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CHAPTER 1



Free is a four-letter word.


The thought strikes me suddenly, and I’m forced to swallow down the unexpected laughter that tickles the back of my throat like champagne bubbles. Laughter at this moment would draw attention, and what I need right now is dignified composure. So I strangle it, force my face to take on a neutral expression. Nod at the appropriate times, cock my head when points are made. To the casual observer, I am sombre, attentive, following proceedings intently.


The truth is far simpler.


I am fucking elated.


Free. I am finally free. After fourteen years ‒ fourteen years of confinement, restraint and denying myself ‒ I am finally free. Free again to hunt, to roam.


To kill.


The revelation sends dull sparks fizzing across my eyes, the colours of the day suddenly becoming hard, dazzling things that seem to leap out at me, as though the contrast on the world has suddenly been dialled all the way up. I feel as though I’m having an out-of-body experience, drifting untethered, disconnected as bureaucracy grinds its way through seconds and minutes before finally, finally, it’s over and I’m released.


I stagger out into the day, blinking like a newborn as cameras flash and questions are shouted. I put my arm out, wrap it around the person next to me, pull him close. I suppose it could be seen as a gesture of comfort, support.


Honestly? I’m clinging on for dear life.


Finally the noise and chaos is behind us and the world takes on its former soft focus. We walk silently, falling into step with each other, no words needing to be spoken. After all, we’ve had more than a decade to consider this day. What more needs to be said now?


I am free. Finally. Free to choose where I want to go and what I want to do. And what I want to do is very, very simple. It is the same thing I’ve wanted to do for the last fourteen years. A tingle of anticipation flashes from my stomach to my crotch at the thought.


Free. Free to do what I want.


And where I want to do it is obvious. After all, they say home is where the heart is.


And my heart has always been in Stirling.










CHAPTER 2



The sound of the mirror exploding filled the room, the noise as jagged and sharp as the shards of glass that hit the floor in an almost musical tinkle of static.


So much, Connor Fraser thought, for a quiet assignment.


He was in Stockbridge, one of the more gentrified areas of Edinburgh’s New Town, all granite buildings, leafy streets, artisan wine stores, exclusive restaurants and, of course, boutique salons where hair could be cut, nails could be buffed and appearances could be maintained. And the salon Connor stood in at that moment was one of the most exclusive. Linklaters was renowned for having the most discerning clients ‒ footballers, politicians and even a few wellkent faces from TV were known to be shorn and groomed by Stuart Linklater or his wife, Audrey. They had appeared in style magazines, hosted a TV makeover show, embarrassingly called The Missing Linklaters, were regulars on the society pages and at all the best parties across central Scotland.


All of which went part of the way to explaining why Stuart Linklater was now lunging towards Connor with a pair of scissors in his hand, perfectly bleached teeth almost glowing as he pulled his perma-tanned features into a sneer. ‘Move Connor, now!’ he hissed, a faint Highland burr softening some of the menace in his voice with a singsong quality Connor almost found funny. ‘I swear to fuck, I’m going to gut that cheating hoor!’


Connor staggered forward a half-step as Audrey slammed into his back, trying to get around him.


‘Come on, then, you fuck!’ she hissed as Connor stood his ground and pushed back. ‘You think I’m scared of you?’ A sneer of laughter, as sharp and cold as what was left of the shattered mirror. ‘You’re about as threatening as my last shite, Stuart, and it had more backbone. I only brought Connor here because Grant recommended him but, believe me, I don’t need him to deal with a limp-dicked little prick like you!’


The moment the name had been uttered, Connor knew what was going to happen. Grant. As in Grant Lucas. One of the Linklaters’ regular clients, a perfectly coiffed and manicured presenter on STV’s late-night current-affairs programme. And it was current affairs that had led to here, when Audrey had announced her love for Grant and her intention to leave Stuart, taking with her half of their business and the empire they had built up over the last twenty-five years.


All of this flashed across Connor’s mind in the split second it took Stuart to react. He jerked once, as though the name had somehow electrified him, then lunged forward again, bringing up the scissors, his face a mask of well-moisturised hatred, his intention to cut straight through Connor to get to Audrey glinting in his eyes.


Connor took a half-step back, Audrey giving a startled cry as he sent her sprawling, then stepped forward, ducking low and into the arc of the scissors. He punched upwards, into Stuart’s exposed armpit, sending him off balance. With a startled cry of pain, Stuart collapsed to the side, crashing into a barber’s chair and tumbling to the floor. Connor swept his foot, trailing Stuart’s path, a quick stamp to the wrist of the hand holding the scissors, which skidded away across the exposed wood floor.


‘Stay down, Mr Linklater,’ Connor said, as he took in the room. Audrey was picking herself up theatrically from the floor, eyes darting between the scissors and her soon-to-be-ex-husband, who was cradling the wrist Connor had just stood on and folding in on himself like a beaten puppy.


‘Don’t, Audrey,’ Connor said slowly, making sure his eyes conveyed the message. ‘Just collect what you came for and let’s get out of here, OK? Stuart’s not going to give us any more trouble, are you, Stuart?’


‘You almost broke my fucking hand!’ Stuart yelped, an edge of tears in his voice now, all bravado gone.


Connor considered this. ‘You came at me with scissors, Mr Linklater,’ he said, feeling anger rippling across the back of his neck in slow, cramping waves as he spoke. ‘If I’d wanted to, I could have hit you hard enough to dislocate your shoulder instead of just throwing you off balance. And I could have easily smashed your wrist. Under the circumstances, I’ve been a model of restraint. So keep that in mind, will you?’


He turned as Audrey bustled towards him, a large, ugly glass sculpture that looked vaguely like a kid’s Play-Doh rendering of a pair of scissors cradled in her arms. Connor sighed internally. Of course, he thought. I should have known. So much for the simple assignment.


She swept past him, heels crunching on the glass from the mirror shattered by the phone Stuart had hurled into it when they arrived. ‘Let’s go,’ she hissed, her face twisting momentarily as she passed the prone figure of Stuart. ‘You,’ she whispered, ‘will be hearing from my fucking lawyers.’


Connor followed her out, got in front of her to block her access to the Land Rover parked outside the salon.


She looked up at him, rearranging her face into a grateful smile. ‘Thank you, Connor. As you can see, Stuart has always had a temper. I should have left him years ago.’ Her voice was a low drawl, little more than a whisper. Christ, did she really think he was that stupid? Maybe she did, after his performance just now.


‘Mrs Linklater, Audrey,’ Connor said, keeping his tone neutral. ‘Please, don’t try to play me. Yes, Stuart was out of line just now, and yes, I maybe went a little hard on him. But don’t pretend it wasn’t exactly what you wanted. We’re both better than that.’


‘Why, I don’t, I mean I …’ she blustered, suspicion puncturing the mask of civility she wore.


Connor locked his gaze with hers, suddenly tired. He had better things to do than this. ‘You asked me to escort you here to retrieve some essential items. I agreed because Mr Lucas is our client, and he is keen you receive the best care, especially since Mr Linklater can be somewhat, ah, unpredictable. But what you came here for was a worthless Salon of the Year award. You knew Stuart would be here. Wanted to bait him with me around to look after you. What was it you said to him? “You’ll be hearing from my lawyers”? All well and good, Mrs Linklater, but trust me on this. If your lawyers contact me, I’ll deny anything happened here today. I don’t like being played, Mrs Linklater. I’m here to protect you, not become a pawn in your tug-ofwar with your husband.’


Audrey’s mouth moved silently for a moment, as though she was speaking but had been put on mute. Emotions scudded across her face like fast-moving clouds. Shock. Outrage. Spite. Connor could see the calculations playing across her mind: what could she do? How could she avenge this outrage? He found he didn’t care.


Stepped aside, opened the door of the Range Rover for her.


‘Have a nice day,’ he said. ‘I won’t include any of this in my report to Mr Lucas, but if you feel he would benefit from a personal conversation with me, just let me know.’


She glared at him for a moment longer, then slipped into the car. The award was tossed into the passenger seat like the afterthought it was, and then she busied herself with her belt, muscles fluttering in the side of her jaw as she clamped down on her anger.


Connor swung the door shut gently, took a step back as the car roared into life and squealed away from the kerb. He glanced back up at the salon, considered going back in to check on Stuart Linklater. The decision was taken out of his hands by the buzzing of his mobile in his pocket. He pulled it out, saw Robbie Lindsay’s name on the caller ID.


‘Robbie, what’s up? I’m just heading back in now,’ he said.


‘Glad to hear it, boss. We’ve had a call ‒ you’re getting a visitor.’


‘Oh?’ Connor said. Curious. He had cleared his diary at Sentinel Securities for the afternoon to deal with the Linklaters, and Robbie knew better than to drop appointments into an afternoon Connor had blocked off. ‘Who’s looking for me?’


A moment’s pause on the line, a slight clearing of the throat. Robbie was shaping up to be a good operative, but there was still this nervousness when he was delivering news he didn’t think Connor was going to like. Something to work on.


‘It’s DCI Ford, sir,’ Robbie replied. ‘Says he needs to see you to discuss an urgent matter.’


‘Ford?’ Connor felt a ripple of unease in his guts. He had worked with Malcolm Ford on two cases now, both of which had seen people die and Connor put in harm’s way. He respected the man and, as a former police officer himself, knew how difficult the job could be. But Ford’s patch was Stirling and Central Scotland. Why would he be venturing into Edinburgh to request a meeting in person?


‘How long have I got?’ Connor asked, heading for his car, which was parked a block away.


‘He just called ten minutes ago, boss. Says he’ll be here in an hour.’


Connor glanced at his watch. Calculated. The Sentinel offices were on the outskirts of the city, in an industrial estate not far from the airport. Even in Edinburgh’s treacle-like traffic, he’d make it back in plenty of time.


‘OK,’ Connor said. ‘I’m on my way. I take it Ford didn’t give any clue about what all this was about?’


‘No, sir, afraid not. But I took the liberty of doing a little digging, and I think I may have an idea. I can send a package to you now if you like?’


Connor smiled. Yes, Robbie was shaping up to be a very good operative. A former call-handler for Police Scotland, he had left the job when the pressures of sending officers from Inverness to an armed robbery in Paisley became too much for him. Connor’s predecessor, Lachlan Jameson, had found Robbie a couple of months later: a shy, nervous man with a talent for research, planning and logistics. An asset that could be used, a talent that could be exploited.


And Jameson had been all about the exploitation.


‘OK, send it over. I’ll see you shortly. Nice work, Robbie,’ Connor said, then killed the call.


His phone beeped with an email as he approached the car. Connor opened it, found links to news stories there and a single line from Robbie: Think it could be something to do with this boss. Kind of hope I’m wrong. R.


Connor clicked on the link. Felt the world slow and cool around him as he read the contents. He knew the story, of course ‒ everybody in Scotland his age did. But that didn’t lessen the impact, or the revulsion he felt.


And in that moment he found himself agreeing with Robbie. He hoped he was wrong. Knew in his gut that he wasn’t, and that he was about to step into a nightmare.










CHAPTER 3



The call came in just as Connor pulled up in front of the Sentinel offices. He grimaced as he read the name on the dashboard display, struck by the irony that the contact was as predictable as it was unprecedented. He stared at the red-brick façade of the office in front of him for a moment, considering.


‘Fuck it,’ he whispered, thumbing the answer key on the steering wheel. ‘Dad, you OK? What’s up?’


A moment of silence, then Jack Fraser’s voice filled the car, the prickly undercurrent of static emphasising the sharpness in his tone. ‘No, I’m not OK, Connor. I’m just back from visiting your grandmother. What’s all this crap about you upsetting her with some old school reports? You know her condition. The last thing she needs is you trying to get her to remember things from years ago.’


Connor bared his teeth at the dashboard, bit back the surge of anger he felt caress his back. After his mother had died, it was Connor who had arranged for Ida Fraser to be transferred to a residential home in Bannockburn. It was Connor who had spoken to the doctors and specialists, made sure everything could be done to ensure the flame of Ida Fraser’s identity wasn’t completely snuffed out by the encroaching tide of confusion and dementia slowly overwhelming her mind. And it was Connor who had arranged the sale of her home to fund her care, Connor who was now living with his gran’s life carefully boxed away in his flat. So to have his father call him now to berate him after what had been an all-too-infrequent visit to see Ida …


Hold on. Good point. Why the sudden concerned-son routine?


‘Dad,’ Connor said, keeping his tone even, businesslike, ‘I didn’t mean to upset her. You should know well enough the specialists encourage dementia patients to try to remember things as long as it doesn’t disturb them. I found that old report card when I was going through Gran’s stuff from the house. Wanted to ask her about it, that was all …’


(Because there’s no way I could ask you.)


‘…Didn’t realise it would upset her the way it did.’


He remembered the moment all too clearly. They were in the small, self-contained apartment Ida now lived in. It was like a caricature of the house she had once called home in Stirling ‒ the same dark furniture, floral curtains and obsessive neatness, but boiled down and reduced to fit the new three-roomed, panic-button-and-grabrail-infested reality. Connor couldn’t decide if he loved the place for the comfort it brought his gran and the memories it triggered for him, or loathed it for what it had reduced her to.


She had been busying herself in the kitchen area as they spoke, serving Connor the scones she had made for his visit, along with jam, cream and tea so strong it could have been used as an industrial cleaner. He had settled across from her, watching for the darting eyes, shallow breaths and small hand-wringing gestures that told him it was a bad day and she was more in the past than the present. But on that day she had seemed fine, her eyes bright, smile relaxed.


She was just pouring tea when he produced the report from his pocket. Little more than a rectangular of cheap card, a teacher’s fading handwriting scrawled over it, detailing the progress of Jack William Fraser, who was in secondary school at the time. But two things had caught Connor’s attention. One was the content of the report, which was almost the polar opposite of the man he vaguely knew as his father. The other was the dark brown stain on the top corner of the card, which spread like a careless water mark. He had seen enough crime scenes in his time to know exactly what made a mark like that.


‘I found this in some old papers,’ he said, pushing the card across the table to his gran. ‘Wondered if you could tell me a little about it. I had no idea Dad was into the arts and English. Thought science was always his thing.’


Ida’s eyes flicked to the report card, the teapot jostling in her hand, tea sloshing into Connor’s saucer. He stood quickly, got his hands on her wrists, steadying the pot. Felt her pulse thrum beneath thin, waxy skin.


‘Sorry, son,’ Ida said, something Connor didn’t recognise dancing in her eyes. ‘It’s the arthritis, you see. I forget it can make picking up the pot difficult. Can you finish pouring for me?’


‘Course,’ Connor said, taking the pot from her as she eased herself into her seat. She sat back slowly, hand inching towards the report card then retreating, as though it was somehow as hot as the tea she had just spilled.


‘Sorry, Gran, didn’t mean to surprise you,’ Connor said, guilt flashing through him. ‘Just something I found, is all. Nothing important.’


‘Hmm,’ she said, as though waking from a dream. ‘Sorry, Connor. Yeah, your dad was a bit artistic in his youth. But he found science not long after that, I think,’ she jabbed a gnarled finger at the card, ‘and that was it, never looked back.’


Connor nodded. One thing they could agree on was that Jack Fraser never looked back. Forging a career as a successful doctor, he had never been one to second-guess his decisions, consider his actions. Including, that seemed, keeping Connor at arm’s length all his life.


‘Anyway,’ Ida said, lifting her cup, steam fogging her glasses and masking her eyes, ‘enough about the past. What’s the latest with you and this girl you’re seeing? Jennifer, isn’t it?’


And so the afternoon had worn on, Connor keeping his answers as brief and circumspect as he could, all the while assuring his gran he was ‘acting like the perfect gentleman’. But all the time they spoke, he had watched her eyes dart back to that card, as though it had a magnetic pull all of its own.


‘… don’t you think?’


The words filled the car, bringing Connor back to the present.


‘Sorry, what was that, Dad?’


An all-too-familiar sigh of impatience filled the car. ‘I said,’ Jack repeated more slowly this time, ‘that perhaps you should stop trying to take your gran on trips down Memory Lane. You know how upset she gets when she can’t remember things, Connor.’


‘Yeah, I do,’ Connor replied. And a lot fucking better than you do, he thought.


‘Good. Well, then …’ A pause on the line as Jack Fraser considered the wilderness in front of him. He had said what he needed to say to his son. What was next?


Connor seized on the moment. ‘You around this weekend at all, Dad?’ he asked. ‘Maybe we could get a pint, catch up.’


Guilty pleasure as he listened to Jack cough and squirm at the other end of the line. He had known what the answer would be before he had asked the question. Since his wife had died, Jack Fraser had had little time for his son, who had delivered the ultimate insult years before by forgoing a career in medicine for a short-lived career as a police officer, then transitioning into private security.


‘Well, I … I, ah, I’ll check my diary, get back to you.’


Connor caressed the end-call button with his thumb, suddenly wanting this over with. ‘You do that, Dad. And I’ll pop in to see Gran tonight, tell her you’re asking for her.’


He cut the call halfway through his dad saying goodbye, sat in the silence of the car for a moment. Maybe his dad was right, that he had been stupid and selfish trying to get his gran to remember something from decades ago merely to satisfy his own curiosity about a man who couldn’t have cared less about him.


Let it go, Connor, he thought. Just let it be. After all, there were more immediate problems to deal with.


He sighed, heaved himself out of the car, seized by the sudden need to move. Surveyed the car park, didn’t spot DCI Ford’s vehicle in any of the bays. Good. That gave him just enough time to track down Robbie and get himself ready for what was going to be a very long unpleasant afternoon.










CHAPTER 4



The gun was stripped down on the table in front of him, a surprisingly innocuous jumble of springs and slides and metal; a lethal jigsaw just waiting to be assembled.


He set about inspecting the parts and cleaning them as necessary, pausing only to savour the one measure of whisky he had allotted himself for the task. The peaty aroma combined with the surprisingly sweet tang of the gun oil and sour afternote of gunpowder in his nose. It somehow intensified the pleasure of the whisky, he thought. Then again, he could be deluding himself, telling a story to make the experience more profound, give him an excuse to fall deeper into the bottle and wash away the cold hard truth of what he was doing right now.


He thought back to the day he had bought the gun, all those years ago. Unlike in the TV series, the films or the books, there had been no clandestine meeting in an abandoned, shadow-dipped building in Glasgow or Edinburgh, no rendezvous on a desolate stretch of waste ground that looked out onto the cold, grey waters of the Clyde or the Forth. No, he had driven to a farm in the Borders, been welcomed by a ruddy-cheeked, white-haired man who had a belly as full as his laugh, and shown to a warm outhouse where the aroma of horse manure hung in the air. Money had been exchanged and the gun had been produced – an immaculate SIG Sauer, still in its box, nestled there with three extra clips. The farmer had happily given his full name, then taken an hour to show him how to use the weapon. Of course, he could have got that training at work, but what was the point of raising suspicions?


He had driven home, using the time to contemplate what he had just done, persuade himself that he had, ultimately, had no choice. Once home, he had placed the weapon in a pre-selected hiding place and then, like an insurance policy, he had forgotten about it. Until, that was, the next headline or TV programme brought everything flooding back, and he found himself retreating to the attic and pulling the weapon from behind the insulation panel where it waited for him. For today.


Satisfied with his cleaning, he began to reassemble the weapon. After all these years it was an act as natural as tying his shoelaces or making a cup of tea, yet today his hands shook slightly, the components rattling like loose teeth as he clicked them together. He took another swig of the whisky, resisted the urge to pour another glass.


When the gun was assembled, he laid it on the table, leaned back and surveyed his work. And as ever, in that moment, a third option occurred to him, as alluring as the whisky bottle sitting on the table beside the gun. Just pick it up, chamber a round, flick off the safety. Feel the chill of the barrel against his chin, close his eyes. Pull the trigger. Let God or the Devil or whatever was waiting for him judge him. He didn’t fear that judgement. He knew what he had done. Knew the price he would ultimately pay.


His hand strayed forward, hovered over the gun for an instant, then settled on the whisky bottle. He topped up his glass, swallowed it in a swig, told himself the tears nipping at the back of his eyes were caused by the acidic burn of the alcohol, nothing else.


It was time. Finally, after all these years, it was time. Time to finish what had been started one cold, blood-soaked night more than a decade ago, when he had discovered that monsters could be found in the most prosaic of places and that there were horrors in this world that could barely be contained in a rational mind.


He picked up the gun, the sound of a round being chambered a blunt insult to the silence of the room. Wondered how long it would be until he unleashed that bullet into the world, and which monster it would be aimed at when he did so.










CHAPTER 5



When Ford arrived, Connor was waiting in Sentinel’s fourth-floor conference room, contemplating the view. The day had darkened, sky fading to an apathetic grey, as though it wanted to rain on the world but was too lethargic to share its misery. Connor wished Ford felt the same way.


He stood up when Robbie showed Ford into the room, extending his hand as he walked towards the gaunt policeman. ‘Sir, good to see you,’ Connor said, wincing at the involuntary ‘sir’ that his time in the Police Service of Northern Ireland had trained him to call Ford. He was out of the police now, but a senior officer was a senior officer. And looking at the man in front of him now, at the tousled grey hair and lines that seemed to dig into his pale skin like trenches, Connor thought Ford looked about as senior as he had ever seen him.


‘Fraser,’ Ford mumbled, taking Connor’s hand and giving it a firm shake. Connor could feel sinewy strength in that shake. And determination.


He broke the grip, gestured to the table that stood next to the back wall of the room beneath a massive TV that was bolted to the wall. ‘Can I offer you some coffee? Tea?’ he asked.


Ford held up a hand. ‘No, thank you. Look, thanks for seeing me at such short notice.’


Connor waved this away, nodded toward the slab of mahogany that was the conference table, indicating Ford should sit as Robbie beat a stealthy retreat. ‘No problem at all, though I was slightly surprised that you wanted to meet here.’


Discomfort and irritation played across Ford’s face. ‘Yes, well … I’m not here in a totally official capacity,’ he said, picking his words deliberately, as though they were rocks that would lead him across a fast-flowing stream. ‘You see, Fraser, something’s come up, and I need your help.’


Connor nodded. Suspicion confirmed. ‘Not surprising, sir. I suspect that where Colin Sanderson is concerned, you’re going to need all the help you can get.’


Ford’s eyes narrowed as he knotted his hands in front of him. Connor could see the fingers go white as he squeezed. ‘And how the hell did you know this was about Sanderson?’ he asked.


‘Actually, it was Robbie who figured it out,’ Connor said. ‘Though I should have twigged myself. After all, Sanderson’s face has been plastered across every TV screen and newspaper in the country for the last week.’


Ford made a noise that was halfway between growl and affirmation. A week previously, at the Court of Appeal in Edinburgh, the quashing of Sanderson’s life sentence for the murder of two students at Stirling University had seized the media’s attention. Of course it had. Back in 2006, the murders, and the sheer brutality that had been displayed, had captivated and horrified in equal measure. The victims, Rhona Everett and Jessica Kristen, had been strangled, beaten and sexually assaulted before being mutilated and dumped, Rhona on the grounds of the university, in a scrub of bushes not far from Airthy Loch in the heart of the campus, Jessica on a farm road east of the university that led to Gogar Loan. Reports from the time lingered on every detail: the women’s last movements, the fear that had settled like a shroud over the university and Stirling, the haunted looks of the women’s parents as they made an appeal for information, the frantic hunt for the killer. A hunt, it transpired, that ultimately led to Sanderson, who had been a labourer on a renovation site at the campus at the time.


During the trial, Sanderson had remained an aloof, even amused figure, smiling in court as details of the murders were read out for the jury. This earned him the nickname ‘The Beast’, along with a swift and unanimous verdict – guilty. The Beast had been sent to Hell – or the Scottish penal system’s equivalent of it ‒ for the rest of his life. Justice was done. Case closed. Until, that was, a year ago, when new information came to light, which suggested that the chain of custody on the evidence linking Sanderson to the crime had been incorrectly logged, tainting the prosecution’s case. This, in turn, led to an appeal, and Sanderson’s conviction being quashed.


Connor remembered the last line of the Sky News report Robbie had sent him, a report written by his friend, Donna Blake. It was a brief statement delivered on Sanderson’s behalf by his lawyer, Carl Layton, an odious little shit whose nickname was ‘Lazarus’: ‘Mr Sanderson is glad this ordeal is over and his innocence has been proven. He now wishes to consider his next move in relation to compensation from the authorities, and he will do so while reconnecting with his family in more familiar surroundings.’


Which, in this case, meant home. Stirling.


‘So, what can I do to help?’ Connor asked reluctantly. He had an oily, unpleasant feeling he knew where this was headed.


Ford wrestled his gaze from his still-entangled hands, glanced across at Connor. Sighed. ‘It’s been kept out of the press, but Sanderson has received a few death threats since he was released. Nothing too specific, but enough to have his team worried.’


‘Team?’ Connor asked, resisting the urge to look up at the ceiling for the other shoe that was about to drop on him.


Ford’s face curled in disgust. ‘Oh, yes, Mr Sanderson has been a very busy little boy. Lined himself up a nice little book deal with a London publisher to detail his ordeal. There’s talk of a TV series too. So, of course, they don’t want their latest golden goose to come to any harm, but there’s a snag given Sanderson’s, ah, fraught relationship with the police.’


Connor closed his eyes, leaned back in his seat. ‘They want private security,’ he whispered, more to himself than Ford.


‘Precisely,’ the policeman said. ‘In about an hour or so, you’re going to get a call from the PR company handling him, asking you to take the contract. And I’m here to ask you to do just that.’


Connor leaned forward, fixed his gaze on Ford, asked the question he already had the answer to. ‘How do you know I’m going to get the call?’


Despite himself, humour arced across Ford’s eyes, like a flash of headlights in the dark. ‘Because I recommended you when he refused police protection,’ he said. He paused, looked away, as though what he had to say next was knotted up with his fists.


‘Look, Fraser. Connor. I remember the case, OK? What he did to those girls, I mean.’ He looked up at Connor, pupils suddenly magnified by moisture. It wasn’t a sight Connor enjoyed. ‘Connor. This man is a fucking animal. I don’t care what any smart-talking lawyer says. I worked the case, reread the files when he was released. He fucking did it. And if he’s coming back to my patch, I want him watched by someone I can trust. Not for his safety, but for everyone else’s, OK?’


Connor pushed aside the irrational stab of pride he felt at the compliment. ‘You think he’ll try to kill again?’


Ford leaned down to the briefcase he had stowed beside his chair, producing a large manila file. He stared at it for a moment, then slid it across the conference table to Connor. ‘You never saw this,’ he said, ‘but it’s a copy of the case file on the murders. Read it, then you tell me. He’s a killer, Fraser, plain and simple. I don’t care what that appeal found or how Sanderson’s legal team managed to wheedle him out of Barlinnie. He’s got the taste and, after so long inside, he’ll kill again. He won’t be able to help himself.’


Connor considered the file in front of him. He knew Ford put pragmatism over procedure, but to share confidential police records with a civilian? It told Connor everything he needed to know. ‘OK,’ he said, drawing the file towards him. ‘I’ll look at this. And I’ll take the assignment. But if this smells bad, or it’s just a PR stunt by Sanderson’s people to drum up a few more headlines, then I’m out.’


‘Fine,’ Ford said, his shoulders slumping. ‘But if it’s a PR stunt, it’s a very sick one. No, I think someone is very serious about doing Mr Sanderson some serious harm.’


‘Oh?’ Connor said, something cold churning through his gut. ‘How can you be so sure?’


Ford jutted his chin towards the file. ‘It’s all in there. But the first threat was delivered to the Sanderson family home in Cambusbarron two days ago. It was a picture of Sanderson coming out of the court with his lawyer. The picture had been pinned to the corpse of a large rat, with a note saying, “This isn’t the only beast that will die.”’


Connor whistled breath through his teeth. He felt the sudden urge to push the file back to Ford, then call Jen and tell her they were going away for a long holiday. Anything to get away from all of this.


He was startled from his fantasy by Ford standing and picking up his briefcase. ‘Read that, listen to the offer, give me a call if you need to,’ he said as he clutched Connor’s hand in his again.


Connor agreed, not liking the look in Ford’s eyes. He had seen the man furious. Seen him contemplative. But until that moment, he had never seen him scared. He buzzed for Robbie, had him show Ford out. Then he turned back to the conference table and flipped open the file.


If he was to meet The Beast, the least he could do was learn its origins.










CHAPTER 6



Donna Blake scanned the page of notes in front of her, the irrefutable proof that the call she had just taken was real, not just a figment of her imagination. After all, things like this didn’t just happen to her. Did they?


She had been at home, an all-too-rare day off after seemingly endless weeks covering the Scottish political desk for Sky after the usual reporter, Fiona Banks, had been wooed away to a big-paying job with one of the US networks. Donna didn’t mind the work, or the pay bump that went with it, but it had rankled that the shifts she was doing meant she had missed out on the Colin Sanderson acquittal case.


She smiled as she looked again at her notes. Not any more.


When her mobile had chimed, she had earned a typically sour look from her mother, who was busy playing with her grandson, Andrew, across the room. Irene Blake made no effort to disguise her disapproval at Donna’s choice of career, especially when it intruded on the oh-so-precious time she had with her son.


Donna had flashed a smile and retreated with the phone to the small spare bedroom at the back of the flat, which she had converted into a study. ‘Debbie,’ she said as she answered the call. ‘This is a surprise ‒ what’s up?’


‘Hi, Donna, yeah, been busy, sorry it’s been so long. How you doing? I see you whenever I turn the news on. Looking good.’


Donna smiled. She had worked with Debbie Maitland at the Westie in Glasgow, when they were both general reporters. As with a lot of journalists, Debbie had seen the writing on the wall when the cost-cuttings started and jumped ship, taking a job with Frontline PR, one of the larger marketing and PR consultancies in Edinburgh. It was a well-worn path for journalists to take ‒ after all, they knew what worked as a story, and the PR companies were glad to have them on their side of the fence instead of trying to take their clients down. From the bubbly good cheer in her voice, Debbie had taken to the move easily.


‘So, how can I help you?’ Donna asked, already dreading whatever puff piece Debbie was going to try to sell to her.


‘Well, actually,’ Debbie said, her voice taking on a cloying edge of smugness, ‘I think I might be able to help you. I take it you know the Colin Sanderson story?’


‘Who doesn’t?’ Donna had said as she scrambled around on her desk for a notepad and a pen. ‘But what’s that got to do with Frontline PR?’


Debbie gave a laugh as genuine and natural as her bottle-blonde hair. And then she offered Donna the opportunity of a lifetime.


She scanned the notes of the call again, feeling excitement prickle the base of her skull. Frontline had been hired by RedBrick Books, which had snapped up the rights to Sanderson’s story. And to pique interest for the book, they wanted to keep Sanderson in the media spotlight, exploit the ‘innocent man who lost more than a decade behind bars’ angle for everything it was worth.


‘So, naturally,’ Debbie had said, ‘I thought of you. After all, Sanderson is back with his dad in Cambusbarron, and you’re based in Stirling, aren’t you?’


The plan was simple. Debbie was offering Donna an exclusive interview with Sanderson. And it was no-holds-barred, no topic off the table, questions wouldn’t be screened beforehand. The only condition Debbie had placed on the deal was the location. It had to be somewhere that was recognisably Stirling, a location that Sanderson himself would choose.


Donna had struggled to keep the grateful excitement she was feeling out of her voice. This was huge. An exclusive interview with the man just cleared of one of the most horrific crimes in the last twenty years? A sit-down with The Beast? Fuck politics. This was the big-time.


She had agreed to contact her editor, then get back in touch with Debbie to make the arrangements for the interview. And that was when Debbie had dropped the second bomb, the one that had literally taken Donna’s breath away. Her eyes drifted back to the two words she had written, two words underlined several times with a hand that wasn’t quite steady.


Ghost write.


‘You see, Donna, there’s one other thing. RedBrick are looking for someone to help Colin write this story. Ideally they’d like a journalist, someone who can dig into the real story and get the best from Colin. If the two of you hit it off, I’d say the job is yours if you want it. And with the money they’re talking about paying, you’re going to want it almost as badly as I want the finder’s bonus for getting you to sign up.’


Donna leaned back in her chair, stared up at the ceiling. An exclusive interview. The chance to write the definitive book on two murders that had transfixed and horrified the country. The chance to do some old-school interviewing, and satisfy a lifetime ambition while she did it. Donna wasn’t uncommon among journalists in her desire to write a book, but with Andrew and her job, the thought had drifted off into a distant horizon of what-ifs and might-have-beens. But now here it was, front and centre.


She forced thoughts of book deals aside, concentrated on the job in hand. First step, contact Caroline Spiers, her editor on the Sky newsdesk, tell her what had just happened. And then she would do some digging. Find out what else RedBrick and Frontline had planned for Colin Sanderson – and what she could do to be a part of it.










CHAPTER 7



Untangling himself from the twisted snarl of traffic that turned the roads around the Gyle into a slow-moving sludge of cars, Connor headed west out of Edinburgh, past Linlithgow and on towards Bannockburn. He opened the Audi up as soon as he hit clear road, letting the act of driving occupy his conscious mind and give him time to think. And after reading the file Ford had left him, Connor had plenty to consider.


Most of what was in the police report was in the public domain, thanks to the blanket media attention the Sanderson trial had garnered at the time. But what had been missing from those reports, thankfully, was the detail of what he had subjected his victims to.


Rhona Everett and Jessica Kristen had both been students at Stirling University back in 2006 – Rhona studying politics and history, Jessica sport and exercise science. They were popular students, expected to go far. But other than their academic excellence, there was little to connect them – Jessica came from a wealthy family in Perthshire, Rhona from a council scheme on the west side of Glasgow. And while Rhona was dark-haired and olive-skinned, Jessica was marked out by her pallor, hair so red it looked dyed and a slender frame that spoke of grace and power. They weren’t known to be friends: there was no record of them attending any of the same university clubs or even frequenting the same pubs in Stirling or the surrounding areas. Just another two strangers who happened to study at the same university. Rhona, perhaps unsurprisingly, was known to be active in student politics and had helped with a local MP’s constituency surgeries, while Jessica was forging an off-the-track reputation as an actor, having joined an amateur dramatics company in Stirling and appeared in several productions. Typical students with their lives stretching out in front of them.


Until, that was, Colin Sanderson had come into the picture.


He was hired as a painter and decorator, working on a refurbishment of some of the fitness suites in the main gym complex on the university campus, which had earned Stirling the grand title of Scotland’s University for Sporting Excellence. From the files Ford had given Connor, a picture of Sanderson emerged that raised questions about how he had ever got onto the campus in the first place. His record was a litany of escalating crimes, from thefts and assaults to one instance in which he had been accused of attacking a woman who was too drunk to know what was going on. All too predictably the case had been thrown out, Sanderson’s lawyer claiming that what had happened was consensual and, after all, ‘the victim has a history of promiscuity and sexual adventurism fuelled by alcohol’. Reading those words, Connor had wished for a moment that he was still a police officer in Belfast, where the alleys were dark and the staircases were steep. A place where a man like Sanderson was bound to have an accident at some point.


Unfortunately, Sanderson was in all-too-robust health when he’d arrived at the university. Rhona had been the first victim, disappearing between Stirling and the campus one night, her body found two weeks later, abandoned at the side of a farm road not too far from the university. The police had kept the details out of the press, partly to shield her parents from what had been done to their daughter and keep the press away from them and as a way to help them track down whatever animal had done this to her.


And Connor was in no doubt. It was the work of an animal.


According to the post-mortem report in Ford’s file, Rhona had been subdued by a blow to the head, then bound and gagged – the marks from the ropes that had bitten into her wrists and ankles stood out like livid scars in the pictures he had seen. She had been beaten, her body reduced to little more than a sack of meat tattooed with purple and green bruising, then raped. But not satisfied with this humiliation, the killer had gone one further and mutilated her. Connor felt a sick roiling in his guts as he remembered one line in the coroner’s report: ‘blood pooling around the wounds, coupled with lividity and the presence of petechial haemorrhaging would indicate the victim was alive while these wounds were inflicted’.


The police reaction had been swift. Officers flooded the university, canvassing students for any information that might have given a clue as to who had killed Rhona. TV appeals for information were broadcast, Rhona’s family dumb and pale and raw-eyed as they blinked into the barrage of camera flashes directed towards them.


And then, a fortnight after Rhona was taken, Jessica was found, naked, mutilated and violated in the same barbaric fashion as Rhona. The papers at the time reported the discovery as a ‘humiliation’ for the police, with the killer ‘taunting the authorities by taking a victim right from under their noses’. One tabloid, which Connor refused to read because of its slurs on a particular football-related tragedy, went a step further and interviewed a criminal psychologist, who opined that two killings in such a short period of time pointed to an extremely dangerous individual. And, in a final flourish, added that ‘the number of murders to be classed as a serial killer is three, and the aggressor here seems to have every intention of attaining that goal.’


Fortunately, it never got that far. Forensic inspections found fibres on both bodies that were matched to a heavy-duty fabric that had been spattered with paint. A trawl of campus CCTV footage revealed the painting and decorating van used by Sanderson had been there at the time of both girls’ disappearance, while interviews of students turned up a witness who had seen Sanderson talking to Jessica on the campus the evening she disappeared. From what the witness had said, the confrontation had not been a civil one, with Jessica storming off and Sanderson laying down a slick of tyre rubber as he screamed out of the campus. With a suspect identified, the police moved in, matching the fibres found on the bodies with sheets found in Sanderson’s van, where they also found blood spatters from both victims. Coupled to Sanderson’s criminal record, he was quickly charged.


All well and good, Connor thought. They had a credible suspect, with forensic evidence tying him to both victims. The lack of DNA evidence on the victims was an annoying chink in the prosecution, but the fact that condoms had been used during the rapes could almost explain away the lack of trace evidence either on the victims or on Sanderson, while the lack of defensive wounds showed he had bound his victims as soon as he had struck them, meaning they had no way of injuring him.


Almost a watertight case, Connor thought. Almost.


The case had gone quiet until two years ago, when a high-profile defence lawyer, Carl Layton, who had acquired the nickname ‘Lazarus’ for his ability to reanimate old cases, took an interest after a true-crime documentary turned the spotlight back onto The Beast’s crimes. Layton dug in, finding that witness statements had been incorrectly taken, the chain of evidence on the drop sheets in the van tainted. After almost a year of work, he had secured Sanderson an acquittal. Which was where Connor came in.


He pulled himself from his thoughts, unconsciously raised a salute to the massive twin steel horse-head sculptures that reared up on the horizon before him as he passed: the Kelpies. He had always found the sculptures, designed to commemorate Scotland’s use of horses in industry, vaguely unsettling. But today they were a welcome distraction from the horrors he had read in Ford’s file and the thoughts that were churning through his mind.


Sanderson had returned to his parents’ home in Cambusbarron, a small village to the west of Stirling. He had, perhaps understandably, refused police protection when the death threats had come in, opting instead for private security. Connor had to admit that the terms of the contract Frontline PR had sent over to him shortly after Ford’s visit were generous, which only fuelled his suspicion that the threats on Sanderson’s life were some kind of PR stunt to generate more interest in the forthcoming book.


But still, there was Ford’s warning: He’s a killer, Fraser, plain and simple. I don’t care what that appeal found or how Sanderson’s legal team managed to wheedle him out of Barlinnie. He’s got the taste and, after so long inside, he’ll kill again. He won’t be able to help himself.’


Connor was forced to agree. In his experience, once a killer started they rarely stopped until forced to. And if Sanderson was the killer the original trial had decided he was, then Connor wanted to be close by. After all, a predator is never more dangerous than when it has been starved in captivity and suddenly released.


He forced the thought from his mind as he took the turn-off to Bannockburn, slipping his mind off autopilot to throw the Audi into the twisty A-roads that led to his gran’s care home.


He was just pulling into the driveway, the gentle crunch of gravel almost like a sigh of relief from the car, when his phone rang.


He read the name on the dashboard display. Of course, he thought, he should have been expecting this. It had been inevitable from the moment Ford had walked into his office.


He glanced up at the care home, thought of his gran in her room. Would she recognise him today? Forgive him for the confusion he had wrought on his last visit? Or would she just give him the patient, fragile smile she had perfected for the days when she recognised no one and waited for them to introduce themselves? Found he wanted to put off the discovery for a few more minutes, thumbed answer on the steering wheel.


‘Hello, Donna,’ he said.
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