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For Mum and Dad, who’ve been there for me all the way from the scalded pink jotters to here





PROLOGUE



Connor Fraser collapsed against the church wall, rain-slicked granite driving icy needles into his back and shoulders. He focused on the sudden chill, tried to use it to clear his thoughts, calm the white noise of pain and confusion and rage.


Blood pumped over the hand he had clamped across the wound to his leg, hot and slick between his fingers. He took a deep breath, ignored the flash of pain in his chest, exhaled a cloud of steam into the night air.


The voice drifted from the shadows, as warm and cloying as the blood pouring from his leg. ‘You okay, Connor? Watch your step. Last thing we want is you slipping and breaking your neck. Been enough death here recently.’


Connor looked into the darkness opposite, trying not to think of what had been left there only days ago. Knew now it had been a message for him. A message crafted in blood and pain, designed to make his life a horror story.


His attacker slid from the shadows, moving closer. Connor saw muscles tense, the final attack close. The knife rose slowly, flaring orange as it caught the glow from a streetlight overhead.


Connor braced himself against the church wall, tried to draw strength from the ancient stone. ‘Come on, then,’ he hissed, dragging his gaze from the ghost in front of him. ‘I’ve not got all night, and this is getting fucking boring.’


Another smile, almost genuine this time. ‘Mr Take Charge, huh, Connor? I always liked that about you.’ A glance down at the knife. ‘Well, if you insist.’


Connor pushed off the wall as hard as he could as his attacker lunged, using inertia to make up for the weakness in his leg. He surged forward, the fury and pain finally erupting from him in a roar that filled his ears, drowning out even the hammering of his heart.


They collided in a tangle of limbs and fell to the cobbles, writhing. Connor’s leg was engulfed in agony as he jerked the wrong way, the sudden pain forcing another scream from him. He felt small, hard fingers scrabble across his face and twisted away, eyes searching desperately for the knife. He grabbed for it, felt the crazed strength of his attacker behind the blade, inching it closer, closer, to his face.


He took another breath, tasted blood at the back of his throat, and gripped the arms that were quivering with the effort of driving the knife towards his face. He thought about letting go for an instant, the knife digging into the soft flesh under his chin, the blade slicing sideways and down to tear open his windpipe, blood and gristle splattering onto the cobbles. He could let it end with him. Let his blood be the last.


Couldn’t he?





CHAPTER 1



Edinburgh – three days earlier


Run!


The word was a shriek in his mind, an imperative he could not ignore. He charged forward, shrugging off the hands he felt on his shoulders. Ignored the sudden panicked shouts of his name as he crashed through heavy double doors at the back of the High Court and onto the street.


A clatter of feet behind him, a voice shouting: ‘Stephen! Stop! Shit! Tango Alpha to team leader, he’s gone. Repeat, asset is on foot, heading . . .’


He pushed through the throng in front of him, ignoring the indignant shouts, the burning, dazzling flash of cameras and the clamour of questions.


Run!


Stephen lurched across the street, new shoes slithering across the cobbles, aiming for the gate and the News Steps he knew lay beyond. Took them three at a time, each impact on the age-smoothed stone juddering through his body and driving the breath from him.


He looked up, realized he was running straight for the looming stone wall at the bottom of the stairs, where the path twisted to the left, then on down the hill. He skidded through the turn, colliding with a heap of tattered blankets tucked into the corner of the landing, felt something soft yield against his flailing feet.


‘Ah, ya fuck!’ a voice grunted, the blankets rearing up like some kind of threadbare monster. A pale, thin face glared at him, eyes wide with shock, outrage and pain.


Stephen kicked himself free, dived for the next flight of stairs, reached the bottom and picked up speed on the slope that led onto Market Street. Waverley station was only minutes away. He could duck in, pick a train, any train, and just go. Leave it all behind and . . .


A figure appeared at the mouth of the alleyway, all shoulders and back, blocking his path. Stephen’s roar was part shock, part fury. No station for him. No escape. Not now. He tried to slow down, but momentum conspired with the slope to confuse his co-ordination and balance. His feet tangled beneath him, the world tilting as he toppled forward, concrete rushing up to meet him.


A dark blur of motion in front of him, then hands on his chest, stopping him smashing face first into the ground. His stomach gave a cold, oily flip as he was spun around and upright, then slammed into the wall of the alley, breath driven from him in a bark.


‘Easy, Stephen, easy,’ the man said, grip tightening on his lapels as he spoke.


‘Connor, man! Fuck!’ Stephen spat, squirming in the man’s grip. ‘Where the fuck did you come from?’


Connor Fraser gave him a you-know-better smile. ‘Come on, Stephen, really? Obvious which way you’d go. Most of the press packing out the front of the court, only way for you to go was the back door, especially after I showed you the way when I took you up those stairs this morning. It was fifty–fifty you’d make a run for it, but I thought I’d cover the bases, just in case.’


Stephen fought for breath, felt his eyes prickle with heat. Waited a beat, fighting to keep his voice even. ‘Ah, come on, man. Just let me go, okay? My dad’ll blame Robbie, not you. He’s the one I got away from. Just let me go. Tell Dad you couldnae catch me. Please?’


Connor shook his head slowly, eyebrows rising in something like apology as he eased his grip, allowing Stephen to move away from the wall. ‘Sorry, I can’t. You know that. Besides, where would you go? And what would you do next? No, better to go home. Be with your family. You’ve got a dad who only wants to look after you. Let him.’


Stephen glanced over Connor’s shoulder towards the station. He felt a brief tug of regret, and sighed. Where would he go? It wasn’t like he could just fade into the background – he’d been plastered across the headlines for a week now: Star’s Son Key Witness in Murder Trial. With the trial ongoing, the press had refrained from picking apart his life, digging into the corners he didn’t want them looking into. But now that he’d done his part, given evidence that almost guaranteed a conviction, they would be on him. Scrutinizing his life. Wanting him to comment. His dad’s agent had already warned him that the media interest would be intense. Wherever he went, this would follow him. Connor was right: better to face it here.


He took a steadying breath, nodded. Connor studied him for a second longer, then took a step back, letting Stephen move onto the path. But he didn’t let him go: one hand was still clamped around his arm. Just in case.


Stephen let himself be led the short distance to the end of the alleyway, felt no surprise when he saw a black BMW parked at the side of the road, idling. The driver’s window buzzed down, Iain Robbins nodding to Connor as they approached, eyes darting over Stephen.


Connor guided Stephen to the back of the car and opened the door for him to get in.


‘Look, Connor, I . . .’


Connor held up a hand. ‘No problem,’ he said. ‘I know what it’s like. You did a brave thing today, Stephen. Not everyone would have the balls to stand up and tell the truth the way you did. But you did it. Now you have to deal with the fallout.’


A flash of panic made Stephen’s legs twitch, the thought of running darting through his mind. But then he stopped. Calmed himself. It was done. He couldn’t change that now. Best to pick up the pieces.


He ducked into the car, Connor swinging the door shut behind him.


‘Come on, then, Iain,’ he said. ‘Let’s not keep Daddy waiting.’


* * *


Connor watched the car pull away, heading down Market Street. Waited until it got to the roundabout and turned left, heading for Stockbridge and Stephen’s home. He wondered what John Benson would say to his son when he got there, pushed the thought aside as he clicked open his earpiece channel. ‘Team leader to Tango Alpha, asset secured. Lid full. Going off comms.’


He didn’t wait for an answer, just removed the earpiece and slipped it into his pocket. Then he pulled out his mobile and called Robbie Lindsay’s number.


‘Connor, man, fuck. Sorry, he got away from me. Fast wee fuck, he—’


‘I don’t want to hear excuses, Robbie.’ Connor glanced up the News Steps Stephen had just sprinted down. Kid was lucky he hadn’t broken his neck. ‘You were primary on Stephen. There was no way you should have let him get enough distance between you and him to make a break for it, especially so close to an unsecured exit.’


Robbie mumbled an apology, took a breath. ‘You going to tell Jameson?’


‘Do I have a choice? You let an asset slip out of the pocket in an exposed area. We were only lucky that he followed the path I’d already shown him and had limited options for escape. Imagine what would have happened if he’d managed to get past me and was hit by a car or something.’


Silence fell on the line. Robbie didn’t need to imagine. John Benson was one of the biggest names in Edinburgh, a former fan favourite at Hibs who’d moved into TV punditry and presenting when his footballing career had petered out. Stephen had enjoyed living in the shadow of his father’s success and played the role of spoilt celebrity brat, the usual blend of parties, paparazzi and sex keeping the media interested.


But it had all gone wrong for Stephen one night three months ago when, sharing a noseful of party favours in the toilets of one of Edinburgh’s more exclusive clubs, a hanger-on called Roddy Davis had got into a row with another clubber and, in a rage, produced a knife and slit the man’s throat. Stephen had made a full statement to the police, and was called to be the star witness in the trial, which had generated a full-blown media circus. John Benson had called in Sentinel Securities, the same close-security firm that had looked after him when the partying got a little too hard and the crowds a little too rowdy.


‘Look, I’ll think about it,’ Connor said, focusing again on Robbie. ‘But for fuck’s sake, catch yourself on, okay? This isn’t a game.’


Robbie sighed down the line. ‘Aye. Okay, Connor, sorry.’


‘Right, get on home, then, and get your report to me by Monday.’


‘Aye, thanks, man.’


Connor killed the call, headed for the News Steps. He had seen Stephen collide with someone up there and wanted to check that whoever it had been wasn’t hurt. He was halfway up the stairs when his phone buzzed in his pocket. He knew who it would be. ‘Lachlan, how are you?’


‘Connor,’ Lachlan Jameson boomed, voice as clipped and precise as the moustache he insisted on wearing. ‘What news this fine day?’


Connor rolled his eyes. Did he really think ordinary people still talked like that? ‘Not much,’ he said. ‘Just wrapped up with Stephen Benson at the High Court. He’s on his way home now. Iain will stand perimeter with Jodie, keep the press at bay.’


‘And what about young Lindsay’s performance?’ Lachlan asked, a hint of impatience creeping down the phone line.


Connor winced. Shit. The old man must have been watching the case on the TV. ‘Let’s just say he needs a little work,’ he replied. ‘Couple more months of training and Robbie should work out nicely.’


‘Is that an offer?’


Connor mouthed a silent curse. ‘Oh, no,’ he said, ‘no way. You asked me to run the close protection and security around Stephen and his family while he gave evidence. Job done. Iain and the team can handle the rest. Besides, I’ve got a long weekend coming up, remember?’


Jameson grumbled his displeasure down the phone. As a former soldier, there was something about ‘time off’ that he just couldn’t understand.


Maybe, Connor thought, if he knew what I’ve got to do, he’d go a little easier.


‘Fine, Connor, fine. Just remember, though, if Robbie’s not an asset, he’s a liability. If he’s not cutting it, we cut him. This is a business, after all.’


Connor bit down on the sigh he felt in his chest. Typical Jameson: officer class, saw the grunts as cannon fodder, disposable. Not if he could help it. ‘You want me to come into the office and write up my report now?’


‘No, no, it’s fine. Just head home, type it up and email it to me by close of play. Besides, you’ll want to get back to where the action is anyway.’


‘Oh?’ Connor said.


‘Seems there’s been a murder in Stirling, not far from where you stay. Not a bad break for us, keeps the trial further down the news schedule. There isn’t a lot of detail at this stage, but sounds fairly grim. Maybe you should come into work after all – might be quieter than home tonight.’


Despite himself, Connor laughed. ‘Not bloody likely,’ he said. ‘And, besides, murder investigations aren’t my thing any more. Let some other poor sod deal with it.’


‘Better them than us,’ Jameson agreed. ‘Enjoy your time off, Connor.’


Before Connor could reply, the line went dead. Jameson always wanted the last word.


He flipped open the news app on his phone and found the story. It didn’t add much to what Jameson had told him already. Body found up near the castle, police saying the death was being treated as suspicious, with ‘definite lines of enquiry being followed’. Translation: it’s a murder, and we don’t have a fucking clue yet.


The byline of the reporter who had written the story contained her Twitter handle: @donnablake1news. Instinctively, Connor flicked over to his Twitter app, scrolled through her timeline and clicked follow. After all, it never hurt to stay informed.





CHAPTER 2



Stirling


From beyond the police cordon, DCI Malcolm Ford heard the soft purr of tyres on cobbles as a car made its way up St John Street towards Stirling Castle. He locked onto the sound, like a shield against the soft, incessant squealing behind him. It was like a grotesque ear worm, a song he kept hearing in his mind. Insidious, maddening. Irresistible.


Look at me, it whispered. Just turn and look. Instead Ford gazed up into the clear August sky, closing his eyes against the sudden memory of what lay behind him, trying to draw heat from the day to banish the bone-deep chill that forced him to clench his teeth to stop them chattering.


Look at me, the squeal sang behind him, louder this time as the wind picked up. Go on. Just one quick look.


Ford opened his eyes and, making a half-turn, forced himself to focus instead on the scene in front of him. He was on a small lane that ran between the Holy Rude Church and the old bowling green that lay behind the imposing frontage of Cowane’s Hospital, which dated from the seventeenth century and backed onto the town walls. At this time of year, the place should have been bustling with tourists, eagerly snapping pictures as they took in the whitewashed stone and grey slate of the hospital and wandered around the gardens that surrounded the bowling green.


Today the area was sealed off – crime-scene tape draped across the gates that led onto the lane, two officers posted there to keep curious passersby away and a growing number of reporters and camera crews in check. Tourists had been replaced by SOCOs, the carefree wandering giving way to an agonizingly slow fingertip search of the area. Crime-scene photographers, using massive lenses and harsh flashes, were capturing every grim detail. In the centre of the green, a large white tent shimmered in the breeze, hastily erected to protect as much of the immediate scene as possible.


A similar tent was being erected behind Ford to preserve the primary crime scene and contain the sheer horror of what was there. But he knew better. Containment was impossible now. They could shield it from sight, but it was too late. The damage was done. He would see that image for the rest of his life, revisit it in countless dreams, dwell on it in quiet moments driving home or sitting up during the nights when sleep would not come. It was branded into his memory. Part of him. And, somehow, he had to try to make sense of it. And the twisted motivation that led to it being there.


He shuddered again, blinking rapidly as his eyes moistened. He coughed once and dug out his notepad, glaring at the pages, trying to fill his mind with the facts, quell madness with the mundane.


The discovery had been made a little after six that morning by a normally spry and vital pensioner, who was now under heavy sedation at Forth Valley Hospital. Ford hadn’t yet listened to the 999 call Donald Stewart had made but, from the edited transcript, he knew it was little more than a stream-of-consciousness rant of horrified disbelief punctuated by snippets of detail.


Stewart had been out for his morning walk with his dog, Minty. As usual, they had made their way up a long, twisting path called the Back Walk, which led from the Albert Halls at the bottom of the town, hugging the old town wall as it snaked around the cliffs on the way to the graveyard and the castle. Making a loop, they would walk back down St John Street and head for home in Abercromby Place, a typical central Stirling street of neat hedges, spotless pavements and Victorian townhouses hewn from granite and sandstone. Stewart was obviously not short of money, Ford thought. A point worth remembering.


But that morning Stewart had never made it home. Walking past the Holy Rude, the dog had slipped his collar, squeezed under the gate and charged into the lane, yapping and barking. Noting the gate was unlocked, Stewart had followed – and stepped into Hell.


The report of what he had found, the thing which called to Ford now with its soft squeal, descended into a litany of swearing and sobs for God’s mercy. Ford nodded silent approval. He’d seen too much in his job to believe in God, but if ever he wished there was one, it was today.


He set his jaw, took a deep, hitching breath. Thought of Mary, who would be at the university now, where she worked in the IT department. Mary, who would hold him in bed when he moaned in his sleep, listen to him as he spoke, tolerate his silences when he couldn’t find the words. Not that he would have to do much explaining on this case: it would be on every TV station and front page soon enough.


Bracing himself, he turned, letting out a small sigh of relief when he saw the SOCOs had finished erecting the tent. He nodded to one he recognized. Even swathed in his white jumpsuit, hood and mask, the huge outline and pendulous gut of Jim Dexter was unmistakable.


He heard the squealing again as he approached the tent. Soft, maddening. Almost, he thought, excited now. Yes, Malcolm, that’s it. Come and see me. I’ve been waiting for you.


He stepped inside, earning a cold glare from another forensics officer standing in the middle of the space. Ford held up a hand, indicating he wouldn’t get any closer. He wasn’t sure he could, even if he wanted to.


The tent had been erected on a small section of perfectly manicured lawn just to the side of the ornate arch that made up the main entrance to the church. The wind picked up and there was another squeal. Some primal instinct to run caressed the back of Ford’s neck as he looked at the source of the sound, the object that had called to him, begging him to look. Just. One. More. Time.


In the centre of the tent a slender steel spike had been driven into the lawn, swaying gently with the wind. Impaled on it was a head, the spike entering just below the left side of the jaw and exiting just above the right temple. It put the head at an obscenely jaunty angle, giving it an almost quizzical look. It was little more than a twisted knot of waxy, ash-grey flesh. Lank dark hair was plastered to the forehead, while fluid from the ruined eye sockets soaked the cheeks and mingled with blood so dark it almost looked like oil. The rest of the body was in the second tent on the bowling green, and Ford dimly wondered if the injuries he had seen on it had been inflicted before the head was removed. Given the expression on what remained of the face, he thought so.


The face was a rictus scream of agony, the mouth forced open impossibly wide. Despite his revulsion, Ford was seized by the sudden, almost irresistible urge to step forward, remove the object that had been crammed into the mouth to release the scream it must have stifled. Instead, he looked away, stomach roiling, acid burning the back of his throat as he stared at the thick pink rat’s tail hanging from the mouth and trailing over the lower jaw, like a perverse line of drool.





CHAPTER 3



The landscape seemed to decompress as Connor drove west, the urban sprawl of Edinburgh and its suburbs giving way to the open fields and greenery of Linlithgow and West Lothian as he headed for Bannockburn. The radio was full of breathless reports about the murder, each station finding ever more inventive ways to say the same thing over and over again. He finally settled on Valley FM, more out of habit than preference. It was a typical local radio station – all nineties music and terrible jingles for small firms in the town – but he found the traffic reports useful. And it was on the station’s website that he’d read the first take on the story.


Donna Blake sounded older than he had imagined from her Twitter profile. The picture there – open smile, perfect make-up and just the right approachable twinkle in her striking blue eyes – gave an impression of youthful enthusiasm and likeability. A reporter who wanted to hear your story. But the voice drifting from the radio was deeper, more tired than he would have thought.


She went through what Connor had already read, telling listeners that the victim had been found in the grounds of Cowane’s Hospital. Investigations were ongoing, and a post-mortem examination was due to be held. The report then cut to what Connor thought must have been a press conference, the harried voice of a DCI Ford struggling to be heard over camera flashes and the background murmurs of a room full of excited reporters.


‘A definitive cause of death has yet to be established, and the victim has yet to be identified. Extra officers will be deployed in and around Stirling town centre, and we would appeal to anyone who was in the vicinity of John Street, Cowane’s Hospital or the area around the Old Town Cemetery and castle at the top of the town between ten p.m. last night and six a.m. this morning to come forward.’


The report cut back to Donna Blake as she gave some background on the area in which the body had been found. Connor tuned it out, his attention shifting to the two massive horse heads that loomed up over the horizon, the metal sculptures glinting in the late-afternoon sun. At thirty metres tall, the Kelpies were an arresting sight and, to Connor, vaguely menacing. They had been built as part of a project to extend the Forth and Clyde Canal, a monument to Scotland’s long use of horses in industry. But there was something about them that seemed designed to intimidate, one staring straight ahead, the other frozen with its head flung back, as though it was rearing to throw off its rider.


He shook his head, bearing down on the accelerator and enjoying the surge of power from the Audi’s V8. The car was veering dangerously close to flashy for his line of work but it was, apart from the flat, his only indulgence. And, besides, his mother would have approved. He was almost sure of it.


He came off the M9 onto a twisting A-road that he enjoyed just a little too much, reluctantly slowing as he came into Bannockburn. As he passed a car dealership and a petrol station, it struck him again how normal the town seemed, the banal markers of modern life giving no hint of its extraordinary place in Scotland’s history. In 1314, the armies of Scotland and England had met in fields close by and, over two long, brutal days which cost more than fifteen thousand lives, Scotland had prevailed. Connor had studied the battle at school, its sheer scale and savagery capturing his young imagination.


He ignored the satnav, taking the turns that led to his destination from memory. As ever, a creeping dread chilled him as he drove, his thoughts descending into a confused jumble. He indicated and turned off the road, the static of crunching gravel filling his ears as he drove up the long, sweeping driveway that led to the main house. Pulling into a space under a small grove of neat trees, he killed the engine, then climbed out of the car.


It was a clear August afternoon, the wind calm, the sun warm yet not overbearing. Despite this, Connor felt clammy, overheated, as though he had just finished an intense session at the gym. He loosened his tie and the top button of his shirt as he glanced up at the building in front of him. It was a Victorian-style sandstone mansion, the bottom floor dominated by two huge picture windows that flanked the open front door like sentries. To the left of the main house, connected by a glass corridor, sat a smaller, more recent building, like a modern block of flats, trying its best to blend in with its grander neighbour.


What would he find when he stepped inside? Would she be waiting for him, or would it be only the sickness that increasingly wore her face? Would he be greeted with a smile or suspicion? And how would he tell her what he was going to do this weekend?


Steeling himself, Connor headed for the care home’s main entrance, hoping that someone he recognized was at the reception desk. At least then he would be guaranteed one friendly welcome today.





CHAPTER 4



She felt like a teenager again, sneaking something illicit while her parents were distracted, filled with the fear they would come back and catch her in the act. But this time it wasn’t a boyfriend or a cigarette or a stolen drink with a friend. No, this time it was her laptop.


Donna hit the power button, wincing as the sound of the Mac chiming into life filled the flat. What the hell was she thinking? Why did she still let them get to her like this? She wasn’t a sixteen-year-old who had ruined her life and it wasn’t the 1960s. She was thirty-four, had studied for two degrees, forged a career in a male-dominated industry in which women were still expected to handle the puff pieces and soft news. If she’d been married they’d have been delighted by a grandchild, probably be pushing her for a ‘little brother or sister’ for Andrew.


But there was the problem. She wasn’t married, a fact of which her parents – her mother in particular – reminded her every time an opportunity arose. And, unfortunately, as Donna needed them to help with childcare when she was at work, the opportunity arose far too often for comfort.


Leaving the laptop to boot up, she headed for her bedroom, and the crib in which Andrew had finally decided to take a nap. She peered in cautiously, focused on his chest, watching it rise and fall gently, the dummy in his mouth jerking occasionally as he sucked. Again, she felt the amazement well up in her that this tiny life had come from her.


As she leant closer, watching his small chest rise and fall, she brushed a strand of hair away from her face and absently tucked it behind her ear. She had changed out of her work clothes and slipped on her favourite pair of maternity jeans – she was almost back to her pre-baby figure but the elasticated waist was comfortable – with a hoody and let her hair hang loose. She knew her mum would disapprove of her fashion choices – ‘Dress the part, Donna, always dress the part’ – and the irony of it made her smile. Just you wait, Mum, she thought.


Her looks weren’t intimidating but she had something that caught men’s interest, which she resented and didn’t understand. She knew she was generally seen as overly serious, and on the odd occasion when she let her guard down, her laugh could shock those who didn’t know her well. Her piercing pale blue eyes amplified her serious demeanour, giving her gaze an intensity she knew some weren’t comfortable with. It hadn’t been an issue in papers or on the radio, but now? She had a habit of letting her thoughts leak out in a cold glance, and she had never been able to meekly agree if she thought her bosses were in the wrong. But that was the career she had chosen, the life she had planned. Until Andrew. She had not been desperate to have children. In truth she hadn’t been sure she wanted this one, until the first moment she’d held him. She felt a pang of guilt at the thought, resisted the urge to pick him up, stroke his warm, smooth cheek and sniff the thick mop of hair that was so like his father’s.


She remembered her first meeting with Mark Sneddon in the newsroom of the Chronicle, the attention he’d paid her, telling her she was ‘just what the newsroom needs’. Standing up for her with the editors, arguing for her stories, sharing contacts, encouraging her to take risks, go for the political-reporter job she wanted. It was only later, when someone told her to watch what she was doing because Sneddon had a reputation, that she had the uneasy feeling she was making a mistake. But by then it was too late.


Way too late.


She crept away from the cot and back to the living room. Checking the baby monitor beside the laptop, she opened her email account. After wrapping the report for Valley FM, she had copied the audio file and sent it to an old friend at the local bureau desk for Sky. Donna had met Fiona Clarke when they both worked at the Western Chronicle – the Westie – in Glasgow. Back then, Fiona had been on features while Donna had remained with news.


It crossed her mind that perhaps she should have followed Fiona’s example, not stubbornly insisted on sticking it out on news. But news was the toughest gig and she wasn’t going to concede that she couldn’t hack it. She might have been better off if she had: after yet another round of redundancies targeting the features desk, Fiona had taken a payout, while tapping her contacts for a sidestep into broadcasting. She’d pocketed the redundancy money and found a better-paid job. Worked her way up to her current role as a senior news producer – and raised a finger up to her former newspaper bosses by regularly getting the stories they couldn’t.


With news reporters not eligible for the redundancy payments, Donna had stuck it out, telling herself she was an old-school newspaper hack, refusing to acknowledge the terror of being front and centre that broadcast required. She liked being a newspaper reporter because she could get the story and leave – no need to be in front of the camera, judged or even mocked by millions watching at home. But not now. Now it was different.


She felt a sudden pang of panic – had she been wrong? About Mark, about her job, about every decision she had made? Was that why she was now swallowing her fear and pursuing a slim chance in broadcasting? What if Fiona thought she was being too pushy and said no?


Her heart skipped when she saw the message she was waiting for.




FROM: Fiona Clarke fclarke@skynews.com


RE: Stirling murder. Local reporter covering?





She paused for a second, finger hovering above the trackpad. Muttered a silent curse, angered by her sudden indecision. She hadn’t been like this before Mark. Or Andrew. But now . . .


She shook off the thought, stabbed at the trackpad and opened the email.




Hi, Donna, long time no hear! Hope all is well with you. I hear you’re a mum – congratulations, and welcome to the non-sleep brigade! Denny is four now, growing so fast and with an opinion on everything.


I listened to the package you sent over. It’s good stuff, and it’s clear radio suits you. Good to know you’re freelancing, I’ll keep you in mind for the future. As for covering this story, I’m sorry to say that, with the coverage it’s getting, the bosses are shipping in the big guns, so there’s not much work going at the moment. That said, keep in touch. If you get a good line on it, especially with you being local, let me know and I’ll see what I can do.


Let’s get a catch-up soon!


Fx





Donna leant away from the laptop, breath hissing from between clenched teeth. Shit.


She looked around the room, let the quiet soothe her. It was a small, characterless flat, a new-build in an estate just close enough to the town-centre postcode to be described as ‘Central Stirling’. But she loved it. It was the first home she had owned and everything in it was hers and Andrew’s. No nervous waiting for the key in the lock – would he come home this time? She felt a wave of self-loathing wash over her. Why had she let him come and go, believed him as she’d told herself lie after lie? He just needs time. I’ll play it cool. I’m giving him space, the impression I don’t really need him. I’m independent and strong: he’ll find that irresistible.


In hindsight she realized she had done the opposite. She’d sat at home letting him pick and choose. She had put it all on a plate for him. She shuddered at how naïve she had been. She’d made it so easy for him. Too easy.


She scanned Fiona’s email again, forcing herself to read more slowly. How had she ever thought she, of all people, could become a TV reporter? It seemed ridiculous.


But there, at the end, a glimmer of hope: If you get a good line on it, especially with you being local, let me know and I’ll see what I can do.


Donna shut the laptop slowly, hardly aware that she was biting her bottom lip. Fiona had been right. And wrong. Radio did suit her. For the moment. But she had no intention of staying there, letting her insecurities hold her back again. After Andrew’s birth, and the nine glorious months of maternity leave when it was just the two of them, she’d realized it was time to get back out there. This time, she was going to grab every opportunity that came her way. Valley FM was a stepping stone. She didn’t want to be the reporter in the background any more, slipping in quietly with a few questions in her notebook: she wanted to be fronting the news. Since the shit-storm surrounding her pregnancy and the trauma of Andrew’s difficult birth, her priorities had been clearer, her resolve firmer. She was beyond caring what people thought, wanted only to show them that they were wrong about her.


And if she had to scoop every other reporter covering the Cowane’s Hospital murder to prove herself, then fine. She knew just how she was going to do it.





CHAPTER 5



It was only a ten-minute drive from Bannockburn to his flat, along roads he normally enjoyed, but Connor had lost his taste for it.


It had been the worst kind of visit. She was there and she was not, as though she was in a darkened room with a single swinging light bulb, the harsh glare stripping the shadows from her mind for precious moments, then plunging her back into darkness and confusion. She had ranted, she had cried. She had hugged him, asked how he was, then looked at him with nothing but addled pleading in eyes that were growing dull and too used to tears.


It had started three years ago. Small things at first. An inability to finish her beloved Times crossword. Forgetting where she had put her reading glasses or the cigarettes she insisted she no longer smoked. But his mother had assured him Ida Fraser’s condition was manageable. His grandmother needed a little more help around the house. That was all. Nothing for Connor to worry about. Certainly no reason for him to come back from Belfast to check up on her.


Looking back now, Connor wondered how much of his mother’s reluctance for him to come home was based on a desire not to disrupt his life, and how much on her desire for him not to see his gran. Because if he’d seen her, he’d have known. Before it was too late.


Nothing much happened for the next few months. Connor would make his regular calls home, speaking either to his mother or his gran. They told him everything was fine, and he put the stress he heard in their voices down to the new circumstances they were finding themselves in. After all, Ida Fraser had always been a fiercely independent woman, her determination forged in the sixties, when being a single mother abandoned by her husband was still seen as a failing and a social curse. To have to accept help from her daughter-in-law – whom she regarded as not good enough for her darling son Jack – must have put pressure on them both, especially since darling Jack would no doubt pull his normal disappearing act as soon as things got tough.


Over time, it faded from being an issue into a fact of life. His gran was getting on a bit: she was bound to forget things. And by then Connor had his own problems to deal with in Belfast, and the issue was forgotten.


Until that night. And that call.


He remembered it all too clearly. He was down in the Cathedral Quarter of the town, trying to calm the sting in his knuckles and the panicked clamour of his thoughts with Bushmills and Harp. He’d been ignoring the phone most of the night: Karen was calling and he didn’t know what to say to her. Didn’t have the words.


But then he’d glanced at the screen and seen a different caller. Gran – mobile. Connor had experienced a moment of vertigo, the room tilting nauseatingly as adrenalin flooded his veins and burnt away the blurring effects of alcohol. His gran never used her mobile. Barely knew how to turn the thing on. He had a sudden image of her lying on the floor in her living room, surrounded by the wreckage of the table she had crashed through, reaching for the mobile in her pocket, calling the one person she knew would always answer.


He was out of the pub before he knew it, phone clamped to his ear, the cold of the night only partly to blame for the chill he felt deep in his guts.


‘Hello, Gran? You okay? Listen, if there’s—’


‘Connor, son,’ she said, cutting him off. Her voice was level, rough with tears she had long since exhausted. ‘I’m sorry to call you this late at night, but we have to talk.’


‘What? Gran, what’s wrong? Are you—’


‘It’s your mother, Connor,’ Ida replied, her voice a blunt, hard thing of extended consonants and flattened vowels. ‘I’m sorry, son. She asked me not to tell you, not to worry you, but it’s getting bad now. And you have to know.’


‘Know what?’ Connor asked, his lungs leaden, the air around him hard to inhale. ‘Gran, what’s—’


‘Call her,’ Ida said. ‘Get her to tell you, son. But please, just come home.’


He didn’t bother calling, instead booked the first flight home. Knew it was bad the moment he walked through the front door.


His mother was in the living room, wrapped in an oversized cardigan that only emphasized how much weight she had lost. She had always been a small, vital woman, her hair flame red, her porcelain skin dappled with freckles, flares of red in her cheeks and across her neck. But the woman in front of Connor that day was dull, anaemic, her hair peppered with grey, her skin waxy and parchment thin. Only her eyes were familiar, the brilliant green of the pupils refusing to give in to the yellowing of the whites.


She didn’t speak when he knelt in front of her, just leant forward and wrapped skeletal arms around him in a feverish hug.


Bowel cancer, the doctors said. She had kept it quiet to start with, dismissing it as just an infection, something that would pass. But it hadn’t passed. And now, with the cancer having spread its black, snaking tendrils through her, there was nothing to be done.


Claire O’Brien Fraser died three weeks later. And while the loss devastated Connor and his father, it had pitched Ida into the abyss.


The doctors said the stress of Claire’s death had exacerbated Ida’s dementia, increasing its severity. But Connor knew better. His mother had been his gran’s tether to reality. And with her gone, she was adrift in her own mind.


Connor went home, glad to be away from Belfast and the nightmare it had become. After a stint in Edinburgh, he moved to Stirling, using some of the inheritance his mother had left him to place his gran in the care home at Bannockburn. The rest he used as a deposit on the flat and the car. If his father objected, he said nothing to his son. Not that that was a surprise: Jack Fraser had been clear all his life that Connor was a bitter disappointment.


Home for Connor was a garden flat on Park Terrace, close to the affluent King’s Park area of the town. The street was wide and lush, with manicured gardens and carefully trimmed trees. The house Connor’s flat was in reminded him of the care home, the cream sandstone now seeming to glow like amber in the evening sun.


A narrow driveway led off the road to a parking bay at the back. Connor pulled into it, switched off the engine, grabbed his kitbag from the boot, then descended the small stone staircase to his flat. He unlocked the door, disarmed the burglar alarm and stood in the silence for a moment. Satisfied nothing had been disturbed, he made his way down the hall, past the kitchen on his right and a bedroom on his left, to the living room. It was a large space, the far wall dominated by floor-to-ceiling patio windows that looked out onto a small paved area and granite wall that the previous owners had disguised with a miniature Japanese garden.


He dropped his bag, took a breath. Switched on the TV, more to drown out the silence than from any desire to watch anything. The news channels had moved on to other stories, but still he saw the words ‘Stirling’ and ‘horror murder’ more than once on the ticker at the bottom of the screen.


He went back to the kitchen and poked his head into the fridge. Nothing. Shit. He’d meant to stop on the way back, get food for the weekend. And beer. After his visit with his gran, and what he had to do next, he needed it.


He hadn’t had the heart to tell her. She was too confused, too fragile. Or maybe that was cowardice. Either way, it had to be done. This weekend, he was going to clear out her home, get it ready to put on the market. He didn’t want the money for himself, but he did want it to make sure her care was provided for. But, with her dementia stripping her of her memories, how could he tell her he was about to remove any physical reminders of her life by packing up her home of thirty years?


He stepped back into the living room, stared blankly at the TV as he tried to work the tension out of his shoulders. He had been bracing his neck the entire time he had been with his gran, almost as though he was waiting for her to throw a punch.


He sighed, then headed for his bedroom and the kitbag that was packed and ready. A workout was what he needed. Something to take his mind off his gran, his mother and the past. The report for Lachlan Jameson could wait.


He changed and headed for the door, hefting his bag over his shoulder. The gym was only a half-mile away, and the walk would serve as his warm-up. He set off down the street, already running through the workout he would subject himself to.


He didn’t notice the figure across the road, watching him from the shadows. Didn’t hear the whisper that drifted into the night.


‘Hello again, Connor.’





CHAPTER 6



The splash-back from the toilet bowl peppered cold water across his burning face. It only increased the roiling in his guts and he retched again, vomit made acid by the vodka he had drunk earlier to steady his nerves spattering the bowl. He felt his pulse hammer in his temples, vision pulsing in time with his heart. Drew a shaking hand across his mouth as he took ragged, hitching breaths. Fought for control, screwed his eyes shut, dark sparks dancing across his vision, and focused on his breathing.


Then, in that darkness, the memory. That call. Cold. Remote. Businesslike.


His eyes snapped open and he doubled over once more as his empty stomach spasmed. He felt an incredible pressure build in his head, as though it were about to explode. Dimly, he hoped it would. After a moment, he collapsed, chest heaving, his back against the wall of the office en-suite.


At first, he had thought he would be okay. The call had come just after eleven a.m., directly to an anonymous pre-paid mobile to which only the caller had the number. The message had been, like the voice, cold and efficient, with just a hint of something darker beneath the cultured tones.


‘It’s done. Check the news. You should be very happy.’


The call ended before he could say anything. Not that he could speak at that moment. He stared at the phone, a suddenly alien thing in his hand that radiated a numbing cold. He nodded and cleared his throat, horrified at the tickle of laughter that bubbled inside him, then stole a glance at his office door and his assistant, who sat just beyond.


He pocketed the phone, smoothed the lines of his suit and walked to the door, his face contorting into a well-rehearsed smile. It wasn’t hard. He’d been living behind a mask for the last twenty-five years. ‘I’ve got a conference call on some casework,’ he said, in the measured tone he had perfected years ago. ‘Can you hold all calls and see I’m not disturbed, please?’


‘Of course,’ Margaret said, blinking up at him from behind thick glasses. She had been beautiful when they met – young, vibrant, flawless. Now the years had etched thin lines into her waxy skin, twisted her elegant hands into gnarled twigs and slackened a jaw that had once been firm. He used to lust after her. Now he pitied her.


He retreated into his office, made sure the blinds were angled for privacy, then went to the cupboard beneath the wall-mounted TV. He took out the bottle of vodka and one of the crystal tumblers stacked neatly beside it. Poured a large measure, took bottle and glass back to his desk, loosened his tie and gazed dumbly around the room. The enormity of what had happened seemed to scream at him in the silence.


It’s done.


He felt the numbness recede, like the tide going out on a forgotten beach, as panic rose. He took another mouthful of vodka and held it in his mouth for a moment, willing it to burn away the rising terror. It didn’t.


He swallowed, spotted the TV remote on his desk and watched his hand drift to it as though it wasn’t connected to him.


It’s done. Check the news.


He didn’t want to. To see it splashed across the TV would make this nightmare real. Of course he had had no choice, been forced to act by the greed, short-sightedness and self-serving arrogance of others but still . . .


It’s done. Check the news.


He stabbed at the remote. The TV flared into life and he turned the volume down. It defaulted to the internal TV channel: a florid-faced man with bad teeth and worse hair was lecturing a sparse, uninterested audience on a topic only he was interested in. He flicked to the news channel and his breath caught when he saw the caption: ‘Breaking news: murder in Stirling.’


A striking woman with perfect make-up, her expression grave, spoke into the camera: ‘. . . was made at approximately six o’clock this morning. Police have confirmed this was a sustained and brutal attack.’


He fumbled for his glass, felt the veneer of control crack as the camera cut to the police tape strung across the entrance to Cowane’s Hospital, the white SOCO tents visible just beyond. The camera pulled back, the reporter taking full frame.


‘I understand the post-mortem examination will begin shortly, to ascertain both cause of death and the identity of the victim.’


With that, the dam broke and the terror surged. He lurched for the en-suite, the vomit exploding out of him almost before he’d had the chance to raise the toilet seat. It was as though his body was trying to expel not just the vodka but a lifetime of guilt and lies.


Now he slumped in front of the toilet in the office he had given so much for, the office that had ultimately led to the death of the man on the screen. The man who, as the reporter had just said, would shortly be identified. The man who would not be the last to die in Stirling in the days to come.





CHAPTER 7



The gym was a twenty-four-hour place just off Craigs Roundabout on the main road into and out of the centre of town. It was Thursday-night busy, the working week burning off the Monday-morning resolve of many, leaving the weights free for the truly dedicated.


Connor got changed and entered the main hall, nodding to familiar faces. He wedged in his earbuds and hit play on his phone – Bach’s Cello Suites. He’d been in enough gyms to know that high-energy dance or heavy rock was the preferred soundtrack, but neither worked for him. For Connor, the gym was all about the work. About pouring everything into the weights and pushing himself to the limit, where exhaustion and endorphins would conspire with the music to calm his mind. And, besides, he’d seen enough movies to know that torture scenes were always more effective when set to classical music.


After a warm-up on the rowing machine, he worked his way around the weight machines, alternating pulling and pushing exercises as he pummelled his upper body. And all the while he kept glancing towards the free weights, checking if they were unused, waiting until they were quiet and the real work could begin.


Fifteen minutes later, Connor was sitting on a weights bench, head between his knees, concentrating on the 50-kilo dumbbells he had just used for twelve reps of an Arnold press as he tried not to throw up. He could feel his muscles swelling with blood, his skin growing tight as his pulse thundered in his ears. He shut his eyes, concentrated on his breathing. Jumped when a cool hand touched his shoulder.


A petite blonde in the gym’s unflattering purple uniform smiled nervously down at him, unease and concern fighting for supremacy in her eyes. He took a deep breath, popped out the earbuds and smiled up at her. ‘Jennifer, sorry. Just finished a set . . .’ He trailed off, partly because he didn’t know what else to say, partly because nausea was still scalding the back of his mouth.


Jennifer MacKenzie’s smile became more confident. Great teeth, Connor thought randomly, feeling a sudden burning in his cheeks that was nothing to do with exertion.


‘No problem, Connor,’ she said, the hint of a Glasgow accent giving her voice a singsong quality. ‘Just wanted to check how you were doing. You looked like you were going at it pretty hard there.’


She’d been watching him? Shit. ‘Yeah.’ He shrugged. ‘Been a long week. Needed to unwind a little. Anyway, how you doing?’


The unease tightened her face again, her eyes shying away from his. ‘Ah, you know, same old,’ she said, aiming for levity and missing. She half turned as if to go, then hesitated.


‘You sure you’re okay, Jen?’ Connor asked. They’d known each other for a few months, since Connor had started coming to the gym. Friendly nods at first, then chats between sets that had stretched into lingering conversations. They’d threatened each other with coffee or a drink on several occasions but never got round to it. He wondered if that was what was bothering her, or something else.


‘Yeah, I’m fine, really,’ she said, eyes still not finding his. ‘Look, I’d better let you get back to it.’


He looked at her: the slumped shoulders, the nervous flicking of a strand of hair behind her ear, the shallow breathing. Nerves. Definitely. ‘I’m almost done,’ he said, not knowing the decision had been made until he started speaking. ‘You got long to go on your shift? I can hang around if you’d like – we can get that drink?’


Her eyes darted back to him, warm gaze fixing on his. ‘I’m on till ten,’ she said. ‘If you’re sure . . .’


Connor glanced up at the clock on the wall above the mirrors. Ten to nine. Plenty of time. ‘No problem,’ he said, leaning forward and wrapping his hands around the dumbbells again. ‘See you in Reception.’


‘Yeah. Cool. See you then!’ She flashed him another smile and was gone, busying herself checking that the free weights had been racked and everything was tidied away.


Connor hefted the weights onto his lap then, with a kick of his knees, muscled them up to his shoulders. He stared at his reflection in the mirror and started to press the weights up. When his muscles began to burn in protest, he thought of Jen’s smile – and wondered what else lurked there.


He took his time with the remainder of his workout, easing back on the intensity, wanting to be able to raise a glass without his hand shaking. But as he worked, Jen’s smile refused to leave him. That nervous, almost fearful glance, the words that were almost said. Could his reaction have scared her when she’d startled him? If that was the case, why would she agree to go out for a drink with him? And why, for that matter, had he asked her?


He showered and dressed, a thin sheen of sweat coating his back, the afterburn from his workout, then checked himself in the mirror. The image of your grandfather, he heard his gran whisper in his ear. Forget all that Fraser blood. You’re an O’Brien, son. Plain and simple.


Growing up, he had never seen it, his grandfather a towering presence whom Connor feared and adored in equal measure. But now, standing in a Stirling gym, his body pumped up by a workout his grandfather would have mirrored at the gym he had assembled at his own home, he saw it: the same broad shoulders, the back that seemed to flare in a too-wide V for the rest of his frame; the heavy jaw that was just the right side of thuggish, making his prominent cheeks and blade-straight nose seem delicate and at odds with the rest of his face. But while his features were his grandfather’s, his eyes were his mother’s, the same luminous green, like chips of jade. He shook himself, raked his fingers through his short, copper-flecked brown hair, then took a deep, steadying breath, amused and a little annoyed to find he was nervous.
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