled, promised and cajoled while youths barely out of acne ran the three-card trick on street corners. Lads in shellsuits sold knock-off gold watches from suitcases, and you could get a crap version of any of the latest Hollywood blockbusters for less than a tenner on DVD or VHS. Queues of women formed at a stall, selling thick woolen socks at a pound a pair, while queues of men snaked around a trader offering a litre of whisky for a fiver. The smell of frying grease hung in the air, wafting from a score of fast food caravans, and someone was offering a unique chance to get your picture taken with a Golden Eagle on your arm.
And all that was just The Barrows public face. I knew of at least two poker schools in apartments round the back where you needed ten grand to get a seat. Down a side alley, just out of view of the main market, hookers plied their trade and hard-faced men sold drugs to soft-eyed punters.
Then there was Paddy's Market.
Rumor had it there was once an Irish seaman who took small items from every cargo of every ship he worked on. When he came ashore he had walked a reasonable distance from the docks, then set up shop, selling goods from a rolled out blanket. That was back when Glasgow was still making its money, when Victorian magnates scoured the world and brought it back up the Clyde.
It was a great tradition, and Paddy's Market was still open for business. But the merchandise no longer held the quality it once did. The sales pitches were no less sharp, though.
"Hey, big man," one rheumy-eyed drunk said to me. "Nice eye shadow, I could do you a fine pair of sunglasses for a couple of quid. I'll even throw in a bottle of aspirins."
He had a kitchen towel stretched out in front of him. On it he had one Churchill commemorative coin, a fake Gucci watch, a 1950's Parker fountain pen without a nib, and a Luke Skywalker action figure without the light saber.
"I've got some good stuff coming this afternoon," he said, and cackled, until he started to wheeze and cough.
"You couldnae spare a cigarette?" he said as I walked away. I turned back and gave him two. He was so surprised he forgot to cough. Then he dropped his voice to a whisper.
"He's waiting in the auld lavvie," he said. "Just past auld Jock the Pervert's pitch."
He saw the question coming before I asked.
"Oh, you'll ken when you see it. You cannae miss it. And if auld Jock is not there, just follow your nose."
He started coughing again, and I left sharply before I got phlegm on my shoes.
I'm sure his brother was manning the next pitch down, a white sheet covered with coins from every country under the sun. After that there was a young girl, pale and bruised, selling china teacups that had probably belonged to her great- grandmother. There were yet more old men, all selling trinkets in the hope of a bottle of fortified wine later. And then there was Jock the Pervert's pitch.
I thought I'd seen some hardcore porn in my youth. But there were magazines here with cover pictures I had to look at twice to make sure I was really seeing what I thought I was seeing. I made the mistake of slowing down for a closer look. The old boy was on me like a funnel spider.
"What's your pleasure?" he said. He was bald, with liver spots over a scalp that looked loose enough to slide off. While he talked he moved his false teeth around his mouth with his tongue. He looked lascivious, he sounded it...hell, he even smelled like it.
"I've got anything you'd ever want. All Danish and Dutch stuff. Horses, Great Danes, golden showers, amputees...you name it, I've got it."
"I'm looking for a man," I said, and immediately regretted it.
I didn't think it was possible for him to be any more suggestive, but he managed it. He shuffled around in a pile of magazines, and showed me a cover.
"Gay Boys in Bondage. I've got a mate who's got a wee dungeon set-up if you're interested?"
I was already backing away.
"No. I mean, I'm looking for the Auld Lavvies," I said.
He did the thing with his teeth again.
"Ah. It's fresh meat you're after. Second on the right. Follow..."
"Aye. Follow my nose. I've heard."
"Do you have anything with old women?" I heard a voice ask him as I walked away. "Really old women?"
I walked faster, suddenly feeling the urge for a shower. The feeling got stronger as I got closer to my destination...an old Victorian gentleman's lavatory down at the far end of the alleyway. I pushed the door open gingerly.
The smell hit me, as if it was partly solid. Once the place had been all green marble and gold taps, but now it was dark, grey, damp, and smelled like something had died...then something else had shat on it. The man I'd met in The Vaults was standing just inside. He was smoking a thin cigar, clenched tightly between his teeth.
"Now I know why Clint Eastwood smoked. He probably stank like this after a week in the saddle," he said. "I'd smoke them if you've got them. It helps with the smell."
As I was lighting up the door behind me opened, and I was surprised to see a well-known local businessman come in.
"Fuck off. We're busy," my contact said, and the door was shut sharply.
"Poofs. I hate them," he said to no one in particular.
He bent and lifted a long package from his feet. It was a leather case, the kind you keep fishing rods in. Only this one contained a rifle...or, more accurately, a tranquilizer gun. He showed me five darts, each with a hollow chamber filled with golden fluid.
"They use these for elephants. One brings it down. Two kills it. Do you understand what I'm saying," he said.
I nodded. He took my money, zipped up the case and handed it to me.
"The Police shouldn't know it's missing until tomorrow," he said.
Again I nodded. "By then I'll either be okay or past caring."
This time it was him who nodded.
"You can tell me about it over a pint in the Vaults next week," he said. "Whatever yon thing you're after in Govan is...I guarantee the stuff in those darts will keep it quiet for a while. Remember...two kills an elephant."
He left. I stayed and finished my cigarette, just in case anybody saw us together, then I thankfully went back out into the fresh air.
"That was quick," the old pervert shouted after me as I passed. "I hope you got your money's worth."
I gave him the finger and I was followed up the alley by the cackles of the old man. I was just beginning to think I was away and clear when I spotted two beat coppers heading my way. I did a ninety-degree turn, not caring where I was going, and found myself in the entrance hall to the Barrowlands Concert Hall. I pretended to read the advertising posters for forthcoming bands until the cops passed by, and I was about to leave when somebody tapped me on the shoulder.
"Hey, big man. You'll do. Come with me. I need you to hear something."
"Sorry, mate. I'm pushed for time," I said, and he came back with the magic words...
"There's a free beer in it for you."
Even then all my instincts were telling me to be on the move. I was holding stolen goods, and the day was getting on. I should have been back in the office, planning the night to come, looking after Doug...anything but standing in a dark corridor, feeling as if life had just suddenly taken another lurch into the twilight zone.
But the lure of beer won. It usually does.
I followed the man up the dark corridor towards the hall proper. In the gloom I couldn't make out much, but he seemed to be a big fellow, wearing the aging rockers uniform of peg-denims and black leather jacket. His hair swung long in a plait down to the middle of his back, but it was streaked with grey, and he was nearly bald on top. He walked with a swagger that I recognized. Although I couldn't see it, I guessed he was carrying a fairly substantial beer gut.
I was proved right a couple of minutes later when he led me into the hall proper and over to the bar where the light was stronger. He was older than I had imagined...somewhere in his fifties. His face looked like he's been out in the weather for most of those years, like old beaten leather, but when he laughed he looked a good thirty years younger.
There was another man sitting at the bar...a much younger chap, all tattoos and gun-metal piercings. The older man went behind the bar and started pulling a beer.
"I need your opinion on something," he said, handing me a beer. "I've got a new act on the go. The lad here thinks they're too retro...whatever that means. Hit it, girls!"
The hall lights went out, and a single spotlight lit up a drum kit.
'Val Keries and the Shieldmaidens' the logo said. The beat kicked in and my stomach started to vibrate in time. The lights went up to show three women, dressed as Viking warriors, at their places at drums, bass and guitar. They began to pound out a heavy, martial rhythm. It felt like my ears might bleed...I hadn't heard anything like it since Motorhead back in '83.
And then she walked in. She had Jagger's fuck you strut, coupled with an air of a wide-eyed maniac as she screamed over the beat, threatening to tear out her lungs as she sent shivers down my spine. I couldn't make out a single word of the lyrics, but it didn't matter...I couldn't take my eyes off her, and I found myself drifting closer to the stage.
The song ended with the whole band screaming in unison, a rising note that went up and up as the drums whipped the guitar and bass into a crescendo that they all three brought to a halt with military precision. The singer stood stock-still, her chest heaving, sweat running down into her cleavage. I don't think I've ever seen anything sexier in my life.
"Too retro," the younger man said at my shoulder.
The older man came up and joined me. It was only then that I noticed he had a glass eye, green where the other was a piercing blue.
"The youngster here doesn't want to book the girls," he said.
"Too retro," the younger man said. He sounded bored.
"But I've told him, see. They don't just do rockers. They do melodies that would calm a savage beast."
He nodded, and the guitarist started a soft, minor chord sequence I almost recognized. The singer, without a mike, stepped to the front of the stage and began to sing, her high tones echoing around the huge barn of the hall. The song was in a foreign language...maybe Gaelic, maybe Greek, maybe even Norwegian for all I knew. But I knew something...I had heard it before, back on Skye, wafting in the night air over the harbor as I stood at the hotel windows. It spoke to me... of rest from toil, of a simple life in the country, of misty evenings watching the sun going down behind the hills. I had tears in my eyes as she brought the air to a wistful, fading conclusion. Already, I wanted to hear it again.
"See, I told you. Music to calm a savage beast," the old rocker said. I noticed for the first time that he had a small bronze earring, in the shape of a heavy hammer. He stopped talking, as if he was waiting for something.
"Too retro," the young man said again. He was starting to get on my nerves.
"Well, I like them. I don't suppose there's a CD I can buy?"
"I thought you'd never ask," the old rocker said, his face suddenly lit in a big smile. He produced a CD box from an inside pocket and passed it to me, putting it in my jacket pocket.
"No charge," he said. "Track four is the one you want."
"Too retro, too retro," the younger man said, and his eyes took on a glassy, far away look. "Too retro, too retro."
Suddenly he looked less like a man, more like a shop mannequin imbued with temporary life. As I began to back away he kept saying it, over and over. The aging rocker just smiled broadly. The band began to thrash their instruments in time to the chant, and the singer started to squeal the words, staring straight at me as she screamed. "Too retro, too retro."
I backed away out of the hall. Above the sound of the band I heard the rockers last words to me.
"I'll see you around," he said.
And tapped the glass eye.
* * *







I was down the corridor and out the door so fast that I was out on the steps, drinking in sunlight, before I noticed I still had almost a full pint of beer in my hand.
"Hey son, are ye going to drink that?"
It was the old guy who'd bummed the cigarettes from me earlier. I gave him the beer. His old companions all started moving towards him, but he raised the glass and downed the remainder of the beer in two gulps, laughing like a maniac as he showed them the empty glass. I moved away in case he threw up, while the rest of the old men hurled enough abuse to turn the air blue.
I turned back to the concert hall doors. They were locked...from the outside...with a huge padlock. I stepped over and peered through the smoked glass. All was dark and quiet.
"There's been naebody in there for a fortnight," the old man said. "The Police had it closed down after a drug raid."
"You didn't see me coming out?" I asked, but I already knew the answer.
"Round about here, son, naebody ever sees anything."
Five minutes later I was in a bar just off Argyll Street. Although it was barely ten o'clock in the morning, there were already four middle-aged men downing whiskies with beer chasers as if today was the last day of their lives. And with the rate they were going, it just might be.
The incident in the ballroom was already taking on a dream-like quality in my memory, and I might even have written the whole thing off as a stress reaction to recent events...but when I put my hand in my pocket for my cigarettes, I found the CD case. Right where he had put it. My hands shook as I lit the cigarette, but if the barman noticed he was too polite to comment...men with bruised faces and shaky hands were not uncommon in the pubs round these parts.
I took my beer to a quiet corner. If I'd stayed at the bar I would have got chatting to the others there, would have started on the whisky, and woken up in a pile of waste somewhere three days hence. Much as I was tempted, both Doug and wee Jim Morton deserved more from me than that. Hell, John Mason deserved more from me than that...if there was a spark of humanity left in him, I had five grand of his mother's money to spend to find it.
As I drank I studied the CD case. Val Kerie and the Shieldmaidens didn't seem to be signed to any record label. The sleeve art was crude, hand drawn in a runic script. There were five songs in total: 'Midgard', 'The Death of Baldur', 'Loki's Testicles', 'The Sea Wives' Lament', and 'Ragnarock'. When I opened the case, I found nothing about the band members or producers, just five long stories; background to the songs. 'The Sea Wives' Lament' told the story of the sea wives in much the same structure as I'd heard it from John Mason, but, seeing as my mind loved anything of a scatological nature, I was drawn to the notes for the third song, 'Loki's Testicles.'
It was a long tale of how a fisherwife lost her husband. Blaming the gods, she called down a curse on them. Odin and Loki visited her, and pleaded with her to lift the spell. She replied that she would...if the gods could raise a laugh in her, for she had not laughed since her husband had died.
So Odin took out his glass eye, and pulled faces, then made the eye appear to look out of his ear, his mouth, and even his belly button. And through it all the fisherwife remained stony-faced.
Then it was Loki's turn. Taking off his belt he looped it once around the horns of one of the woman's goats. The other end he looped around his testicles. Then he roared, scaring the goat so much that it took off at speed, dragging Loki along behind it by his balls. Loki screamed in pain. The fisherwife laughed for a week.
The curse was lifted. The woman had learned to laugh again, Loki had learned something of the ways of the female mind, and Odin had learned how far Loki was prepared to go to get his own way. None of the three would forget the lessons they learned that day.
I actually laughed out loud. The pub went suddenly quiet, and the four men at the bar turned as one and stared at me. Any chance I might have had of joining them in the pursuit of oblivion was now gone. I was now officially 'the nutter in the corner'.
I put the CD away in my pocket, finished my beer quickly, and left.
* * *







I bought a paper at the tube station and read it on the way back to the office. It gave the official line, about the deranged junkie. There was an old picture of Wee Jim, and one of Jock McCall glowering, but my name wasn't mentioned. And although the front page had the official line, there was plenty of speculation inside.
"It was an alien. A f*****g alien. Like in the films" said Willie Sands (34) of Southside Place, Govan. "It came oot of the drain," said Joan Gilbert (63), of Whitelettes Flats, Govan. "A big snake. Ah damn near wet ma knickers." There was more, from the cryptozoologist who compared the situation to a Chupacabra scare in Brazil, from a self-styled 'Fortean Investigator' who said it was obviously an ABC...an Alien Big Cat that was probably a discarded pet. A local Catholic Priest said it might be a visitation of the Blessed Virgin Mary...I hoped it wasn't her...she wouldn't last long in Govan. A fundamentalist Christian preacher blamed demons called up by heathen foreign asylum seekers, and a social worker was pleading for understanding for the perpetrator, citing the 'almost Third World' housing conditions in the area.
The police were getting it in the neck from everybody. Even though members of the force were being hurt and killed the paper stopped short of calling for the army to be called in...but not far short, and it hinted that another 'night of terror on the street' would mean heads rolling in high places.
By the time I got back to the office I was surer than ever that I had only the one chance at catching John Mason...and even then, it was probably a slim one.
I was mulling that over as I climbed the stairs to the office, and I was so pre-occupied I didn't hear the voices until I was nearly at the top. But even when I heard them, they seemed to be talking gibberish.
"William McClay 1775 to 1836, Ceres, Fife," I heard Doug say.
"Margaret McClay nee Small 1780 to 1855, christened in Crail, Fife 1781. Married 1798, Anstruther," a woman answered.
"I wonder if they had a reception in the Creel," Doug said.
"Bannocks, faroch and bedding."
"Sounds like a fine name for a firm of solicitors," Doug replied, and they both giggled like schoolchildren.
I walked into the office, and they jumped apart. They looked guilty, as if I'd caught them at something illegal.
"You're feeling better, then?" I said to Doug.
He blushed. "Derek, this is Joanna Marsh," he said. "Our latest client."
I raised an eyebrow. "Doug, I have a client," I said.
"Yes. But I don't."
He got the raised eyebrow treatment again.
"Joanna wants us to trace her ancestry in Scotland. She's American..."
The woman interrupted him.
"A wealthy American," she said. "And Doug here is the first person I've found who seems to know how to find what I'm looking for. I'm willing to pay whatever it takes."
Doug was standing behind her, so she didn't see his puppy dog pleading impression.
"Well, loathe as I am to reinforce a stereotype," I said. "If you've got the money, I've got the inclination."
"As the altar-boy said to the bishop," she said, then her and Doug burst out laughing, while I looked on bemused.
I sat by my desk and picked up the pile of paper Doug had printed out for me. But I didn't read any of it...I was too busy watching Doug with his client. They looked like they had known each other for years...bickering like a cozy couple, cheering in unison as they uncovered another piece of her family jigsaw. If Doug didn't know it, it looked like he'd made a conquest. If so, it would be his first in a long time. After his divorce he'd thrown himself into work, and up until the Johnson Amulet Case he'd always been too engrossed in his studies. After that, he'd been too afraid to say boo to a goose never, mind a woman. Until now, that is.
I thought about baiting him, but just seeing him relaxed was such a rarity these days that I let him be. I'd have to remind him that clients usually paid us, though...it would be just like him to work for her 'as a wee favor'.
And with that thought, I promptly fell asleep.
* * *







I woke to find a typed note lying on the desk in front of me.
Derek,
I've tracked down Joanna's family to 15th Century St. Andrews. We're off there now, and will stay over. I've taken the car, but don't worry, Joanna's paying all expenses.
Remember to read the research. There's some 'Sons of Loki' stuff that might be pertinent. Speaking of which, Val Kerie and the Shieldmaidens? Where did you dig that up? You might be on to something, though...the Runic title in the card inset translates as 'The Trickster', another name for Loki.
Don't forget to take your mobile.
Doug
I swore for a solid minute before I even thought about calming down. Doug's car had been a big part of the plan that had been forming in my head...mainly because it had a CD player. Now I'd have to take the pile of junk that passed as my car. It only had a cassette deck, but worse than that, it was uninsured, untaxed, and I wasn't sure whether it would get out of the garage, never mind across the river to Govan.
Even a shower, a coffee and a cigarette didn't really calm me down. I walked the floor for a while, then dressed in the old suit again. I even put on the trench coat over the top...it had a specially sewn-in deep pocket where I could hide the gun bag. Pausing only long enough to pick up the gun, the CD and my cigarettes, I went to see how much damage a winter in the damp garage had done to the rust-bucket.
It was both worse and better than I feared. Worse in that the car refused to even think about starting, better in that I had an excuse to never use it again. I felt a bit happier as I closed the garage door on my way out.
That just left the problem of a CD player. I walked down to the electrical goods warehouse in Partick and bought a small square box that advertised 'radio-CD-cassette interoperability', whatever that might mean. But it took batteries and was 'truly portable with integral carrying facility', i.e. it had a handle. I also brought two sets of batteries. While I was standing in the queue to pay, surrounded by special offers for phones and free call time posters, I remembered I'd left the mobile behind in the office.
Outside, in the store car park, I started to unpack the player when a car went past, music blaring. And then it struck me... just because my car didn't have a CD player, didn't mean that all other cars were similarly digitally deprived. 
Ten minutes later I was at a car rental office on Kelvin Road. 
"What car would you like, sir?" the youth behind the counter asked. "We have a full range from a 600cc town runabout up to a four litre BMW tourer. 
"One with a CD player," I said. 
I saw him look at the box I'd placed on the counter, then look at me, then back at the box. 
"It's looking for a partner," I said. 
He was suddenly defensive. 
"We charge 50 pounds a day minimum..." he said. 
"I don't want to buy a car...just rent one," I said. 
He didn't smile, so I didn't press it...renting cars to men with two black eyes and a CD fetish was probably all in a day's work for him. Five minutes later I drove out of the forecourt in a three-door Ford.
* * *







My first stop was back once more to the hospital. Big Jock McCall was sitting up in bed, and he didn't look too displeased to see me, which I took as a good sign.
"What's the damage?" I asked.
"Stomach muscles cut to buggery, and six months of skin grafts and operations," he said. "I feel like I've had a caesarian section. I'd just like to get a good hold of that...that...whatever it was."
"That's the reason I'm here," I said. "I'm after some information."
"You're going after it?"
I nodded.
"And you're not going to try to capture it...or any other soft shit like rehabilitating it?"
He spat the words. I guessed his superiors might find a way to use his illness to pension him off...his views didn't chime with current policing methods. Despite that, he hadn't lost his copper's instincts...he'd noticed I'd hesitated on the answer.
"You know more than you're letting on," he said.
I placated him by showing him the gun bag.
"Shotgun?" he asked.
I didn't answer, and he took it as assent.
"Blow its head off. And spit on the bloody stump," he said.
"I need to find it first." I said. "Old Lady Malcolm's flat will be swarming with your boys. I need to know where else I can go."
His eyes narrowed. "Do you know the engineering entrance to the Underground? Down at the far end of Cathcart Road?"
I nodded. I'd done a security check for the Underground management some years ago.
"There were three sightings of something strange down there, night before last. I'd start there...that's where we were heading last night, before we got the call to go to the auld lady's flat."
I thanked him, and turned to leave. He called me back.
"Adams...Derek," he said. "If you get it, I'll owe you another favor."
"You don't have any photos of your partner in her birthday suit, do you?"
He laughed, and was about to reply, when I noticed his gaze shift to over my shoulder. I knew who was there before she spoke.
"If that's all you're after, then I'm sure we can come to an arrangement," Betty Mulholland said. She looked me up and down, and smiled sadly.
"Spade or Marlowe," she asked.
"Definitely Marlowe," I replied. "He got a better class of woman."
She let that one go past her.
"What are you doing here?" she said.
"Just came in to check on your man here," I replied. An unspoken agreement passed between Jock McCall and myself...our previous conversation was just between us.
I left them together. She'd looked like she wanted to offer me breakfast again, but neither of us wanted to have that conversation in front of the injured man. As I said, he'd lost some muscles, but none of his instincts.
Once out of the hospital I headed towards Govan. It was still only just after seven o'clock. Too early for any action yet...or so I hoped. I parked in the High Street and went looking for food. I was almost tempted by a couple of bars, but even I wasn't stupid enough for that.
I settled for a fast food outlet that advertised 'the best fried chicken in Scotland'. It lied. By the time I walked back to the car it felt like I had a brick perched inside my stomach. I had a take-away coffee with me, but I had no hope of it dissolving any of my meal.
I sat in the car for a while, listening to the news and trying to figure out how to get the batteries into the CD player. There was no new information on what they were calling 'The South Side Monster', and the police were still getting it in the neck, apart from Jock McCall, who seemed to be getting lauded as a 'have a go' hero who'd been injured trying to save wee Jim's life. Again, my part of it wasn't mentioned. Part of me wanted the limelight, but mostly I was glad to keep living in the shadows...life was generally more interesting that way.
The dashboard clock told me it was still too early to head for the Engineering depot, and I couldn't be bothered trying to figure out how to work the multitude of options I needed to pick to change the radio station. I took the CD out of my pocket, opened the case...and three folded sheets of paper fell in my lap. On the back, Doug had written in big letters.
"I know you won't have read the research. Here's a summary."
I smiled. He knew me too well.
I slipped the CD into the car's player. Val Kerie started chanting softly over a background of battle rhythms on drum and bass as I started to read.
"You know that Loki was one of the Norse Gods," he had written. "He was a son of Odin, like Thor, but where Thor was the big strong hero type, Loki was more of a quick-witted practical joker, with a malicious streak. He got up to all kinds of mischief, and for a while Odin tolerated him, as he provided great amusement. But Loki wasn't just malicious. He wanted power. To that end, as I told you earlier, he slept with a giantess, and their union produced three offspring, a hag, a huge serpent, and a large wolf.
"When Odin heard of this he feared the power in these 'children', for he had seen a future where the children of Loki would bring about the end of all things. With the help of the other gods, he imprisoned the offspring.
"The hag he sent to rule Hel, the Norse underworld. The serpent he sent to the depths of the ocean, where it grew so large it encircles the entire world. The wolf is chained and bound to two huge rocks, where it howls at a moon that it is one day destined to devour. So your 'Sons of Loki' could be followers of the wolf, or the serpent...or even both."
I put the papers down long enough to light a cigarette, and smoked.
"Useful as usual, Doug," I said to myself.
Val Kyrie segwayed seamlessly into track two...a riotous thrash of screeching voice and guitar that I had to turn down before the car shook apart. I moved onto Doug's next page.
"After that Loki started getting into more and more trouble, leading up to the tricking of the fisherfolk and the creation of the sea-wives. He was greatly chastised by Odin for that one. After that he seemed to settle down for a while. He even got married, and had two male children by his wife Sigyn, called Vali and Narvi. And things went well, for a while, but Loki couldn't contain his malice or his jealousy for long. And those two flaws, in turn, led him to cause the death of Baldur, the best and brightest of Asgard. (I'm sure you know this story, so I won't repeat it).
"After that, many of the gods were just looking for an excuse to teach Loki a lesson. They got their chance, when Loki got drunk, and started abusing all and sundry. The gods chased him out of Asgard. Using his shape-changing abilities he went to ground, but Thor finally tracked him down in a cave by a riverside. Loki turned himself into a salmon, and tried to leap away, but Thor caught him. (By the tail, splitting it in two, which, incidentally, is how the salmon's tail got forked).
"They took Loki back into the dank cave where they found his wife and sons hiding. One of the sons, Vali, became terrified and, overcome with terror and rage, turned into a wolf. His brother Narvi tried to calm the wolf...and was ripped apart for his pains by his brother, whose rage was so great that even the great Thor stood aside and let it escape from the cave.
"The gods bound Loki, using his son's entrails as rope, and, again, using entrails, lashed him to three long slabs of rock. And as soon as the gods stood back, the bloody guts of Narvi became as hard as iron, binding the trickster in place.
"And Loki cursed them, promising Ragnarok, the end of gods, if he should ever get free. But the gods were deaf to his curses. One of them brought a venomous snake, and by magic bound it to the roof high above Loki, so that its venom dripped for eternity into his face. And Loki could do nothing, could neither move left nor right. And there the gods left him. But his wife stayed.
"It is said that she holds a bowl over his face, catching the venom before it gets into her beloved's eyes. But sometimes the bowl needs to be emptied. Sigyn has to carry the bowl away to a nearby pool, and Loki is left unguarded...only for the space of a single drop. But when that drop hits his face, Loki screams and writhes in torment. And at that moment somewhere in the world, Vali, his lost son, howls in sympathy, and the earth trembles.
"So, to sum up, your 'Sons of Loki' could also be claiming descent from Vali, lost son of the bound god. (There's lots of obvious similarities between Loki and the bound Satan awaiting Armageddon, but I'm sure you spotted that)."
I put the papers down and snorted again. I'm sure you spotted that. That was one of Doug's methods for diverting attention away from the fact that he was the brightest person I'd ever met. It was designed to make me think that he thought I was smart. It didn't work. I was still in awe of his capacity to soak up information.
On the CD the thrashing stopped abruptly, and there was the sound of a goat braying. 'Loki's Testicles', I guessed. Maybe Doug didn't know that one...it might be worth a try, and might even win me a pint. As Val started to sing a jaunty, almost folksy, air, I turned to Doug's third, and last, sheet of paper.
"There's one more possibility that I turned up just before the lovely Joanna came in. I found one reference in a Masonic pamphlet of the 18th century to a group called the 'Sons of Loki'. They were a society of fishermen, and where Masons celebrated the history of builders, the Sons celebrated the origins of the fisherman, praising Loki...supposedly because he is seen in antiquity as the inventor of the fishing net. The pamphlet traced their origins to Orkney, to the time of the building of St. Magnus's cathedral. The local fishermen saw how strong the Guild of Masons were, and copied their structure and rituals in what the pamphlet called 'a debased form of the rituals of the great architect'. In the pamphlet, they say that the 'Sons of Loki' rituals have been practiced for a century, and that was in 1787. But you know what cults and new age groups are like. Maybe somebody has decided to revive the old ways. In which case I'd be ready for a mish-mash of hippiedom, paganism and sea-worship.
"The thing that worries me is what John Mason is becoming. There's bad juju involved, Derek. Take care. Doug."
At the bottom of the page he'd been doodling, some words inside think black circles. "The source = Loki Cave? Or St. Magnus? Or Fenris!"
* * *







None of it had done much except confuse me further.
But it had passed the time. The CD moved on to track four, but I skipped it...save it for later...track five was the rocker I remembered from the hall. While she screamed I remembered her standing, sweating, at the front of the stage. That passed a very pleasurable five minutes. The track ended and I was about to switch the CD off when a voice spoke, just four words...the sort of thing people tack onto albums to be ironic, but it sent a shiver down my spine.
"I'll see you around," the voice said, and there were two dull thuds...the sound of a finger tapping at a glass eye.
* * *







I drained the now cold coffee and drove along Govan High Street. I saw more cops on patrol in the next few minutes then I'd seen all year...the forces attempt to show they were doing something positive. I'm not sure the locals believed in them, though...the streets were strangely empty. I imagined most people were locked up tight...and not a few of them would be terrified of any bump in the night.
Once I got out of the High Street even the police became scarce. I was now flying by the seat of my pants. I had only the vaguest of plans. I had the tranquilizers, I had the music...and I seemed to have acquired a one-eyed guardian angel. I was armed with more research than I'd had time to assimilate, and I was heading for a confrontation with something...maybe a man, maybe more that that. But I felt alive. And I had a tingle of excitement in my bones as I left the shopping areas behind and headed out into the wasteland of warehouses and small business units.
The engineering depot for the Underground was in a spur off the Outer Circle, at the end of an exterior line that ran along the Clyde in a patch of overgrown waste ground. I was heading for a huge shed of corrugated iron that had once been the working home of two hundred ship builders. Now there were no more than five train maintenance engineers on site, and the place closed down at 6:30 p.m. each night. Apart from, that is, a night watchman. If things hadn't changed since my security inspection, the guard would be sitting, feet up, in front of a portable television. At some point he'd fall asleep and was unlikely to wake up until the first engineer came on shift at 6.30 a.m.
The shed itself was surrounded by eight tall floodlights that lit the place up as if it was a football pitch. I parked the car just outside the range of the lights and switched everything off. I got the gun out of the bag, and got it loaded at only the second attempt. After lifting it and aiming out of the driver side window I soon realized that the car was too confining...I was going to need more space...not something I was happy about.
I put the CD into the portable machine and carried it in one hand, the gun in the other, while I went to look for a likely spot for an ambush. I found the perfect place only fifty yards away-an old, rusting train carriage with an open door that was in the light, and an interior in darkness. I crept quietly inside and stood near the doorway, listening. A cold shiver ran up my back. The place stank...of animal, or human, piss, and a heavy, musty odor that might be just dampness, but might be something else, something bigger...much bigger.
"If there's anybody there, I'd rather know now," I said quietly into the darkness.
There was no answer, just the beating of my heart in my ears. I turned and walked backwards up the carriage, keeping an eye on the brightly lit doorway. Right at the rear of the carriage I found what I was looking for, an emergency door that could be opened from the inside with a quick blow to the safety bar, but which was inoperable from the outside. I felt slightly more secure as I moved back down to the mid-point of the carriage...but I still didn't take my eyes from the doorway. I might have an escape route...but I was nowhere near certain that I'd be fast enough to be able to use it.
I rested the gun over the back of a chair and sat down. I put the four spare arrows in the top pocket of my jacket where they were in easy reach, and switched on the power to the CD player. I just had enough light from the LCD display to see the control panel. I skipped to track four...but didn't start it...not yet. I wasn't quite ready. I was a long way from being ready. I had the shakes again, so bad that I could hardly lift the gun, never mind point it in the right direction. I smoked a cigarette down to the filter, concentrating only on each breath, each inhale and exhale, trying to relax the muscles across my shoulders that were tightened into a knot of dull pain.
Then I lit another cigarette and practiced my aim, trying to imagine where the torso would be in the doorway...always assuming of course that Mason was still a biped. When I'd finished the second cigarette I reached for the CD player.
My hand stopped above the play button. I still had a chance to walk away. All I had to do was stroll over to the car and drive off. Sure, I'd have to pay the old lady back...but I could handle that. Then I thought of Doug, face white against the hospital sheets, of Jock McCall, collapsing in my arms, and of Wee Jim, as he turned toward me and death fell on him from above. My hand went down, and 'The Sea-Wives' Lament' began.
I stared at the doorway until my eyes watered. Slowly, so slowly, as the song wound on, I began to relax into a state of watchfulness, to the place where my eyes watched while my brain kept itself busy. Doug had been too busy with his Joanna to leave me a new puzzle, so I gave myself some, trying to find short connections between widely diverse movies. I was somewhere between All Quiet on the Western Front and Dude, Where's My Car, when the song finished. I started it again straight away, turning the volume up slightly.
The night wore on. I got through half a pack of cigarettes, my behind went numb, and I was getting tired of the song...so tired I was tempted to turn the volume up full and skip to track five. Then I heard it, a shuffling from outside, just loud enough to be heard above the music.
* * *







I held my breath, and raised the gun. The shuffling continued, and a figure moved into the doorway. The silhouette looked human, and there was a thin, keening sound coming from it. It took me a while to recognize it...whatever, or whoever, was in the doorway, was crying like a child.
"John?" I said softly. "John Mason?"
The head snapped up...just as the song finished. The beast howled and I watched the head change shape, a long snout growing, thin ears framed in the light. I smelled blood, blood and heavy musk. Its breath steamed in the air, and it raised its snout to the night sky. A piercing scream rent the air and the figure moved, climbing up onto the coach steps, filling the doorway so much it almost blocked the light completely.
I fired, and the silhouette fell away, just as the squealing rhythms of the last track kicked in. I lunged for the CD player, and knocked it flying away into the darkness where the battle rhythms of the first track began to pulse.
"Shit!" I shouted, and raised the gun in front of me, but there was no movement...the doorway was a rectangle of light and there was no sign of my assailant.
There was a thud from outside, as something fell heavily against the carriage.
And I couldn't move. My fingers were locked tight around the gun, and my head pounded with the rhythms of the music. For seconds all I could do was stare at the door, and hope that nothing came through it.
It was only when I remembered to breathe that the world starting filling in around me again. I cautiously made my way to the doorway. Just as I stepped down to the rough grass, something moved to my left. I turned, just in time to see a naked John Mason roll away under the carriage. There was a rustle, and a crash, then he ran across the patch of light between the car and me. He was moving fast...but not as fast as I'd seen him before. He headed for the corrugated shed.
I reloaded the gun, and followed
* * *







A door opened in the shed, revealing a new rectangle of light. A hulking figure filled the space for a second before the door closed again.
Halfway to the shed I found the tranquilizer dart on the ground. It still had half of the golden fluid in it. I put it in my pocket with the rest and started faster for the shed. Somewhere behind me I could still hear the first track of the album, but as I approached the shed the hum of machinery from inside drowned out the music.
I stepped carefully inside, closing the door behind me. Not that I was worried about John Mason escaping...I had a feeling he was strong enough to knock his way through the wall if he wanted to. No...I wanted to stop anybody just 'dropping in'.
It was too late for the security guard. I'd done him wrong in my estimation. He'd been doing his job, and when the door opened, he'd come to investigate. Now he lay at my feet, eyes staring blindly at the roof, the gaping hole in his throat giving him a wide smile to add to the open-mouthed scream on his lips.
I had to put in a long step to avoid the still-widening pool of blood. John Mason hadn't been so dainty...although I'd have to stop thinking of it as John Mason...the tracks in the blood were not even remotely human. No, take that back...the first one, nearest the body, showed a heel and five toes, but the second, from the opposite foot, showed a three-lobbed pad with talon spike marks, as did the third. Whatever effect the drug was having, it didn't seen to be slowing down the rate of change.
The interior of the shed was only dimly lit. Apart from a neon strip over the door I'd come in, there were only half a dozen overhead night lights...just enough that the watchman would have been able to walk a route without falling into any of the engineering pits. To my left there were long stacks of industrial shelving that held all the workshop spares, but the shed was dominated by the two train carriages that were the current focus of work. All I could see of them was their long silhouettes slanting over the darker shadow of the working pits. One of them was still attached to the overhead crane that ran the length of the building. I knew there was an operator's booth up the far end, but it was too dark to make out. The only advantage I had, and it was a slim one, was that I'd been here before, and gone over every inch of the place while doing the security check.
I ran over my memory of the layout in my head while I stood and listened. Just to my right was the small office where the guard passed the night. A soft flickering told me he'd left the television on, but there was no sound from that direction. The whole building lay almost quiet, and there was no movement. Then, far overhead, a cloud moved on, and soft moonlight threw new shadows. The wind threw a small cloud scudding across the moon, and shadows suddenly ran across the floor. A wail reverberated among the shelves, a sound of fright and confusion. One of the tall spare stocks toppled over with a crash, and a four-legged something scuttled away to the far-left corner of the building.
This was the point in horror movies when I started shouting at the screen as the inadequately armed person decided to head off into the dark after the monster that may...or may not...be wounded.
I wasn't that stupid. I stepped into the watchman's office, and threw all the light switches to on.
It had an instant effect. Another of the shelving units fell over with a crash. Then it was coming for me, hand over hand along the system of chains that drove the crane, like a gibbon through the high canopy. But no gibbon was ever as large, or as angry.
I stood my ground. It was just about the hardest thing I'd ever done, and I had to lock my knees to prevent them buckling, but I managed to get the gun up, between it and myself. I had time for just one shot, and didn't even know if I'd hit the target before its momentum brought it down on top of me and the pair of us went crashing to the floor.
Blind panic took me. I thrashed and punched like a wild thing. Someone was screaming and it was seconds before I realized it was me...and that I was struggling with a dead weight.
My back reminded me of its bruises as I rolled away. I found myself standing over John Mason's naked body, and I thought I'd killed him outright...the tranquilizer dart had embedded between his ribs just under his heart. But as I bent over to check, he started panting, like an exhausted dog. I checked for a pulse, and found one racing along at twice the normal rate. His eyes were rolled up in their sockets, and sweat poured from his brow. I took off my coat and rolled him up in it, then went to fetch the car. All the way over to the vehicle my back tingled, waiting for an attack, but it never came, and as I drove back to the open doorway I could see the two bodies lying just inside.
My back complained again as I lifted John Mason in a fireman's lift and got him arranged in the back seat of the car in, what I hoped, looked like a drunk sleeping off a bender.
I went back to the shed and switched off the lights after retrieving the gun. I was going to feel sorry later about leaving the watchman there on the floor, but for now my priority had to be John Mason. I fetched the CD player from under the seats in the empty carriage. I reloaded the gun and put it on the passenger seat, then I switched the CD player to track four, pressing play as I headed out of the depot as fast as I dared.
* * *







I drove, chain smoking cigarettes while I considered my next step. I hadn't really expected to get this far. As I saw it I only had two options...the cops, or Skye...and neither appealed to me. In the first, I didn't get paid, and in the second, I got dragged ever further into what was turning into even more of a nightmare than the Amulet case.
Then there was my conscience to consider. Just as I couldn't ignore old lady Malcolm, so I couldn't forget the staring eyes of the dead watchman. Maybe he'd still be alive if I hadn't drawn the beast to this area...maybe not. But those dead eyes would continue to accuse me until I did something about it.
The next time I saw a phone box I stopped and, keeping an eye on the car all the while, put in a 999 call. As soon as it was answered I put on my broadest wide-boy accent...modeled on the shell-suited Ned who came at me with the knife.
"Ah've seen it...the Southside Slasher...doon at the auld Underground depot. It's away inside...and there's a mannie in there alongside it. Youse had better be quick, for I dinnae think its awfy happy."
I hung up and moved quickly back to the car. I could just hear that the track was coming to an end, and I wasn't ready for "Ragnarok" just yet. As I got back behind the wheel, there was movement in the back seat. I gripped the gun and turned, just as John Mason groaned and sat up. I pointed the gun at his chest as he rubbed his face. The folds of the coat fell away, revealing his rib cage, and the hypodermic dart that still jutted out at a right angle to his chest.
"Christ. What have you done to me?" he said. He touched the dart, and winced in obvious pain as a trickle of blood escaped and ran down his belly.
"What do you remember?" I asked.
"My father's funeral," he said, then his eyes went evasive and he couldn't look at me. "Then some bad dreams. Very bad dreams."
His hands started to shake.
"Cigarette?" he whispered
I kept the gun trained on him as I lit two cigarettes and, very carefully, passed one to him.
He sucked smoke for a while, and when he next spoke it was in a frightened croak. "I've killed people," he said. "That wee man with the camera for one."
I nodded.
"And the big cop...him as well?"
"Oh no. He's alive. Just not very happy."
"So what now?" he asked. He had fresh tears in his eyes.
"I don't know," I said honestly. "I haven't made my mind up."
Just then the track finished, and I started it up again. It was getting on my nerves...but I had a feeling that the drug wasn't the only thing keeping John Mason docile.
"Tell me about the music," I said.
He seemed to notice it for the first time.
"It's the tune I heard...the first time...back on the beach," he said. "And I've heard it since, in the night, in the Auld Kelpie."
I nodded.
"And you'll be hearing a lot more of it," I said. "It's important to keeping you stable...that's all I know about it...but that's enough."
We smoked in silence for a while.
"Again. What now?" he said. "We can't sit here like this forever."
I realized something. He was John Mason again...not 'the beast' I had to capture. My mind was made up. I was going to take him back to Skye and find out what had happened to him, and whether anything could be done for him.
"Let's get you some clothes," I said. "My street cred will really be shot if anybody sees me with a naked man in the back of a hire car."
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I managed to get parked just in front of the office, and I made him go first up the stairs. I followed behind, the still-playing CD player in my left hand, the gun in my right.
"Through there," I said, motioning towards the bedroom, "you'll find the wardrobe. You're welcome to anything that's not a suit."
He closed the door behind him, and I managed to relax slightly for the first time since he woke up.
I used the time wisely.
I wasn't quite as computer illiterate as I let Doug believe, and in a couple of minutes I'd burned a new CD with fourteen copies of track four of "The Sons of Loki". I'd just started playing it again in the CD player when two things happened at once...the phone rang, and Betty Mulholland walked into the office. I just had time to cover the gun with my jacket before motioning her to my clients' chair.
I answered the phone, and old lady Malcolm was on the end.
"The old glass-eyed janitor here at the hospital said you have a message for me."
Betty Mulholland was already looking impatient, and I had to be careful.
"I've got your package," I said. "Where do you want it delivered?"
"You've got the boy?" she said. "Is he all right?"
"Yes and yes," I replied. "I can deliver it tomorrow, just tell me where."
"You mean Maryhill Police station or Skye, don't you?" she said. "I've told you already. The only folk that know what to do with him are on Skye. Just get him there, and you'll get paid."
"Okay," I said, trying to keep it light. "Tomorrow it is. I'll be in touch." And that's when Jessie Malcolm's voice changed. It was the old janitor who next spoke.
"I'll be seeing you," he said, and once more I heard the tap-tap, the sound of a finger against a glass eye. He chuckled, and had hung up before I had a chance to reply, which was just as well, as Betty was already looking at me strangely.
"It's a bit late to be doing business, isn't it?" she said.
I looked at my watch. It was just before 3.00 a.m.
"The early bird catches the worm," I said, and smiled, testing the water.
She wasn't biting.
"That hire car outside," she said. "Is it yours?"
I thought about lying, but it would have been a feeble attempt. The car company had my credit card details on file.
I nodded.
"You got trouble coming," she said. "You were caught on CCTV leaving the depot. And you've only got yourself to blame...you told them they needed to install the cameras."
"The watchman?" I said.
"Dead," she replied. "And we both know what did it."
I nodded. I lit two cigarettes and passed one to her.
"Am I under arrest?"
"Not from me," she said. "I'm off duty."
"Thanks."
And John Mason chose that moment to remove the hypodermic dart from his chest. A short squeal of pain came from my bedroom.
"It's Doug," I said, lowering my voice. "He got lucky."
Her left eyebrow raised.
"Must have been his dress sense," she said.
We blew smoke at each other for a while, but there was no further noise from my room.
"Seriously, Derek," she said, "They'll be round to see you first thing in the morning."
"I'd better not be here, then," I replied. "I need that favor, Betty. I need you to make this go away."
"Too much to ask. This is a murder enquiry."
"Give me two days," I said. "If there's another murder, you can throw the book at me. And if not...you can find a real junkie to blame. Our problem will be over."
She stood and came over to stand above me.
"You're not shitting me, are you?" she said. "I could lose my job."
"Big Jock will back you up," I said. "And as I said, I only need two days."
"Promise?" she said.
She leant over me. We were almost nose to nose, then she came closer and planted a soft kiss on my lips. Her tongue flicked out and licked mine, then was gone just as quickly as she pulled away.
"Sealed with a kiss," she said with a smile. "I'll see what I can do... but now you owe me more than breakfast...a lot more."
Just as she was about to leave the music came to the end of the track again...and started over.
She raised an eyebrow again.
"Your favorite song?"
"No. Doug's," I said. "It helps his rhythm."
I got a small wave as she left, and I found myself wishing she'd come back. Life had suddenly gotten more interesting.
John Mason came out of the bedroom a minute later. He was wearing a pair of denims that had given up fitting me a year or so ago, and a woolen jumper I'd got as a present and had never worn. He dropped the hypo on the table in front of me.
"I can't believe you stuck me with that thing," he said.
"You deserved it," I replied.
"So what's the plan?" he asked again. And this time I had an answer.
"We get you back to Skye. Irene promised they knew what to do. Do you trust her?"
He nodded without even thinking about it.
"But not the brothers," he said.
I agreed with him on that one.
"I don't pretend to understand any of this," I said. "But I know you were calm until you left the island. And we've got to get you out of Glasgow, anyway. Are you up to it?"
He nodded, but in truth, he looked as ill as Doug had on that hospital bed. His face was ashen, his eyes red-rimmed, as if he'd been crying continuously. He finally looked all of his years, and more.
"When do we go?" he asked.
"Coffee first, and a smoke, then we'll be off. We can be in the Auld Kelpie in time for breakfast."
"I'll get the coffee," he said.
I watched him as he filled the kettle and did all the little domestic things people do while making coffee. This was the beast that had mauled Doug, had almost killed Jock McCall, and had murdered Wee Jim Morton. And here he was, making me a cup of coffee. And the problem was, although I hadn't moved more than a yard from the gun, I was already relaxing in his presence. And I had no idea how much influence the sedative was having, and how much was the music. As if he'd read my mind, he asked: "Do we have to have that music on?"
"Oh yes," I said. "And we'll have it on all the way on the road, so you'd better get used to it."
I gave him a cigarette to go with his coffee.
"Have you ever met an old janitor with a glass eye?" I asked. "Or a slightly younger version, either a fisherman, or dressed like an aging biker?"
He looked at me blankly.
"Never mind," I said. "I thought he had something to do with the case, that's all. Drink up. It's time we were going."
I took the CD out of the player and watched him very closely as we headed for the car. I had the gun pointed at his back all the way.
I put him in the passenger seat, and laid the gun across my lap. Before we set off I put the CD in the car player and once more the song filled the car. I knew I was going to be heartily sick of it by the time we got to Skye. But it would be worth it to keep me alive.
I had enough petrol for the whole journey, and enough cigarettes, and I doubted I would be stopping along the way. My back muscles were already complaining, but that couldn't be helped. At least the Ford was easier to drive than the Land Rover beast, and at this time in the morning, we'd make good time.
Mason was quiet as we made our way out of the West End, and apart from asking for a cigarette, he didn't speak until the city was behind us. I turned the CD volume down...but not as far as I couldn't hear it.
"You know," he started. "I didn't quite tell the truth. Back on the boat trip out of Portree."
"I wondered when you'd notice," I said. I dropped my speed by ten miles an hour...there was a story coming...one I would be best to pay attention to.
He started straight ahead as he spoke.
"It was no accident that I was on Skye," he said. "I had an email from Irene. She was tracking down her husband's family tree. And she found me. We sent emails back and forward for months, until it felt like we knew each other. Then, last year, she invited me for a visit."
"Did your mother not try to stop you?"
"I didn't tell her. Years before she'd spun me a tale about how it would be dangerous for me on Skye, but she wouldn't tell me why...maybe if she had, things would've been different.
"When I got to the island Irene couldn't have made me more welcome, and at first, the three brothers were friendly enough, but there was always a sense that they had something else on their minds.
"Matters came to a head one night when we'd all been drinking heavily. The brothers started in on me...or rather, on my father. The kindest thing that they said about him was that he was a traitorous bastard, and they accused him of causing the death of their own father. And that's when I heard the story of what my mother and father had done on Skye. They..."
"If it involves your mother, a travelling band of hippies, and a moonlight flit, you can save some time. I've heard it," I said. "Your mammy isn't so reticent these days."
"She told you?" he said, incredulous. "And she wouldn't tell me, in all these years?"
"Seeing you maul my partner loosened her tongue a bit," I said, and I didn't manage to keep the bitterness out of my voice.
That quieted him for a while, and we smoked in silence while the darkness slid by outside. The CD came to the end of its first run through, and this time I found the continuous play button and started it off again.
"It was that bloody tune that started it," he said softly. "One minute I was in the middle of an argument with the brothers, the next I'm out on the seashore, with no memory of how I got there. You know what happened next...the bit about the seal was the truth. As was my nighttime rampage over the moor. What I haven't told you is that the brothers let me go. All that clock and dagger stuff was just a trick to get you to take me."
"Why would they let you go?" Aren't you 'The Chosen'...the one who'll restore the family destiny that your father almost broke?"
"That's what they told me," he said. "But there's one thing I overheard that worries me. 'Let him go', they told Irene. 'She'll be frantic, and our job will be easier'."
"What did they mean?"
"You're the detective. You tell me."
* * *







The next time I looked over he was fast asleep, and breathing normally. I drove on into the night, wondering just what would be waiting for me on the island. Something just didn't fit. I'd heard all the stories, but it was like a Kurosawa film. Everyone saw something different, and I felt that the single new point that would throw light on the matter was missing. All I knew for a fact was that John Mason was a shapechanger, under the right circumstances. And that he could survive a dose of tranquilizer that would fell an elephant. Whether that was supernatural or genetic, I had no way of determining.
Actually I didn't think it mattered. I was getting paid to deliver him back to Skye, and although I'd be interested to find out how the beast was tamed, I could quite happily live without the knowledge. That was the night talking; cynicism and defeatism were always lurking in the dark to jump at me. I lit a cigarette and smoked them away.
The CD finished again, and once more I re-started it. I knew the tune by heart by now...I knew where the singer paused for breath...where the drummer came in just a fraction too early. I found myself singing along, about an octave lower. Mason snapped upright, new sweat on his forehead. My right hand made a grab for the gun, and the car veered onto the wrong side of the road, but as soon as I stopped singing Mason relaxed.
"Bad dream?" I asked.
He nodded, but didn't offer any details.
"So how do they do it?" I asked. "The brothers, I mean. How do they keep you calm?"
He shrugged.
"There's the music, of course. And a lot of beer. But I don't think it's them. I think it's something about the old pub itself...I just feel calm when I'm there."
"I'm much the same about The Vault," I said. "Sometime I get so calm I have to lie down."
He laughed, and I started to laugh with him. Just at that moment we drove through Glencoe village, and Wee Jim's accusing face came to mind. Mason was still smiling, but I no longer felt like it.
"The Sons of Loki story," I asked. "Do you believe it?"
"No," he said, without thinking. "But the brothers do. It's like a religion to them."
Aye, I thought. And maybe that's the key we're missing.
* * *







We drove across the Skye Bridge just as the sun came up, and we passed Sligachan just as the first walkers of the day were heading for the Cullins. By the time we got to Portree the town was just waking up for the day. The first pensioner had already bought his newspaper, the postman was on his rounds, and the smell of warm bread wafted into the car from the baker in the square.
"It feels like home," Mason said.
"Get used to it," I replied. "You could be here for a while."
As I parked outside the Auld Kelpie Irene came to the door. She had a broad smile on her face.
"Welcome back," she said. "I knew it was okay for him to go away."
Before I got out of the car I stashed the gun under my seat, but I kept the spare darts in my pocket. I opened the car door, tried to stand, and squealed in pain as my back went into spasms, bending me almost double.
"Are you okay?" she said.
"Nothing a large whisky wouldn't cure," I replied. I reached over and switched off the car engine, and the music stopped. I was about to start it again when she put her hand on my arm.
"You don't need it...not here," she said, and gave me her arm to lean on as she led me into the bar.
Mason was already inside, standing in the center of the room, a big smile on his face.
"See. I told you," he said to me. "I feel calm already."
"It looks like the journey didn't do you any harm," Irene said.
"You obviously haven't been watching the news," I said.
"A tragedy, right enough," she said. "But a son should do his duty by his father, don't you think? He had to be there."
If I'd been feeling better I might have argued, but it was all I could do to fall into a seat.
"About that whisky?" I said.
She brought me a very large whisky, which went over smooth on the tongue and put a fire in my belly. Slowly, I started to feel as if I might walk again.
Mason was walking around the room, a dreamy smile on his face.
"What is it about this place?" I asked Irene.
She smiled back, and her face seemed to waver. I rubbed my eyes...I suddenly felt very tired.
"Stay awhile," I heard Irene say, but she sounded like she was shouting it from the bottom of a well.
She leaned closer, and her smile widened into a gaping maw filled with too many pointed teeth.
"Stay for lunch," she said, just as I slipped away. I fell off the seat and hit my head, hard, on the floor, but I was already past caring.
* * *







I came awake with a start. I was sitting up on the same seat I'd fallen off. There was a full pint of beer on the table in front of me, and the three Mason brothers across from me.
"Christ," I said, feeling my voice reverberate in my skull. "I hope you're not the interview panel."
The big one in the center smiled. It wasn't a pretty sight.
"More in the way of a welcoming committee," he said. "We owe you a thank you for bringing the boy back."
"So you thought you'd drug me first?"
He smiled again, nearly a laugh.
"Oh, we had to be sure you'd stay. We can't have you missing the last act now, can we?"
"Oh, I'd be happy to leave early, I've got the last bus to catch," I said. I patted my pockets. I was looking for my cigarettes, and I found them...but I also found to my surprise that I still had the tranquilizer darts in my top pocket. I managed a smile back at him as I lit up.
Irene appeared at my shoulder with a menu.
"Anything you want, on the house," she said.
"A hearty meal for the condemned man?"
This time the big fellow did laugh.
"You catch on quick. I knew that, when I found these..."
He bent down and lifted the gun and the CD onto the desk.
"The gun is obvious," he said. "But what made you choose the music?"
He was still smiling like a shark, so I decided to put some blood in the water.
"I got it from an auld chap...glass eye, nice line in banter."
I hit a nerve...his eyes flickered with what might have been fear, then the smile came back full force.
"The old bastard is interfering again, is he? Probably trying to change the rules, now that we're close to our goal."
There were questions I could have asked there and then, but I knew the look of a man who wanted to talk. Like a Bond villain, he was about to tell all and reveal how stupid I'd been. Some men are just born gloaters and I was sure I had one opposite me. It was only a matter of time.
In the meantime I ordered grilled salmon and oysters, Caesar salad and French bread, with plenty of beer on the side. My heads felt like they'd played football with it, and my back hurt like blazes, but the beer was beginning to make inroads into both.
"Listen, I did what was asked. I brought him back. Isn't that what you wanted? The 'Chosen' back in place to restore your family's destiny and protect the line of the Sea Wives?"
The big man laughed, long and hard.
"Not as quick as all that, then. Here..." he said. "This will complete your education. Read it while you eat, then we'll get down to business."
He took a notebook from his pocket and tossed it across the table. It was old...battered and frayed. But looking at it was preferable to facing the three-fold smirk from across the table. I picked it up, and started to read.
* * *







"My wee boys" it read. "You're too young to understand. I'm writing this so that someday you'll know what to do, when the time comes around. Your Uncle Tommy has betrayed me, and sometime tonight she'll come, and I'll go to her. I'll go to her, and try to break the curse that has blighted our family for far too long.
"But I'm scared, boys. Scared of losing you. Scared that one day, she'll come for you. For if that bastard of a brother of mine has no lead in his pencil, that's what'll happen.
"I'd better not get ahead of myself. I need to tell you some family history, and hopefully try to explain why I have to walk out the door when the call comes.
"Our part in this long tale starts back in 1912, with the birth of my father...and his twin brother. They were brought up to face their destiny. They were taught the sea wives story as I've told it to you, and as it is written in the back of this book. And when they asked 'Why?', they were told, 'That's just the way things are'. That wasn't enough for them. And as they got older, they began to think more and more about the fate that would befall one of them, for they loved each other so much that they couldn't bear to be parted.
"And they began to study arcane knowledge. They spent a small fortune having ancient tomes ferried over to the island, Huge leather-bound volumes with titles like De Vermis Mysteris, The Necronomicon, Cultus Sabbaticus. They started inviting strange, intense, people to Portree, and it is said that Crowley, the old beast himself, performed a banishing ritual that killed every seal in a ten-mile radius. But it wasn't enough. Then 1936 came round.
"One summer's evening, as they were out on the boat, the call came. And my Uncle Duncan, may God rest his soul, was the one chosen to answer. He was away over the side of the boat and into the gathering dark before your grandfather could stop him. All night they searched, but there was no sign of Duncan. Not till the next morning, when his near-dead body was washed up on the shores of Loch Grehornish."
* * *







My food arrived, but I barely noticed it. I held the notebook in one hand and the fork in the other as I shoveled salmon and oysters with no more thought than if they'd been a fast-food burger and fries.
* * *







"They brought him back to the Kelpie," the notebook continued. "For that is the center, the only place where we can be calm until the change. And now the brother's work became almost feverish. They both knew that they only had nine months in which to find a solution. While Duncan pored over the old tomes here in the Kelpie, your grandfather traveled, searching for other fisherfolk, for cults and traditions of the sea wives, and how their influence might be fought.
"He spent time with tuna fishermen in Greece, with minke whale hunters among the Eskimo people, with shell fishermen in Jamaica and Haiti. But it was closer to home that he thought he'd found the answer, in Lapland, where Loki himself might have walked.
"He was introduced to a guild of fishermen, 'The Sons of Loki'. Among their rituals and spells for catching fish, they had one, an ancient chant that gave instructions for breaking the curse.
"Excited beyond measure, your grandfather rushed back to Scotland. But he was too late. Duncan had gone, disappeared into the sea like many generations of his forefathers.
"After that, your grandfather was a broken man. He wrote down his findings, which I have reproduced here in this book, and he even got married, and sired your uncle Tommy and myself, but the joy had gone out of his life. He lasted until 1963, when I was fifteen. One night he took himself out alone on the boat, just him and the shotgun. Another victim of the curse.
"Five years he's been gone. And he never got to see you, my wee treasures, my three boys. For those years your uncle and I have been studying the ritual, going over and over it until we are word perfect. We were to have performed it together, nine months after one of us was called. But he has betrayed me. Betrayed all the line of our family in all the years past.
"The call came. And he did not answer. He has followed his dick, and run away. So now I wait. When the call comes I will go. And if I do not return, then read this, my wee boys, and know that I'll never love anything like I love you.
"Prepare yourself. Study the ritual.
"Your time will come."
* * *







The rest of the notebook was filled with complicated drawings and charts, long passages of what looked like poetry, and page after page of runic script. I put it down, and at the same moment realized I'd eaten all the food, with no memory of having done it.
I sat back and lit a cigarette.
"I don't suppose anybody's thought about using ear-plugs?" I asked.
That got me the shark smile again.
"It's been tried," the big man said. "Back in 1436. So has wax in the ears, hot pokers, and a variety of blunt instruments. None worked."
"So, this ritual," I asked, fearing I already knew the answer. "Where do I fit in?"
"You'll be by way of a sacrifice," he said, and grinned widely. "You die, she never comes back."
"Sounds like I get the raw end of the deal," I said. "What about John?"
"He's family," the man said. "He gets to stay with us."
"Maybe I haven't got such a bad deal after all."
He lifted the gun and pointed it at my chest.
"Finish your cigarette," he said. "And make the most of it."
* * *







By the time I stubbed the cigarette out the brothers were moving tables from the center of the floor. They raised a trapdoor so big it took two of them to lift it. The big man motioned me towards it, the gun never wavering from its aim at a spot over my heart. When I stood over the opened space I was looking down a long flight of wooden steps. The tang of the sea wafted up towards me, and somehow I didn't think I was looking down into their beer cellar. The gun prodded me in the back, and I started down the steps.
I was on a steep stairway, hemmed in on either side by damp rock, which opened out after twelve steps into a wide area. Sputtering oil braziers lit a long hall. The roof and walls were an extravaganza of wood and bone, fishing nets and harpoons. The bones were the ribcage of what must have been an impressive whale, while all the woodwork was intricately carved with scrollwork and sea-faring scenes. The whole thing felt like a stage-set, but enough of Doug's enthusiasm had rubbed off for me to realize that this room was old...far older that the bar above.
"One of life's little coincidences," the big man said. "Irene found it, two years ago."
And something tickled at the back of my mind, as if clarity wasn't far away. But I wasn't given time to think about it. I was pushed further into the chamber.
At the far end, the woodwork and bone gave way to bare rock. Irene and John Mason stood over a pool that lapped gently at their feet. Behind them, seemingly carved straight into the rock wall, was a massive plinth, on which lay an effigy of a bound man, mouth wide open, screaming for eternity.
The three Mason brothers bowed low.
"Sea Father, protect us," they chanted in unison.
John Mason still had that dreamy, far away look on his face while Irene held tightly to his arm. She smiled at me, but didn't move to help when the brothers wrapped me in a fishing net, so tight that my arms were pinned to my side. They lifted me onto the plinth, and I noticed it had two parallel grooves cut on top...channels that let to the screaming statue. They laid me down on my side, facing out into the room, and the three of them walked off to my right and out of my sight.
Now was the time for a witty remark, a laugh in the face of danger...but I couldn't manage one. My mouth dried up and my heart pounded all the way up to my ears.
"For Christ's sake, Irene. Get me out of here. They're going to kill me."
"Oh no," she said. "The boys must have their mummery. It's their time."
She went back to holding tight to John Mason, and didn't acknowledge me further, even when I cursed and screamed. I shouted until I was hoarse, my throat feeling like barbed wire had ripped through it, but one last scream died in my throat as a figure stepped in front of me.
At first I thought it was John, changed again, then I realized it was one of the shorter brothers, dressed in a long hooded cloak. The cloak was of thick scales, and the hood fell over his face, the scales over his brow cunningly formed to look like two large, reptilian, eyes.
"I am a Son of Loki," he said.
"I am Jormungand."
"Gluttony is my table, whale meat my knife. The rocks of the earth my woman, strength my companion. Black depths are my bed and the sea itself forms the walls of my home.
"I am Jormungand, and Midgard is mine."
He moved aside and the second smaller brother stepped forward. He wore a cloak of wolf fur, and his hood was shaped into the head of a great wolf.
"I am a Son of Loki.
"I am Fenrir.
"Gluttony is my table, red meat my knife. The moon is my woman, rage my companion. The forest is my bed and the mountains form the walls of my home.
"I am Fenrir, and Jotunheim is mine."
He moved aside, and the big man stepped in front of me. He wore a cloak that was wolf fur down one side, and skin, probably human, down the other. Half of his hood was wolf, the other man.
"I am a Son of Loki," he said.
"I am Vali.
"Gluttony is my table, sons of men my knife. All women are my women, fury my companion. The halls of men are my bed, and their cities form the walls of my home.
"I am Vali, and all of creation is mine."
He moved to join his brothers.
If I hadn't been bound and trussed I might have laughed, so serious yet so nonsensical were they. But any urge to laugh was quenched when the big man went to the wall and took down a harpoon that was as tall as he was.
His brothers began to stamp their feet, clap their hands, and chant, a deep, almost growling, rhythm that seemed to take on depth and resonance as it echoed around the chamber. The big man started to prowl the room, stabbing the point of the harpoon at walls, into corners, in a dance that was formalized and synchronized in time with the chants. And every time he circled the room and came to face me he stabbed the harpoon at my chest, getting closer each time, the chanting, foot stomping and clapping rising, louder and louder.
And slowly, above the noise being made by the brothers, I heard the tune I'd been listening to all night, but this time it came from far away, and sung by a single, mournful voice. John Mason started to move towards the rock pool, but Irene held him in a tight embrace. He made a token attempt at resistance, then seemed to slump in her arms.
The Mason brothers upped their tempo, and soon the big man was whirling and spinning around the room. And still, on each turn, the point of the harpoon came ever closer to my chest.
* * *







The noise the brothers made drowned out the sea wives for a few seconds, but it came back again, closer now, more forceful.
The brothers began to stomp and chant themselves into a frenzy, and sweat poured down the big man's brow as he came round again.
The water in the pool surged and boiled, and the head of a seal broke water, just as the big man came round to face me.
"I am Vali, Son of Loki. By the right of blood I call for an end."
He raised the harpoon.
"We will serve no more."
He pulled the weapon back, and my whole life focused on the torchlight gleaming off the barbed point. I closed my eyes and tensed my muscles.
* * *







But the blow never came. A voice rang out in the chamber.
"I am a Daughter of Loki."
I opened my eyes to see Irene fighting the big man for the harpoon. He seemed to be tugging as hard as he was able, but she took it way from him like taking a toy from a child.
"I am Hel," she said, and changed, her skin mottling, turning grey, like wet clay. Lank grey hair hung in front of her face, and her eyes gleamed in the torchlight.
And I remembered.
It was Irene who'd brought Mason to me in the first place...it was she who had 'found' him...it was she who had 'found' this chamber. Even as pieces were falling into place in my head, the big man moved to take the harpoon from her. She backhanded him, seemingly putting no effort into it, but the big man flew a full five yards across the floor.
The other brothers fell silent, shock on their faces. The sound of the sea wife singing suddenly filled the room, and John Mason made a move towards the seal.
Irene-or, more correctly-Hel, swiveled and threw the harpoon like a javelin. It took John full in the back and a welter of blood come out just above his navel. He fell forward, face down in the edge of the pool.
The seal mewled piteously, but Hel paid it no attention.
She came forward to the plinth and lifted me bodily from it, dropping me down beside Mason's body, then forgetting about me just as quickly as she turned to the two smaller brothers.
They turned to run, but she was on them like a cat after a mouse and she brought their heads together with a crack that echoed in the suddenly silent room. She slung their bodies onto the plinth. With hands that had grown thick, yellow talons, she tore the bodies, coolly methodically, disemboweling them. Blood splattered on and around me...but most was running down the runnels towards the screaming statue. And where the blood hit it, the stone began to change, lightening in color, softening, as it took on the texture of skin, soaking up the blood, drinking it in.
"I am Hel," the creature said. "Hunger is my table, the Sons of Loki my knife. Awaken, Father. I give you back your blood that long ago was taken."
The statue no longer looked like stone. It was a tall, dark, man, bound in black cords...cords that were starting to soften as more blood ran.
* * *







I felt movement behind me, and heard Mason whisper, "Don't move. I can loosen the net."
Hel stood over us, eyes blazing, arms raised to the roof as she chanted. "Awaken, Father. Ragnarok is at hand. It is the twilight of the old gods. Tonight we will take their place in Asgard. Awaken, Father."
On the plinth the man emerging from the stone began to struggle against the red bonds.
On the floor of the chamber, the last of the Mason brothers pushed himself to his feet. At first he didn't seem to know where he was, then his eyes widened in horror as he saw the broken, mangled bodies of his brothers on the plinth. He roared like an animal in pain, and threw himself at Hel's back.
She screamed, and tried to tear him off, but he had his legs locked at her waist, and was trying to force her head back, threatening to break her neck.
"You're free," I heard Mason say behind me. And I was able to move my arms.
The creature was still trying to move the brother from her back, so I took the chance to roll away. The net fell off me in one large sheet. Cramp hit me hard as I tried to get to my feet, and I staggered...almost fell.
Hel chose that moment to hurl herself backwards. Blood blew out from the man's lips as she crushed him, once, twice, against the unforgiving stone. He fell off her, and she yelled in triumph.
She bent and lifted him. His eyes caught mine, pleading, just before she tossed him on the plinth among the wreckage that was all that remained of his brothers.
"Adams. Help me!" Mason shouted, but even if I'd been capable, I'd never have reached him in time. Hel went to work with a vengeance.
The figure that had so recently been a statue, a lump of inanimate rock, was pushing itself out of its bonds, slowly, as if coming out of a long-sleep. But there was a deep hunger in its eyes as Hel continued her bloody work.
* * *







Something pulled at my leg. John Mason lay there, the bloody end of the harpoon protruding from his belly...but he didn't look like a man on the verge of death.
"Pull it out," he said. "Quick. Before she notices us."
I had to put a foot on his back, and I had to put my weight on it, but he didn't flinch, even when the barbed end tore out of him, taking a fist-sized lump of flesh with it. His body flowed and melted, the wound closing, leaving no sign it had ever been there.
"We have to stop her," he said, pushing himself to his feet.
Hel was still tearing the big man's body to pieces. Over on the far side of the plinth, Loki had pushed his bonds aside and was crawling across the bloody runnels, his mouth smeared with gore, his eyes blazing with green fire.
"I'm open to suggestions," I said. I offered him my hand to help him up, and he took it, changing even as he pulled himself upright.
By the time he stood beside me, it wasn't a hand I was holding, but a paw, a wolf's paw, with thick hard claws that left indentations in my palm as he squeezed, once, then threw himself at Hel.
He hit her side-on, and the pair of them fell to the floor where they rolled, a rolling mass of flesh that changed and reformed faster then I could make sense of it.
Up on the plinth, Loki reached the remains of the brothers and started to eat. I heard bone crunch between his teeth as he lay, face down in the gore, among a pile of legs, arms, ribs...the three brothers united as one in death.
I felt bile rise in my throat, and I lifted the harpoon. I stepped forward, aware that Hel and John Mason, a pair of snarling, ape-like monstrosities, were tearing pieces out of each other at the far end of the room. I stepped up to the plinth and raised the harpoon above my head, bringing it down, hard, on Loki's back, spearing him through. He lay in a pile of intestines, rolling and screaming.
"No!" I heard Hel shout behind me, but it didn't stop me. I took the remaining tranquilizer darts from my pocket, and slammed them down, hard, into Loki's back, beside the shaft of the harpoon. The figure went limp, face down in a bloody spread-eagled ribcage.
"No!" Hel screamed again.
I was pushed aside as a figure jumped to the plinth.
"Father!" she shouted, and bent over the prone body...at the same moment as John Mason, with a taloned hand, ripped her belly open from groin to sternum, her guts spilling over Loki.
* * *







"Quick," Mason said. "Bind him."
I watched in amazement as he pulled yard after yard of bloody intestines from Hel's body, while she screamed and drummed her fists in the gore, sending splatters of blood everywhere. He started winding the ropy mess over Loki's body, and where they touched the flesh, they turned to hard stone, black rock that began to spread across the skin, reversing the recent transformation.
I didn't need to be told twice. I reached into her belly and began to pull. The guts felt like warm sausages in my hands as I coiled and knotted them over Loki until the stone had nearly taken him...then we started on Hel, binding her to her father with her own innards, all the while with her screaming and roaring till my ears rang.
My life was narrowed to gore and screams, and I was in a frenzy as I pulled and knotted, hands a mass of gore, nostrils filled with the stench of death, mouth full of the taste of corruption.
And still she screamed, even when her torso was fused tight to her father, even when her hair fell forward and solidified across her bloody chest. John Mason looped one last coil around her head, and it gripped her like a vise. Her eyes flared red one last time, and a scream died in her throat as the stone engulfed her.
* * *







Finally I stood back, panting heavily, noticing that the last remains of the Mason brothers were even now being engulfed in tendrils of black lacy rock. The harpoon stood out proud from the solidifying mess of limbs and torso, like a sword in the stone, and when I tried to move it, it was locked solid.
"How did you know?" I asked. "About the binding?"
But John Mason was no longer present. I turned, just in time to see him slip into the water beside the seal, his skin already changing to a dull grey, his feet, as he dived beside her, already showing signs of fusing together in a rudimentary tail. The water rippled twice, and I was left alone in a too quiet room. I had one last look at the grotesque rockery that was left, then dragged my tired body out of there, to the real world, where some sanity might be waiting.
* * *







Six hours later I walked wearily into the office and threw the Mason brother's notebook on the desk in front of Doug.
"A wee souvenir for you," I said "The case is closed, and we've earned our money."
He looked as if he was full of questions, but I beat him to it.
"So. Did you get lucky?"
He blushed, all the way from collar to brow,
"No," he said. "But we got paid again."
"Tell me later," I said. "In about a week, after I wake up."
I took myself off to bed and slept like two separate logs.
* * *







It was daylight when I woke, and Doug was still in the office.
"When you said you were tired, I didn't realize you'd sleep the clock around," he said.
I grunted. I wasn't quite ready for talk, but a coffee and a cigarette cured that. Slowly, I caught up with proceedings. Doug had made three grand and a new friend in the American lady. Betty Mulholland had called twice. And nothing more had been heard from 'The Southside Slasher'.
I called Betty.
"You can start fitting somebody up," I said. "He's not coming back."
"Is that a promise?"
"I'll seal it with a kiss if you come over."
She laughed and I wanted to hear her do it more often.
"You can buy me a beer after work," she said. "I'll come round about six."
"Wear your uniform," I said. "And don't forget the handcuffs."
"Too fast again, Derek," she said. "Maybe next week."
Just as I put the phone down there was a knock on the door, and Jessie Malcolm walked in. She had a smile on her face.
"You got him back," she said.
"How did you know?"
"I told her," someone said behind her. The old, one-eyed janitor stepped in beside her and put a hand on her shoulder.
"We've become good friends," the auld lady said, suddenly looking twenty years younger. "And we're off on holiday, so I thought I'd better give you this."
She handed me a check for twice what I was owed.
"There's a wee bit extra for you. I just found out that I'm now the owner of a pub in Skye. This auld bugger here says he knows it, and apart from some work in the cellar, he says it's a going concern."
The old man smiled at me.
"We're grateful for what you did for the boy," he said. "That took guts."
He led the old lady to the door. He looked back and tapped his glass eye, twice.
"I'll be seeing you."
* * *







And that's where I thought the case ended...and it's where it did end, for most of the people involved. But it really ended for me two weeks later.
I was out for a walk along the river. I was between cases, and I was just walking, scarcely a thought in my head. Sometime later I might go for a beer, or I might call my new friend on the police force and see if she fancied a curry and a cuddle.
Somebody called my name.
I turned towards the sound. Two seals bobbed, just yards off-shore. They both barked, once...and a third, smaller, head bobbed up to join them. All three looked straight at me, then, as one, bowed their heads. And as quickly as they'd come, they were gone.
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