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Since the night was going to be a milestone for me, I poured a plastic cup of wine and took a moment to watch the storm.


It was a quarter to seven, I’d handed my notice in twenty-eight days before and I was about to begin my final ever night shift. Leaning against the snow-covered balustrade of my balcony, I was dreaming of the following morning; of packing my meagre belongings, driving my Nissan into Aberdeen, and dropping it off with its eBay buyer. Car sold and cash in my purse, I’d be at the airport for my 11 a.m. flight. A hop to Heathrow, on to Madrid for my connection, and then heading out to Santiago, Chile, by tomorrow evening. Tomorrow evening.


The wild possibility of this unburdening, an escape I’d dreamt about for fifteen years, made me dizzy. I sipped the wine. Thinking like this felt something close to lunacy. My final night at the Mackinnon. It was a chance to say goodbye to my old self; to escape abroad a new person. I might not have box-ticked the other expectations associated with one’s early thirties – I had no career any more, no permanent home, no children and, after tonight, no job – but my final shift felt like it was the start of something. Live-in staff all got attic rooms with balconies, but the remainder of my colleagues had started their leave so I was the third floor’s only occupant. It seemed somehow appropriate, given the course of my life so far, that I was marking this special occasion alone, a woman in a winter jacket and beanie hugging herself against the snow.


The wine was the cheap stuff that came in minibar bottles, but it tasted good enough as I cast my eyes across the Mackinnon’s grounds for what might be the final time. On summer days my quarters had a beautiful view, but early February was different. Loch Alder was frozen over the colour of Lakeland slate, a silent presence between our two mountains: Bray Crag on its far shore, snow-covered and wild, and, rising above the hotel on this side of the water, the peak of Farigaig. Tonight it was nothing but a silhouette on tracing paper, though the tangle of its steeply forested flanks came all the way down to the hotel’s perimeter fence. The sight of the loch, the mountains and the distant prison had become my life this last eighteen months. Most of HMP Porterfell was hidden by the pine plantations of Farigaig’s foothills, but the lights of the exercise yard were bright points haloed by driven snow, and the north watchtower was visible. I raised my cup in its direction in a final silent toast to Cameron and sipped, relishing the warmth of the alcohol.


I was still staring at the place when I heard the klaxon’s wail.


The sound was a familiar one. When trouble flared at Porterfell, as it often did, overcrowded and outmoded as it was, the first signs were always barking sirens and strobing lights. I felt a sudden rush of memory. I had to set my cup down and steady my pulse with big, deep breaths. A year ago, a Porterfell riot had killed my brother. The same wail of sirens had marked its beginning. Back then there’d been the flicker of fire against distant brickwork, a windborne roar of crowd noise and a night punctuated by the droning engines of security vehicles going back and forth along the mountain road. I hadn’t known Cameron was dead at first. Next of kin weren’t informed until later. In a fifty-five-inmate brawl, it’s apparently impossible to finger the murderer of a particular individual and, because unlawful killing was hard to prove, Cameron’s passing was recorded as misadventure. So now my brother was gone, his death remained unpunished and I’d been stranded here, a thirty-three-year-old woman working night shift at a highland hotel, studying the place that had penned him in.


I watched the distant buildings, listening to the moan of the siren. Through curtains of snowfall across the loch, I could see the intermittent flicker of lights. The prison gates were open now. Three distant vehicles were pulling out; a car either side of a van that looked like a high-security transport. That might explain the disturbance. An inmate leaving, violence erupting as desperate scores were settled. The siren continued its looping moan and I watched the convoy turn left towards us, setting off along the mountain road in our direction. I thought about the drivers, thought about my two-hour drive tomorrow. I’d have the advantage of daylight, but we’d had plenty of snow in the last week and plunging temperatures had hardened the drifts into sculptured pack. The wind had changed direction, polar air from Siberia triggering red weather warnings, and Storm Ezra had arrived, bringing new snow and turning the old into ice. Driving on a night like this was surely an act of desperation.


By morning it would be clearer, though. It would be. Everything ended in twelve hours. At 7 a.m., Mitchell, my colleague on the day shift, would park his Fiat 500 outside reception and trot across the tarmac in his brogues and hotel livery. In the course of a fifteen-minute handover I’d bring him up to date for the last time, put my bags in the boot of my car and go.


I retreated back into my room, shutting the noise out and warming myself at the electric heater before shucking off my coat and dressing for work. I tugged a vest on beneath my blouse for extra warmth, pulled on my trouser-suit and buttoned my jacket before removing my badge. Remie Yorke, it said. Underneath, the gold plastic was embossed with, How can I help? The Mackinnon’s last two guests knew me by name so I left the badge on my bedside table next to the few items I hadn’t yet packed: my pro-turf hockey ball, my Eyewitness guide to Chile and Easter Island, my Spanish phrasebook. Locking my door behind me, I followed the third-floor corridor past empty rooms to the old service stairs. The prison sirens must have stopped; the only sound as I descended was the old hotel creaking in the rising wind.


The Mackinnon is sixteen guest rooms in a grand Victorian lodge tucked into a dell at the bottom of Farigaig, steep-roofed, with turret windows and two spires rising above squat chimneys. Guests adore the conical clocktower, the formal gardens and the wisteria across the entrance. When I’d arrived to take up the post of night manager eighteen months ago, all I’d needed was somewhere to work that was driving-distance from my brother Cameron’s prison cell. To find instead this loch-side curio had been a sliver of good news in a world of bad. At first, I’d cherished the hope I might actually fall in love with the place – my flat in Leith had always felt temporary and, even though I didn’t visit often, I’d felt cast adrift when Mum and Dad split up and the Northumberland family home was sold – and those first few months at the Mackinnon really had seemed like they might be a fresh start. I’d almost allowed myself to relax. Once or twice, I’d even woken in the morning refreshed. Then there’d been the violence at the prison and Cameron’s death. After that, I’d been forced to return to my previous existence of permanent, exhausted vigilance. But those days were nearly over now. In sixteen hours, I’d be on a plane.


Downstairs I checked reception then took the main corridor towards the bar. The grandfather clock stood sentry outside the garden room. The kitchens still smelt of roast game and garlic even though the catering staff had spent the afternoon buffing worktops and freezing leftovers in preparation for the winter break. Across from the kitchens, at the Mackinnon’s loch-facing side, was the bar. As the night manager I was responsible for its running until last orders. It was a task I relished; the fire banked high, the logs stacked and drying, the leather chairs warm.


I tended to get the place to myself, our only February customers being prison staff taking a dram on the way home, and I was looking forward to some solitude. I was to be disappointed. There was a figure at the taps. Jaival Parik – Jai – one of our two remaining guests; late thirties, wearing a blazer over a cashmere sweater. He’d brushed his hair back into a bun and sported a pair of thick-rimmed glasses and a single AirPod. He’d been in the bar last night too, and we’d introduced ourselves. Jai had sat with his back to the near-empty lounge, eyes on his screen while he scrolled emails and worked his way through a large glass of Malbec. He was particular about his wine, it turned out; we’d covered South American reds briefly – I knew nothing but I’d told him about Santiago and he’d recommended a vineyard tour. We’d talked walking routes up Farigaig, and mountain biking. And of course we’d discussed the topic on everyone’s lips: Storm Ezra.


‘One night left!’ he beamed at me as I entered. ‘I was going to buy you a drink to celebrate but I guess you’re on duty.’ I rounded the bar, smiling, and he ordered another Malbec, thumbing his phone.


‘Had a good day?’ I asked as I poured his drink.


He nodded towards the French windows at the far side of the bar, locked up against the weather. ‘It’s been kind of restricted,’ he said, grinning. ‘I’m starting to regret my timing.’


I knew exactly what he meant. I thought of the airport and nearly screamed at the cruelty of it. Instead I took a breath and said, ‘I’m sure you’ll be able to get some walking in.’


He sipped his wine and swirled his glass. ‘Let’s hope so,’ he said. ‘So, what brings you out to the middle of nowhere? Got family up here?’


I thought about Cameron, about Porterfell. ‘Guess I just grew sick of the city.’ I said.


‘Know what you mean. Cairngorms are majestic. When you can see them through the snow.’ We laughed. I tidied the bar and he resumed. ‘Do you find the place a little remote, though? No shops, no internet.’


I wasn’t one for sharing. I shrugged. ‘It’s beautiful. And the net’s only down because of the weather.’


He indicated his phone. ‘Could do with some connectivity,’ he said. ‘Few things I need to deal with. Seen a recent forecast?’


Not since earlier in the day, when talk of possible snow slips had sent the site manager scurrying to the maps on the Scottish Avalanche Information Service. The space between Montrose and Inverness bristled with pins every year and the Mackinnon was right in the heart of red-pin country. Each night I’d been checking the five-day forecast. The latest had Storm Ezra easing by midnight. The main roads east of here had apparently been well gritted. I kept telling myself there was a good chance tomorrow’s drive to the airport would be safe.


‘News 24 will have one,’ I said.


‘If the TV still works,’ Jai quipped. As he pushed himself up to cross the lounge and turn the TV on, he brushed his phone with the heel of his palm. It glowed alive, though he was oblivious to the fact as he left his seat. Its pale light drew my eye and I felt a slow tremor of alarm. The red line of the voice memo function was unspooling as the timer ticked forward.


He was recording our conversation.


I stared, holding my breath. Normal men didn’t tape women in hotel bars. I put together what I could recall of Jai. As my shift had ended early this morning, I’d seen him sipping coffee in the breakfast room with a backpack at his feet, a New York Yankees cap and his Culloden OS map folded into a weatherproof pocket. He’d looked a younger, hipper version of the standard hiker-birdwatcher; nothing unusual. I swallowed, my throat dry. He must have hit record in error. A mistake, that’s all. I moved away to polish tumblers as he wandered back from the TV, and I watched him turn his phone screen-down on the bar when he returned.


‘Not looking good for tomorrow,’ he said, twisting his beard between thumb and forefinger. ‘Red weather warnings. Further heavy snowfall, strong winds for at least another five hours.’


I smiled, trying to keep my voice light. ‘You’ll be able to stretch your legs by morning,’ I said. ‘There’s a route along the shoreline of the loch that’ll be beautiful once the storm clears.’


‘Yeah, I was checking the map.’ He gave a whistle. ‘So remote. There’s pretty much nothing out there until Braemar. Except the prison.’


And there it was. The mention of Porterfell. I felt my anxiety thicken, thinking, this is about Cameron.


My brother was born when I was seven. When he was little, the four of us were happy; a proper family. But after Cam’s troubles at school, and then his first arrest at fourteen – possession with intent to supply – my father’s strategy was simple: disown him. Cameron responded by doubling-down. He became the family’s bringer of shame and breaker of reputations; a troubled teen on a mission to turn career criminal. Dad gave up, Mum broke down. Which meant after Cam’s eventual imprisonment, I was the one to sacrifice my career and move up from Edinburgh, the one who’d worked with the lawyer on the appeal, the one who’d visited three times a month.


Then my brother had been killed. Prison violence was normal enough not to be national news but in the aftermath of his death there’d been some media attention; a local journalist had made her way up here to interview me and I’d turned her away. The staff on reception had a script in case they got calls about me, and they’d had to use it on a couple of occasions. All that had been a year ago now, and since then it had been quiet.


Except a man at the bar was recording me as he steered the conversation towards Porterfell. I was steeling myself against further questions when the oddest thing happened.


The reception buzzer sounded.


It was unexpected. The sign at the top of the hotel drive told passers-by we were closed and the website made it clear we weren’t accepting guests until we re-opened for the spring. I was the hotel’s sole staff member until the morning. Whoever was out there, I’d be turning them away. I excused myself and left Jai cradling his drink.


I wasn’t frightened as I walked to reception, past the trolley of dust sheets and paint pots left out for the decorators during close-season, and down to the front desk. I can’t admit to any premonitions of danger. What I actually felt was a temporary relief at having avoided a conversation with Jai, a feeling still strong as I settled myself at the reception desk.


My lack of concern seems ludicrous now.
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‘The Mackinnon,’ I said into the intercom. ‘I’m afraid we’re in close-season and not taking guests. Is there anything I can help you with?’


There was no answer, just dead air. It had been dark for hours and the hotel’s interior lights were reflected in the floor-to-ceiling windows of the modern lobby-extension. The glass was as black as a polished loch. I could detect, just beneath the surface, a flash of swirling snow but whoever was out there could see me clearly, and I was light-blind. Thankfully I’d locked the revolving doors.


I pressed the intercom button and tried again. ‘Hello. The Mackinnon. I’m afraid we’re in our close-season now and aren’t taking bookings. How can I help?’


Again nothing. Something about that black absence made me nervous. I tried to ignore it as I crossed to the doors. From ten paces the glass looked opaque but at arm’s-length I could make out shapes in the night. The turning circle and fountain flitted intermittently through the dark. I could see the squat outline of the old larch; over two centuries old, they said. The tree’s base was a wizened knot and the trunk a vast map of creases and clefts. It had been tall in its heyday, over two hundred feet, but its highest sections had been badly damaged in a storm a couple of years ago and, after a spat with the council over a preservation order, surgeons had removed them so the old thing was barely the height of the hotel now. I squinted further out. Up the drive, huddled amongst black woods, I could just discern the guest garages, empty for the winter. Beyond more shrouded darkness; sentinel silhouettes of Scots Pine.


I took a few steps to the left and right, aware of how I must look to the visitor; a woman in a suit with tied-back hair and an uneasy expression. I didn’t much like this exposed perspective of myself so I returned to the desk. It occurred to me the appearance of a phone call might be helpful. Picking up the receiver, I cradled it between shoulder and cheek and pretended to stab a number in. It took me a second to notice the outside line was dead. The inside line, wired-up in the fifties after they took the bell-pulls out, was a weatherproof closed circuit but Mitchell had warned me about outside lines coming down in bad weather. The mute emptiness at the end of the phone caught a thread of fear in me and pulled. For the first time, I preferred the prospect of bartending, defending my secrets from Jai.


The reception buzzer came again, making me jump. I replaced the phone, pressed the flashing intercom button and picked up. ‘The Mackinnon. How can I help?’


A breathy voice said, ‘Police officer.’ Local accent. ‘I need to come in.’


I looked into the reflective pools of glass. There was a male shape there now, one shoulder against the frame of the rotating doors, leaning in. He was standing in the dark but I could see a heavy ski jacket, collar upturned against the wind.


‘I had an accident up on the mountain road,’ the figure said. He paused, breathing hard like he might be in pain. ‘My radio’s down. I need access to your phone.’


My mind slipped its gears and raced free. ‘I’ll have to ask for ID,’ I said. ‘Hotel policy.’ I thought about phone lines. It was possible to get a mobile signal from some of the upper rooms if the booster was still operational but chances were the officer would be out of luck.


‘Gaines,’ said the voice. The figure pressed a card up against the glass. ‘PC 4256 Gaines, Police Scotland. Open the door please, miss.’ The man’s silhouette was slewed and I realised he was putting his weight on one leg, raising the other. He was injured.


‘Give me a minute.’


I crossed the lobby and unlocked. He was a black bulk in the revolving doors like a penned animal in a slaughterhouse turnstile. Once inside, he became a man again; six feet tall, broad-shouldered and bulked out by a stab vest beneath his police-issue snow jacket. A ripped flap swung from the trouser at his right knee, exposing damaged skin. He had a weathered, forty-something face.


‘Thanks,’ he said, limping past me, rounding the reception desk. He smelt of petrol.


I followed. ‘You’re hurt,’ I said, feeling a stab of alarm. ‘Can I get you bandages? Antiseptic?’


He ignored me, checking the phones and grimacing at the silence at the end of the line before looking across the lobby. A quarter-circle of snow, driven in as he entered, was melting on the rug. ‘You need to lock up.’ I nodded and returned to reception’s revolving doors, fixing them shut.


‘Your phone is dead,’ he said as I crossed back.


‘Lines are down,’ I told him. ‘You can sometimes get a mobile signal from the third floor. What’s going on exactly?’


The officer was scanning the expanse of the lobby, giving the space a narrow-eyed assessment of risk and safety, lines of sight, points of entry. ‘Can we shut these lights off?’


‘I guess,’ I said. ‘Why?’


‘How many guests are staying here?’


‘Just two. And me.’


‘And you are?’


I remembered I’d chosen tonight to leave my badge upstairs. ‘Remie Yorke.’


‘No other visitors tonight, Miss Yorke?’ I shook my head, perplexed by his brusque urgency. ‘Can you kill the lights please? Along the whole front of the building. You look like a Christmas market from out there.’


‘That’s the point,’ I said, aiming for levity. He furrowed his brow, wearing the kind of expression I knew from bitter experience police officers used when delivering bad news. ‘I can switch the lights off,’ I reassured him. ‘What’s happening?’


‘I have reason to believe we may have an escapee.’


I thought of the Porterfell siren’s wail and felt a tug of concern in my stomach. ‘A what?’


The police officer – Gaines, he’d called himself – straightened, hands on hips. I took him in anew; the stiff-collared grubby white shirt, polyester tie. Blond beard, grey along the jawline. A heavy leather belt across a paunch. His holster was empty and the pockets of his stab vest – I’d seen officers carry pepper spray, radio or torch in them – were empty too, except for a phone. ‘There was an RTA,’ he said. ‘Road traffic accident.’ What he said next drew the breath from me. ‘I was assisting in the transportation of a suspect. I lost control of my vehicle in the snow. If he’s out there, I don’t want him paying us a visit. For your safety, I’d like to lock the doors and switch off all lights.’


The procession of vehicles I’d seen leave the prison. I felt suddenly hot. ‘You came from Porterfell?’


‘Correct.’ He began hunting for switches, limping along the rear of the lobby towards the main corridor, the one that passed the lifts before reaching the garden room, the restaurant and bar where Jai was still sitting waiting for a top-up. ‘Any other points of entry?’ he said as he hobbled. ‘I passed an outbuilding.’


‘The garages,’ I said, helping him extinguish the lights. ‘They’re not connected with the rest of the hotel. We’re all locked up. Who’s missing?’


The wind thumped at the glass and upstairs a window shuddered in its frame. Gaines huffed hard, likely exhausted by the steep walk. The mountain road was a mile further up at the end of the drive, which climbed at a hard thirty degrees. He’d have had to thrash down through thigh-deep drifts; not easy territory for anybody. ‘What about these?’ Gaines tapped the LEDs that lined the base of the desk with the toe of his boot. They looked like small blue landing lights.


‘I don’t know. They’re always on.’ They were low and cold, enough light to render us insubstantial silhouettes to any outside viewer. I wished I hadn’t pulled a vest on; my hotel uniform felt sticky and uncomfortable.


The officer switched tack. ‘Who are your guests?’


‘We’ve someone in sixteen,’ I said, circling the desk and bringing up the details. ‘Alex Coben. With us until tomorrow. And Jaival Parik in thirteen.’ The mention of Jai’s name triggered another flush of anxiety. ‘He’s checking out tomorrow too. After that, we’re closed.’


He rolled his jaw as he thought. ‘I’d like to see them both. I’ll be encouraging them to stay in their rooms for a short while.’


‘OK, this sounds serious,’ I said. I’d visited Cameron regularly and he’d told me about his fellow prisoners. They weren’t in there for tax evasion. This escapee could be desperate, dangerous. I exhaled slowly and swallowed. When I spoke, my tongue felt thick. ‘Should I be worried?’


His eyes were on the dark windows. Beneath the petrol I could smell fast food and supermarket aftershave. ‘Let’s get this handled,’ he said, returning his gaze to me. ‘I’d like a good look at the place, just to be on the safe side. We can shut off the lights as we go. Do you have torches?’


‘In the office.’


The office lay immediately behind reception; part stud partition, part glass wall. Inside was the desk I shared with Mitchell on the day shift, a terrible coffee machine, two filing cabinets, a cork display board with a calendar plus schedule, handover notes and reminders.


Gaines assessed it quickly. ‘Whose desk is this?’


‘Mine,’ I said. ‘It’s just me on duty until seven tomorrow morning.’


‘And the rest of the hotel staff?’


‘Left this afternoon. Hunting season’s over. No more guests.’


‘What’s this?’


An old desktop screen and keyboard, tucked away in a corner. ‘CCTV,’ I said. ‘But it needs an upgrade. We rarely use it.’


‘I didn’t see any cameras coming down.’


‘There’s a couple along the perimeter fence where the deer sometimes get trapped. One at the top of the drive. One in the rear courtyard, one at the boathouse.’


‘Boathouse?’


‘We have a little cruiser moored up at the loch’s edge for guests,’ I told him.


‘Any interior cameras?’


‘Outside the lifts just beyond us here.’


‘Show me.’


I nodded, clicking the screen on, shuffling the mouse until the thing woke up. The screen had a six-way split of grainy footage, pictures struggling through the fuzz as if they’d been beamed back from another planet. The outside cameras were fogged with snow.


‘Jesus Christ,’ he snapped. ‘I can’t get any sense of the site from this.’ He ran a hand across his mouth and briefly closed his eyes. I realised he was trying to calm himself.


‘Sorry,’ I said, pointing him to the cork board. ‘There’s a map here.’


Gaines leaned in close and studied the fire assembly points. I found my eyes drawn to the reception’s revolving doors. My imagination populated the dark with sinuous shapes. I dragged my attention away, rifling the desk drawers and coming up with a couple of rubber-coated torches. I checked them both, then busied myself locating the first aid kit.


‘Sit down,’ I told him once I had it. ‘Let me look at that knee.’ I rooted through plasters and painkillers, and Gaines lowered himself, wincing, into a desk chair. ‘These swabs will sting, but we need to clean the wound.’ Something jagged had ripped through the flesh above the officer’s knee and the blood had stuck his trousers to his skin. He grimaced as I peeled the material back and dabbed at it with the alcohol. Once clean, I pressed cotton pads hard against the wound, trying to hide the tremble in my fingers.


It must have worked because the officer, on a sharp intake of breath, said, ‘You look like you’ve done this sort of thing before.’


I wiped the blood clear and prepared a bandage. ‘Used to have a delinquent brother,’ I told him. ‘He got into so many scrapes, convinced he was bulletproof. And he was scared of hospitals, so I ended up doing a lot of this work for him. Fights, falls, that sort of thing.’


I didn’t want to mention the two-inch knife wound I’d once had to deal with. I could still remember Cameron, fifteen years old, pointing out stars while I stitched him up, naming constellations for me. Swan and Vulture, Fox and Goose.
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‘It’s just the soft tissue,’ Cam whispered, his pale skin sweat-streaked, a scarlet hand pressed against his right hip, his t-shirt a sticky black mess.


By fifteen Cam was a lean, muscular hawk-eyed boy with a shaved head. He had spiralled badly in the two years since the trouble at school had started everything. Where I’d breezed through high school, safe in the cosy, conscientious top sets, Cam had developed more slowly and wound up in the lower streams. The classes down there were wilder places; regularly disrupted and peopled with coarse kids from local gangs. One day a knife was discovered on campus and Cam was implicated. Though he said he wasn’t responsible, he received a temporary suspension. Seven years his senior, I was at university when this happened, but the way Mum told it that spell away from the classroom was a turning point. He fell in with a group from the local pupil referral unit and when he returned to class, his school-yard standing had changed. Teachers had given up on him. His reputation grew and, by fifteen, there was no way back. He stopped attending. Each evening he was out working.


The night he named the constellations he’d called me to pick him up. I had this dilapidated Volvo I’d bought from a friend on the hockey team, and I’d driven down from university in Edinburgh. Cam didn’t usually phone me. When I picked up, his desperate voice suggested our parents weren’t an option. And as he’d emerged from the scrub at a road’s edge, checking the night with quick glances and pressing his t-shirt against his side, I saw why.


‘Soft tissue? What the hell do you know about knife wounds, Cam?’ I hissed as I accelerated away.


‘Just calm down a minute.’ He managed a watery grin of reassurance. ‘I swear, get me out of here and I’m gonna quit all this.’


All this meant the dodgy courier work he’d got caught up in over the course of that year. He rode shotgun in an uninsured van while an older kid called Danny Franks drove. Packages got delivered, money changed hands, fights broke out. That’s all I knew.


My hands gripped the wheel, knuckles bone-white under streetlight. The place was all waste ground, litter-choked scrub. We passed a rusting shipping container converted into a truck-stop caff. Driving was difficult because I needed as much attention in my rear view as I had on the traffic ahead. There was a black Range Rover a street-length behind us, ominous. I climbed the hill up through Newburn and it followed. Pebble-dashed fifties houses, redbrick terraces backing onto bin-filled alleys. Soon, fields on the left and an estate of council houses.


‘There’s a car following,’ I told Cam. We were in open countryside now, the night sky coming alive with stars, the streetlights fading.


He craned his neck. ‘I don’t fucking believe this.’


His fear charged the air. This was before everyone had a decent satnav on their phone; I knew the city centre pretty well, but out here was another world. Terraces huddled against each other at crossroads, their windows dark. A shut-down petrol station, its forecourt backed by thick-canopied trees.


‘If they catch me we’re both dead,’ Cam hissed.


Back then, aged twenty-two, I wasn’t a sibling so much as an extra parent, driving home each weekend to make sure Cameron behaved, which, given Dad’s lack of interest, was lucky. Surrogate parents learn fear quickly. The feeling teemed through me for most of my twenties; fear of what he might do, or what someone might do to him, but that night was the first time I’d heard him actually admit he could die. My heart hammered so hard I saw stars. I blinked back tears. ‘Cam, I don’t know where I’m going.’


‘Turn right as soon as you can. We have to hit a main road soon.’ I scanned desperately but the road was cut deep into the fields. Still the headlights followed. ‘They’re big guys, Rem,’ Cameron whispered. ‘I wasn’t going to get out alive if I didn’t call someone. They’ve got a dog.’


I still remember that stomach-flooding feeling as I searched for a turning, the white heat of panic as I pressed the accelerator, climbing at speed into country darkness. ‘This is the last time,’ I told him, my voice rising. ‘If we get out of this, you stop. You stop whatever it is you’re doing and you get a job. They’ll make it hard for you, Cam. But you have to be strong because I’m never doing this again, you hear me?’


He watched the following lights, one hand pressed hard against the soft flesh of his side. I could see it glisten, smell it. There was a lot. ‘Just get us away.’


The dash beeped at me. Fuel warning. A wave of nausea, almost paralysing. ‘We’ve got maybe ten miles left. This right-hand turn better appear soon because if it doesn’t—’


‘There,’ Cam pointed.


‘Just a gate into a field.’ We passed it.


Cam swore weakly. ‘Another,’ he said, eyes ahead. ‘Is it a drive?’


‘I don’t know!’ I was going pretty quickly, and we’d opened up a gap between us and the car behind. I braked hard and we swung right. Just a track. Too late, we were committed. Rattling down it, I saw a gap in a hedge and swung the car through. We stalled in a field next to a silage truck. I switched the lights off and the two of us ducked low, unclipping our seatbelts and waiting hunched in the darkness, ready to run. Horse shit, fear and the coppery smell of blood in the air. Cam’s knife wound opening as he crouched forward. I could hear his shallow breathing. I reached out a hand and touched his shoulder. That night was the first in five years he hadn’t shrugged me off. We waited there for what felt like hours, in terrified silence, hyper-aware of every night noise, knowing that if we were discovered we were both dead.


But the car that was following us never came past. When I crept back to check, my body jagging with pent-up fear, the road was empty. I was certain they were waiting for us, hard guys with rabid dogs somewhere just beyond my sight, so back in the car we waited side by side with the lights out, Cameron wincing and pressing pale hands against his t-shirt.


‘Keep pressing it. How’s the bleeding?’


He lifted a red palm to examine the cut. ‘Slower,’ he said. Some minutes later, he leaned forward and pointed. ‘Look. Vulpecula, the Fox.’


‘Which one?’


When Cameron was eight he’d got a huge box of glow-in-the-dark stars for his birthday and a map of the constellations. He worked hour after hour sticking them to the ceiling above his bed. He wanted them exact, so the project had been punctuated by tantrums and tears of frustration before it was finally done. I can still recall opening the door to his bedroom, seeing him lying in the dark on his solar system duvet, panning a torch across his private universe. At fifteen, his encyclopaedic knowledge remained.


‘The band of stars under Cygnus. Used to be called Fox and Goose,’ he said, his voice trembling as he pointed. ‘Now it’s just the Fox.’


‘I could do with the Fox and Goose right now,’ I joked. ‘The kind that served wine.’


He drew breath and I heard him whimper with pain. ‘At night in the Atacama Desert in Chile,’ he croaked, eyes on the sky, ‘you can’t see your hand in front of your face. Just the stars, billions of them. Best place in the world to stargaze. No radio interference, no light pollution, no cloud cover.’


‘Imagine.’


‘I’m going there one day, Rem,’ he said, wincing. ‘Got it all planned. Has to be in February, when night-time temperatures are good. You just need a tent and a few quid for food. San Pedro – biggest public telescope park in South America.’ His grimace became a sneer and he added, ‘Seven thousand miles away from this shithole.’


‘You could study Astronomy, you know,’ I said. That was me back then; worrying about the blood, trying to keep my brother’s spirits up, and somehow managing to be both dumb and insensitive.


‘Fuck that,’ Cam had said vehemently, both hands on his wound. ‘More years behind a desk in some crappy college? I’ve wasted enough of my life on that. I’m going to be there in person seeing it all for myself, not trapped in a classroom.’


I didn’t know what to say. It was the first time I’d heard this perspective on school life from Cam, or anyone. Over the next couple of years, though, that would change. I started volunteering with young offenders and found myself hearing this story over and over again, told in different voices using different images and analogies but at its heart the same.


I’d like to think if I’d been a little older and wiser I might have been a better sister to him. That in moments like that one, hiding in a starlit field together studying the Fox and Goose, I might have found some nugget of insight to share. Something that might have changed the course of his life.


˜


‘Here,’ I said, passing Gaines some painkillers. ‘Take a couple of these. I’m nearly done.’


I unrolled a wad of bandage and pulled it as tight as I dared around the wound. ‘This will need stitches,’ I said as I threaded a safety pin through the frayed edge of the material. ‘You’ll need to get to Raigmore when the roads clear.’ Gaines moved his leg experimentally, tested his weight on it. Satisfied, he clicked the lamp off. For a second I was in a darkened office, just me and the uneasy shape of a stranger. Then his torch clicked on, washing the grey pallor of his skin, illuminating his uniform.


‘If you could show me around,’ he said.


‘Absolutely,’ I said. ‘Anything I can do to help, just ask.’


We locked the office behind us and set off, me thinking about this strange and unnerving start to my shift. I reassured myself. Santiago tomorrow.
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I narrated as we made our way up the main corridor. ‘Lifts here,’ I said. ‘Basement access through here …’


‘What’s this about?’ He’d paused by the trolley of paint cans and brushes, and was lifting dust sheets.


‘We close for a fortnight tomorrow,’ I said. ‘Got decorators coming in. Some guys are going to hang new wallpaper. There’s a team sorting an unsafe bridge along the shoreline, roofers here to re-tile, gardeners, that sort of thing.’ He nodded and I resumed my tour. ‘Further up here we have the kitchens, the bar, and here on the right, the garden room.’


Gaines waited while I unlocked the door and flicked the lights on. The Garden Room was our conference space: tables dressed with white linen, carafes, bowls of boiled sweets, complimentary pens and notepads. French windows looked out over the terraced lawns, though tonight the view was nothing but a grandstand vista of Ezra’s interior. I listened to the storm’s hollow howl as Gaines checked the latches and assessed the fire door. Satisfied, he gave me a nod and we left the place in darkness.


‘Kitchen’s here on the left,’ I said as we reached a pair of steel swing doors. ‘I can fix you some food if you’re hungry.’


Gaines didn’t answer. I wondered what had caught his attention. Then I saw it; the left-hand door sucked in slightly on its hinges, the fur of its brushes hissing as air played through. Another door or window was open somewhere inside. There was a service entrance in there, opening onto the rear courtyard. Back in the autumn I’d watched butcher’s vans unloading carcasses for Christmas; pigs halved down their spines, turkeys like plucked rucksacks. The kitchen door exhaled again. Maybe the service door was open. If it was, someone could get in.


‘That normal?’ PC Gaines asked. Without waiting for an answer, he nudged the doors open with his shoulder.


The glow of metal surfaces in the brittle dark. Outlines of worktop shapes, cooker-hoods and storage cupboards. The kitchen staff had mopped up before leaving and the floor still gleamed in the light of Gaines’s torch. The darkness was cooler than the warmth of the corridor and I waited by the doors as Gaines made his way inside, portioning the space with the blade of his torch, illuminating worktops, the flat-top grill, sinks and taps. ‘Where’s this lead?’ Gaines said over his shoulder.


‘Walk-in freezer,’ I said. It was all swinging carcasses and boulders of conjoined potatoes peeled for roasting. Gaines ignored it and checked the service doors at the rear – securely locked – then traced the source of the air current to the rattling grille of an air-conditioning unit. ‘False alarm,’ he said, and limped back. ‘Story of my life,’ he added as he passed me back into the corridor.


I flushed with relief. ‘The bar’s next.’


Jaival Parik turned as we entered, eyes refocusing from his phone. He blinked in surprise as he assessed Gaines but recovered quickly. I introduced the officer and they shook hands. ‘Looks like you’ve been in the wars,’ Jai said.


‘There’s been an RTA on the mountain road,’ Gaines said. ‘As I’ve explained to Miss Yorke here, I need to focus on the security of the hotel site. My first priority is the safety of the guests so I’ll be asking you to keep to your room for the foreseeable future while I deal with a situation.’


‘A situation?’ Jai swapped his open gaze from me to the officer, then back. ‘What’s going on?’


‘There’s nothing to be alarmed about, sir. I’m just asking all unnecessary lights are switched off during the storm. For safety.’


‘Surprised we haven’t had a power cut already in this weather,’ Jai observed. ‘I brought a signal booster – fancy one, dish-shaped thing, cost a fortune – but I can’t get anything. It was fine the day before yesterday but when Ezra came in …’ He inflated his cheeks.


‘Are you here working, sir?’ Gaines asked.


Jai grinned. ‘No. I’m here for the hiking. Bad timing, though. The weather’s driven me back to my inbox.’ He held up his phone in demonstration. He had an expansive smile that took us both in: bright teeth. ‘Can’t see why us hiding in the dark might help,’ he said.


‘If you just let me do my job,’ Gaines said, examining the fireplace, ‘we can get this situation resolved quickly.’ He moved to the far end of the room, drew the curtains carefully back and began checking the latches of the windows.


Jai leant in and whispered, ‘What’s he up to?’


I didn’t like his conspiratorial posture and had no intention of sharing anything more than I already had to with a man who recorded conversations. On the other hand, neither did I want to be responsible for holding back information unnecessarily. ‘He’s concerned there may be an escapee,’ I said. I flexed my fingers, trying to shake off an uneasy chill. Sharing the situation had made it somehow worse. If the prisoner was indeed out there, he’d need to escape the storm. It was up to me to ensure the safety of the guests.


‘A what?’


‘Some sort of crash on the mountain road,’ I said, watching as Gaines checked the fire door was securely locked. ‘Someone escaped.’


‘From the prison?’
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