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CHAPTER 1


It burst out of him, a deep, rumbling belly laugh that forced his broken ribs to grind together and opened the crusted scabs of blood that had formed around the cuts on his face and cheeks. The two masked men in front of him flinched, lowered their guns for a moment, then exchanged a glance and a shrug of the shoulders.


Their movement made Simon McCartney laugh even harder, tears from the pain it caused him rolling down his cheeks even as his laughter bounced and ricocheted off the corrugated roof and cold concrete of the room he was in. His bare feet slipped across the plastic sheeting on which the chair he was tied to had been placed and he rocked back. If his hands had been free and not bound behind him, he would have slapped his thighs and shaken his head as he fought for breath.


He was going to die. But he was damned if he would lose his sense of humour over it.


Strong hands landed on his shoulders and he was pulled forward, the shock of the chair’s front legs hitting the hard stone floor stabbing fresh agony into his ribs. He dropped his head, still chuckling, only for the butt of a gun to be smashed into his face, throwing him back once more. He gasped for breath, but found it impossible as he was grabbed around the neck.


‘Shut it, you fuckin’ psycho,’ his attacker hissed, warm, sour breath leaking out from behind the balaclava he wore. ‘Now, are you gonna start telling us how much you and Connor Fraser know, or do we need to cut a few more scars into that pretty face of yours?’


The man’s eyes, framed in ragged eyeholes torn from the mask, told Simon he wanted the answer to be no. This was a man who enjoyed inflicting pain and suffering.


The problem was, as Simon had discovered, he was very, very good at it.


‘Go on then.’ He coughed as the pressure on his throat eased slightly. The words were hot, bitter with the tang of blood. ‘Think you missed a few spots first time round. Tell you what, you’ll never make it as a Turkish barber.’


With a grunt, the man released Simon’s throat, took a step back, reached into his pocket and produced a Stanley knife. The handle was spattered with Simon’s blood. He paused, took a moment to study the blade, turn it in the harsh strip-light overhead.


Simon knew the man was smiling under the mask.


He took a step forward, was stopped by the second man. ‘This is fucking pointless,’ he said. He was shorter than the first, less powerfully built, but there was something in his posture and voice that told Simon he was thinking three steps ahead. ‘He’s not going to tell us anything. We’ve wasted enough time on this. Come on, let’s just fucking end it and get out of here.’


A third figure stepped from the shadows. He was smaller than the other two, and walked with an uncertain gait, but there was no doubt he was the leader of the trio. The sudden dipping of the other two men’s heads and deferential shuffling backwards as the man walked forward told Simon all he needed to know.


‘Aye, you’re right,’ he said. ‘We can send the footage as soon as we’ve blown this pig’s head off.’


Simon took a deep breath, swallowed the pain in his chest and the terror that arced through him like electricity. Memories cascaded through his mind in a confused jumble. Paulie King, gun clamped in his hand, screaming at the world as he scorched the air with the smell of gunpowder and blood. And then there was Connor Fraser. His friend. His brother. Lying in a heap at Paulie’s feet. Was he alive or dead? Simon didn’t know, had been dragged away before he could find out. But, in his desperation, he had left a message, a message only Connor would understand.


He prayed his friend had survived and found it. It was too late for him, but if Connor was still alive, Simon’s killers would pay.


The thought caused fresh laughter to tickle the back of his throat. Laughter that died abruptly at the sound of a gun being chambered.


He looked up, saw the two armed masked men standing side by side, the shorter of the two now pointing a shotgun directly at his face. Behind him, the third man stood with a phone held up, the torch on as he recorded. That was why they were wearing masks, Simon thought, so no one who watched the footage would see their faces.


‘Night night,’ the man said, as he adjusted his feet slightly, readying himself for the gun to kick.


Simon closed his eyes. Thought of Donna Blake and all the things he hadn’t said when he’d had the chance. Waited.


Waited.









CHAPTER 2


Three days earlier


They worked just a little too hard at being casual.


They were good, Connor Fraser was forced to admit. Very good. Almost the best he had seen. They wore mid-range suits with off-the-peg tailoring that was crumpled in all the right places. Their conversation was slightly forced and awkward, the almost-mirrored body language marking them out as work colleagues who were eager to make the right impression while on a lunch break. Even their speech patterns were right: stilted, slightly deferential, the feigned interest and enthusiasm of two relative strangers on temporary release from the desk jobs they hated, the jobs that provided the only topic of conversation they had.


‘And did you hear about Erikson’s latest fuck-up in accounting?’


‘Oh, yeah, I did. Total idiot. If he spent as much time studying the accounts as he did Stacey’s arse, he’d maybe get somewhere.’


Polite laughter. Shy drops of the head and enthusiastic nodding. Limited eye contact. Good, Connor thought again, as he followed them at a distance through the crowds in the St James Quarter shopping centre. Very good. Almost perfect.


Almost.


It was their eyes that gave them away. The sweeping gazes that scanned the vicinity and the horizon, picking out potential targets and threats. The slightly defocused look as they concentrated on their peripheral vision, even when they were avoiding each other’s gaze. The way they locked on to security cameras or anyone who looked vaguely official as they wove through the crowds.


Eyes always give it away, Connor thought. And he should know. They were the same eyes that stared back at him every time he looked in a mirror.


The job had come in a week ago and, if he was being honest with himself, Connor was surprised it had taken so long. A gang had been making headlines by targeting jewellers in Edinburgh, raiding them at knifepoint at the end of the working day, when the staff were helpfully pulling all the four- and five-figure watches, necklaces and diamonds from their window displays and pooling them in the shop before they were locked in the safe overnight. Four shops, on Rose Street, Princes Street and George Street, had been hit, jewellery taken with an estimated value of £400,000. So it had been no surprise to Connor when his company, Sentinel Securities, received a call from Derek Maitland, owner of Maitland’s, an ‘exclusive jewellery and timepiece boutique’ at the heart of the St James Quarter shopping centre on Princes Street. Sitting on the site of a former seventies concrete and harling monstrosity called the St James Centre, the Quarter was locally named the Walnut Whip due to its circular design and twisting metal spire. To Connor, it looked more like the track of a forgotten rollercoaster than a sweet treat from the 1980s that his gran enjoyed. Maitland’s request to Connor, and Sentinel, had been simple: review the security at the Quarter and, specifically, his shop.


Connor had happily taken the assignment, partly as the case had caught his attention, and partly as an excuse to get away from the riot of cardboard boxes and bubble wrap that had taken over his flat in Stirling. Three months after buying a house in the city, the modifications to deal with Jen’s mobility issues were finally complete, and it was moving time. And while Connor loved the prospect of living with Jen, the chaos that surrounded the move was making his teeth grind.


A few favours called in from DCI Malcolm Ford had given Connor access to the CCTV footage from the jewellery stores that had already been hit, and it hadn’t taken him long to see the pattern. A man and a woman, dressed in mid-range suits, strolling past the store that was their target. Casual conversation, sometimes with coffee cups in hand, just two people out for a walk in the afternoon. Connor was forced to admit he was impressed – they almost blended in perfectly. But there was something in the way they moved, something that spoke to the savage, unevolved part of his brain, the part that still wanted to hunt his prey with a club, that Connor recognised. He began staking out Maitland’s, waiting for them to take a casual walk past to check out the security. And just to make sure that the shop was their next target, Connor had instructed Maitland to take out adverts in the local press and on social media, highlighting the arrival of some very shiny, very expensive Swiss watches, favoured by movie characters with a penchant for English sports cars and drinks that were shaken, not stirred.


Now they had taken the bait. Connor smiled as the couple strolled past Maitland’s with only one quick sideways glance. He would call Ford, tell him what he knew, let the police deal with it. Most likely they would come back tonight, tomorrow at latest. Now they had intel on what the security situation was, and were happy that there was nothing to stop them, they would want to strike quickly.


He was just reaching into his pocket for his phone when he froze.


They had turned, and were heading back for the shop. All pretence of casual strolling was gone, shed like a snakeskin. They were striding forward now, shoulders back, faces set, even as they slipped on facemasks. Nobody around them reacted – why would they? After the pandemic, slipping on a mask was just a routine part of life.


Connor’s pulse quickened as he saw the woman reach into her jacket as she approached Maitland’s. Her partner fell back, giving her a clear line of sight to the security guard, who had noticed them approaching and was readying himself to open the door for new customers. Connor got moving, covering the distance between himself and the shop as fast as he could. He saw the masked man look up at the disturbance Connor was making in the crowd of shoppers, saw his eyes widen in recognition of a threat. Beside him, his partner turned away from the door, the shopping centre erupting into a panicked scream of frantic movement as she pulled a machete from her jacket pocket. Without thinking, Connor hurled his phone at her as he broke into a sprint. The woman’s head snapped up and her legs buckled as the phone hit her nose. She staggered back, clawing for her mask, pulling it down to stop herself choking on the blood that was now pouring from her nose.


Connor closed on her, grabbed the arm holding the machete and twisted as hard as he could against her grip. He felt something give in her wrist, heard a gargled cry of pain as the machete clattered to the floor. Behind him, he was dimly aware of a bolt being slid home, cursed silently as he realised the security guard was locking down Maitland’s.


He was reaching for the machete when pain exploded in his ribs and he staggered to the side, his head slamming off the window of the jewellery shop.


‘Bastard!’ the masked man snarled at him, his voice carrying a level of vitriol only a Glasgow accent could fully articulate. ‘You broke her fucking nose! I’ll kill you for that!’ He was pulling out of his jacket a machete identical to the one Connor had just prised from the woman’s grip. His attacker held it over his head, ready to bring it down on Connor and split him in two. Connor braced himself against the window then lashed out, driving forward with everything he had and rugby-tackling his attacker. They landed on the cold stone floor in a heap, the man giving a frenzied cough of rage and surprise as the wind was driven from him. Connor dug his elbows into the man’s chest and drove up, putting all his weight into the move. The man cried out as he flailed wildly, and Connor felt the machete cut the air in front of his face as the blade flashed before his eyes. He grabbed the man’s knife arm, twisted, not stopping this time, finishing the job he had started with the woman and snapping his attacker’s wrist. The sound of the machete clattering to the floor was the sweetest Connor had ever heard.


He leaned back, the man in front of him curling into a foetal ball of pain around his broken wrist. Connor reached down for the machete, then, satisfied his attacker wasn’t a threat, turned to the woman. She was sitting propped against the jeweller’s window, her face a mask of red that somehow matched the hatred in her eyes. She was grasping for the machete that lay just out of reach, her eyes flicking between it and Connor.


‘Leave it,’ he said, his voice as sharp as the blade he now held. ‘You touch that thing, I’ll break both your arms, okay?’


She glared at him for a minute, then sagged, the fight leaving her as the first sound of sirens drifted into the centre. Connor nodded once, looked through the window of the jewellery shop, saw the security guard standing there, all wide eyes and flushed, sweat-studded skin.


‘Thanks for the help,’ Connor mouthed to him, as he ticked off a small salute. ‘Really, you were grand.’ A thought occurred to him, and he turned back to the woman with the broken nose. ‘Why change the pattern?’ he asked. ‘Why try your luck now instead of at the end of the day?’


She sneered at him, showing small bloodstained teeth. ‘Didn’t want to be predictable, did we?’ she hissed. ‘Get in one last hit, then off to Manchester, sell the gear there. Didn’t expect you, though, did we?’


Connor shrugged, smiled. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Got a knack for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.’









CHAPTER 3


He hated the place in the way only someone who was born there could.


Standing there, Stirling spread out below him, a patchwork of stone and concrete that petered out as the Ochil Hills rose on the horizon, the warm breeze carrying the sounds of the city up to him, he could see it all.


And he despised it.


Not that he really remembered Stirling, or that the city had shaped his childhood in any meaningful way. No, it was more that it reminded him of what might have been, of roads, both literal and otherwise, not taken. Of a life he was cheated out of.


A life that had died with his father.


Conversation made it worse: the flattened consonants and elongated vowels of the locals he spoke to reminded him of his mother, and the accent that had coloured her voice despite more than four decades away from the place. He wondered if his father’s had sounded similar, felt a sorrow-tinged fury at the realisation that he could not remember his voice. Oh, he could hear it: all he had to do was go online and find one of Dad’s speeches, but that was different, like watching a replay of a football match instead of experiencing the event live. It was sterile. Emotionless.


Empty.


‘Jonathan?’ a voice from behind him enquired, shy and hesitant, almost as though the speaker had read his thoughts and was unwilling to intrude on his sorrow with her American accent. But she would. After all, that was why they were here, wasn’t it? To intrude on his private grief, make it public, get answers to questions that had gone unanswered for too long.


He took one last sweeping look at the view, then turned his back on it. Amanda Lyons, his executive assistant, stood in the doorway to the observation deck, brushing back her long, dark hair as the wind tried to blind her with it. The warm tan of her skin suddenly made Jonathan yearn for California.


For home.


‘Yes, Amanda,’ he said. ‘I take it they’ve arrived?’


She glanced back over her shoulder, as though she could see down the stairwell to check on their ‘guests’.


They were in the Tolbooth, a large arts venue at the top of Stirling, close to the castle. The original meeting place of Stirling Burgh Council, the ornate baronial building had been renovated about twenty years ago and transformed into an arts and entertainment venue. Everything from music gigs to book festivals had been held in the building, and today, Jonathan Rodriguez was going to use it for another sort of entertainment, by bringing the media circus to town.


‘Best not keep them waiting, then,’ he said. They descended a narrow staircase, the sound of conversation, the hustle and bustle of cameras being set up and spotlights positioned rising to meet them. The room they had booked in the Tolbooth was a large, atrium-style space that could accommodate around forty journalists, all of whom would be plied with as much coffee and as many biscuits as they could endure. When planning this event, Amanda had suggested they hold it at the university, using Airthrey Loch at the heart of the campus as the backdrop. Jonathan had rejected the idea: it was too painful a place for him to visit.


Yet.


Amanda led him into a small anteroom behind the atrium where she had set up her laptop and printer. She crossed to the table, picked up a sheaf of papers, and handed them to him. ‘Your speech,’ she said. ‘It’ll run to eight minutes. Then we can open up to questions.’


He took the papers from her, then placed them back on the table. ‘I’ll do this one from memory,’ he said, even as he saw unease tighten her face.


‘You really think that’s a good idea?’


‘It’ll be fine,’ he said. ‘Been rehearsing this in my head for months. Just do me one favour. Make sure the first question is from that reporter we spoke about.’


Amanda nodded, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘I checked before I came up to the roof to get you. Donna Blake is here, and I’ve made sure she’s got a nice cosy seat in the front row. You won’t be able to miss her.’









CHAPTER 4


Connor’s new phone started chirping the moment he slid the SIM card into it and powered it up. It wasn’t surprising. After breaking his old phone on the face of a would-be robber, he had spent the next two hours with the police, patiently answering their questions on how he had prevented an armed robbery in the middle of the day in one of Edinburgh’s busiest shopping malls. After finally agreeing a statement, he was released from Gayfield Square police station just off Leith Walk and headed back to the St James Quarter to retrieve his car. When he got to it, he pulled the SIM from his damaged phone and swapped it into a spare handset he kept in the Audi’s glove compartment.


Security work. It was murder on his phone bills.


He checked the screen, saw he had seven voicemails and about twice that number of text messages, mostly from Jen, which ranged from ‘Was that you in Edinburgh?’ and ‘Are you okay?’ to ‘Call me now. I’m worried. Love you.’


He winced at the last. Jen had been through enough in the last couple of years, from losing their unborn child to almost being killed in a hit-and-run accident that had left her with spinal injuries and mobility issues. The last thing she needed was him adding to her stress by going dark on her when he got into a dangerous situation. He was thumbing through his contacts list to her number when the phone rang. Connor cursed under his breath. The call was about as inevitable as it was unwelcome.


‘DCI Ford,’ he said, trying to keep his voice neutral. ‘How are you doing today?’


A heavy sigh. When Ford spoke, he sounded tired, old. Connor could almost see him at his desk, hunched over the phone, rubbing at his eyes.


‘I read the reports on your antics at the St James Quarter,’ Ford said. ‘Nice work. Though I do wonder when you’re going to get it through your thick head that you’re not a police officer any more and should leave the confronting of armed individuals to us.’


Connor closed his eyes, felt the machete blade cut the air in front of him. Shivered. How close had it come? Millimetres? How close had he been to serious injury? ‘Didn’t really have the time to call for back-up, sir,’ Connor replied, forcing the thoughts down. ‘Things just kind of got out of hand.’


‘Story of your bloody life that, isn’t it?’


Connor shifted in his seat. It was hard to argue. ‘Look, sir, if—’


Ford grunted. ‘Forget it. From what I’ve read and seen you did good work. Though I understand the Lothian area commander isn’t too happy that you bagged two armed robbers who’ve been leading him on a merry dance around the city for the last month.’


‘Just lucky,’ Connor said. ‘Anyway, sir, if there’s nothing else, I really should be getting on the road home.’


A moment’s silence on the line, just long enough to tell Connor that Ford was making some kind of decision.


‘You been watching the news?’ the policeman said eventually, sounding even more exhausted now.


Odd, Connor thought. It was unlikely Ford was talking about whatever headlines his antics at St James Quarter had generated, and since DCI Malcolm Ford wasn’t the type to follow the latest celebrity non-story gossip, that left …


‘You don’t mean all that stuff with the university professor, do you? The Robert Balfour case?’


‘That’s exactly what I mean,’ Ford said. ‘His son could make life very difficult for us, and I need you to do me a favour.’


‘Oh,’ Connor said, the first glimmers of unease flashing in the back of his mind. ‘And what would that be?’


Another pause, the sound of Ford drinking something. Connor would have laid even money on either coffee or whisky.


‘I need you to look at the case. Coldly. Dispassionately. And then I need you to tell me if Jonathan Rodriguez is right in claiming that Central Scotland Police were involved in a cover-up back in the eighties and his dad really was murdered.’


The unease Connor had felt hardened into dread. He knew the case, of course – anyone who had been online or near a TV in the last month would. And it didn’t make pleasant reading for anyone who wore a policeman’s uniform in Central Scotland.


Back in 1983, Robert Balfour had been a professor of history at Stirling University. He was found floating in Airthrey Loch at the heart of the university campus on 22 July. His death was initially dismissed as a tragic accident: Balfour was known to be a heavy drinker whose marriage was collapsing around his ears. Interviews with his colleagues had shown that he had taken to drinking himself into oblivion in his office and sleeping there overnight. The consensus was backed up by a post-mortem examination that showed he had nothing in his stomach other than what was almost a bottle of whisky, and a contusion over his left temple. In a drunken stupor, he had apparently staggered out onto the campus, slipped and hit his head as he fell into the loch, where he had drowned. Tributes were paid and the death of a ‘well-respected, talented and dedicated academic’ was mourned.


But then, two months after his death, another story emerged.


It broke in an interview with one of Balfour’s students that ran in the Sunday Gazette, one of Scotland’s main Sunday broadsheets back in the eighties. In it, the student, Jamie Leggatt, alleged that Balfour’s death wasn’t a tragic accident but rather a state-sponsored execution. Leggatt claimed Balfour had told him he was being monitored by Special Branch due to his support for Scottish independence and his work to prove that Scottish resources were being used to prop up the rest of the UK. And while the allegations were dismissed by the government at the time as the ranting of an over-politicised student, they were enough to get the attention of senior nationalist politicians, who lodged parliamentary questions on the matter and demanded ‘justice for Robert Balfour’. As the campaign gained momentum, it emerged that Balfour had been a key supporter of students who had protested against the Queen when she visited Stirling University in October 1978.


But while the story grabbed some immediate headlines, it struggled in the pre-social media, clickbait news landscape of the eighties and faded away, dismissed as just another conspiracy theory. Until last month, when Jonathan Rodriguez stepped onto centre stage.


Rodriguez had only been nine when his father had died and his mother, Elaine, had left Scotland to start a new life in America, where her sister had emigrated after marrying a US soldier. Rodriguez, who had taken the name of the man her mother had met and married in Los Angeles, had forged a career as a TV presenter and news anchor. He was a household name on the west coast of the US, where Americans welcomed him into their homes five mornings a week. And now, with the fortieth anniversary of his father’s death looming, Jonathan Rodriguez had returned to Scotland to make a special documentary on Robert Balfour’s death. It would include ‘a series of explosive revelations that expose state collusion and a police-led cover-up’ of what had happened. It was a huge story, US daytime-TV royalty visiting Scotland on a pilgrimage to discover the truth about his father’s death. Press interest was so high that Rodriguez had called a conference in Stirling that morning. Connor vaguely remembered Donna Blake, his friend who worked for Sky News, mentioning it to him the previous day.


It suddenly felt like a long, long time ago.


Connor blinked, realised Ford was speaking. ‘Sorry, sir, what was that? Signal got a bit patchy there.’


Ford sighed. ‘I said, can you get to Randolphfield station? I can brief you on what we’ve got so far, and where this could go. I’ve got the chief constable crawling up my arse on it, but I need to know if there’s any chance that what Rodriguez is alleging is true.’


Connor had known Ford for a few years now, had come to respect a policeman who put pragmatism before policy and refused to take the path of least resistance in pursuit of a quieter life. But, still, he was meant to be moving out of his flat this weekend, and into his new home with Jen. Could he really ask her to allow him to put his work before their relationship again? More importantly, did he want to?


He already knew what the answer was, and how the conversation with Jen would go. ‘I’ll be there in an hour or so,’ he said, as he fired up the Audi.


‘Okay,’ Ford said, his tone telling Connor he wasn’t happy with the response but wouldn’t push his luck.


Connor killed the call before the policeman could say anything else, put the car in gear and started to drive. His plan was to get out of the underground car park, then phone Jen, tell her he was all right, and what Ford had just asked of him. He had his opening lines worked out, was just about to hit dial when his phone pinged with another text.


Connor felt a headache begin to form at the base of his skull as he opened the message and read it: Just been at the presser for Jonathan Rodriguez. You will not believe what happened. Call me when you can, need to talk. Dx


‘Donna,’ Connor muttered, as he pressed down on the accelerator. ‘I should have bloody known.’









CHAPTER 5


Simon McCartney watched as Jen MacKenzie answered her mobile phone, felt the sudden urge to be elsewhere when he saw her straighten and smile, then slump forward and lean on her crutch as the conversation unfolded. He was too far away to hear what was being said, but he didn’t need to. One of the advantages of being a police detective: he could read body language a mile off. And right now, Jen’s body was screaming one word.


Disappointment.


He turned away from her, unwilling to intrude on her call, busied himself with the task at hand – packing books from a shelf in the living room of Connor Fraser’s flat into a box to be transported to their new home. He had agreed to help Jen while Connor was at work and, from the look of her, that work would take longer than had been expected.


He looked around the flat, wondering again if it would ever truly feel like his home. When Connor had told him of his plan to buy a place with Jen, it had forced Simon to confront a truth he had been hiding from in the months he had been staying in Scotland: he didn’t want to go back to Northern Ireland. He had initially taken leave of absence from the PSNI and travelled to Scotland to help Connor with a case but, as time passed, he had slowly come to realise that he was increasingly seeing Stirling, not Belfast, as home. He couldn’t really say why. Other than Connor, Jen and Donna Blake, he didn’t really know anyone in Scotland, and it wasn’t as if his time in the city had been quiet or relaxing. And yet there was something about the place that had got under his skin. So he had come to a deal with Connor: he would rent the flat from him when he moved out, and put in for a transfer to Police Scotland from the PSNI. He had turned down Connor’s offer of a consultancy job with his company, Sentinel Securities, but he wondered if that might be where he ended up when DCI Malcolm Ford heard of his plans to join Police Scotland.


He heard the click of Jen’s crutch on the floor, turned to see her walking towards him, the knuckles of her left hand flushed with the effort of leaning on the crutch.


‘That Connor, was it?’ he asked. ‘He okay after his heroics in Edinburgh?’


Jen’s face twitched into a smile that didn’t fit on her face. It looked fragile, cautious, almost pained. ‘Says he’s going to be a little later, got to see the police about a case. He’s sorry, will get here as soon as he can.’


Simon nodded. ‘No bother,’ he said. ‘Happy to help. And, besides, the faster I get the two of you out of my place and put it into some type of order the better.’


Another misplaced smile, then Jen’s eyes slid away from his. She let out a deep breath, adjusted her grip on her crutch. Without thinking, Simon stepped forward, placed a hand under her elbow. ‘Think maybe we should sit down for a wee bit?’ he asked. ‘Don’t know about you, but I could do with a break.’


She laughed at that, and Simon heard the old Jen. Full of life and mischief, unwilling to let what had happened to her define her.


Simon lifted another box of books from the couch, then helped her to sit. He noticed she was sweating and flushed, and shifted position, trying to get comfortable.


‘Bad today?’ he said.


‘Bad as any other,’ she said, propping her crutch beside her and flexing her hand slowly. ‘The joys of three ruptured vertebrae, a dislocated pelvis, broken ribs and a concussion.’


Simon winced internally. Jen didn’t talk often about the hit-and-run that had almost cost her her life, and he respected her decision. But, hearing the hard edge of resentment in her voice, he wondered if talking about it was exactly what she needed.


‘Listen, you take a rest,’ he said. ‘I’ll make us a cuppa, then I can crack on while you supervise.’


He jumped as she slammed her fist into the couch. ‘Dammit, Simon,’ she snapped, her voice cold and flat. ‘I’m not a bloody cripple. I can do this!’


A moment of stunned silence and she looked away from him, sudden tears diluting the fury in her eyes.


‘Jen, I’m sorry, I …’


She wiped her eyes, then held up a hand. ‘No, Simon,’ she said softly. ‘I’m sorry. It’s just … well, all of this,’ she gestured around the room, ‘and now Connor’s too busy with work to help. And I’m … I’m …’ She shook her head, as though the words were forming in her mouth but she couldn’t bring herself to spit them out.


‘It’s all right,’ Simon said. ‘I get it. Moving in with someone is a lot at any time, but after everything you’ve been through? Course it’s a big deal, especially when …’


She nodded, silent gratitude in her eyes. They had never talked about it, but Connor had told Simon enough for him to guess what she was feeling. She had been a personal trainer before she had been run over, her entire career dedicated to fitness and strength. Now her body was a traitor, unable to perform at the level it once had. The old Jen would have been juggling boxes and throwing furniture into vans, but the Jen her accident had made her was unable to do those things. And Simon could see that the realisation of that, and of what she had lost, was haunting her.


‘I’m sure the big lad will be here as soon as he can,’ he said. ‘And when he gets here, we’ll make sure he’s got all the most awkward bastard bits of furniture to move, right?’


She sniffed a laugh, smiled at him. ‘Bloody right we will,’ she said, even as her eyes grew dark and serious. ‘It’s just work, though, isn’t it, Simon? He’s not using the job to avoid me, and us moving in together?’


Simon felt a sudden jolt run through him. ‘Catch yerself on!’ he snapped, just a little too loudly. ‘The man’s crazy about you. But you know what he’s like about work, and if it’s DCI Ford asking to see him, he can’t really say no, can he?’


‘I guess not,’ Jen said, with a shrug. ‘I just don’t want him doing this out of pity, Simon. I told him that when I got hurt. And this,’ she gestured around the flat again, ‘this is a big step.’


‘Sure it is,’ Simon replied. ‘But Connor wants to take it. With you. Believe me.’


‘Yeah,’ Jen said. ‘Yeah.’









CHAPTER 6


Randolphfield police station was hunkered at the top of a low hill just off St Ninians Road, a squat concrete-and-brick monument to brutalist architecture, the dirt-stained grey of the walls made all the more depressing by a vibrant blue and silver ‘Police Scotland’ awning that hung over the main entrance.


Connor couldn’t decide if it was meant as a message for the public or a warning.


He asked for Ford at the main reception desk, was met a few moments later by the policeman’s junior officer, DS John Troughton. With his nondescript dark suit, conservative tie and haircut that looked like he’d had it since childhood, Troughton was the definition of ‘forgettable’. Yet Connor had seen his work on a few cases, and had been impressed by his quiet determination and ability to chip away at a problem until he found the answer. He was, Connor thought, exactly the type of officer Police Scotland wanted these days – quiet, inoffensive, forgettable and efficient.


Hell, he’d probably be chief constable one day.


‘DCI Ford will see you in his office,’ Troughton said, by way of a greeting, then gestured for Connor to follow him through a security door into the heart of the station. Ford’s office was on the first floor at the back of the building, just off a large room Connor knew would be used for major investigations. He passed a few officers who gave him an appraising look, again wondering why Ford had asked to meet him so publicly.


A question, he realised, that the conversation he had had with Donna Blake as he had driven here had only clarified in his mind.


‘Ah, Fraser,’ Ford said, as Troughton ushered him into the office. ‘Take a seat, will you? You want coffee?’


The thought of drinking a cup of the volcanic brew Ford served gave Connor a vicarious caffeine rush. ‘No, thanks, sir,’ he said.


Ford shifted in his seat at the opposite side of a paper-strewn desk. ‘Thanks, John. That’ll be all.’


‘Yes, sir,’ Troughton said, unable to keep his disappointment out of his voice.


Ford waited for the door to close, then leaned forward, flat eyes on Connor. ‘You’re probably wondering why I asked to meet here, in front of my officers,’ he said, his tone indicating that it was a statement of fact rather than a question.


‘The thought did occur to me,’ Connor replied. ‘I mean, it’s not like I’ve always had the best of relationships with Police Scotland, and I doubt the chief constable is going to be happy when he hears I’ve been speaking to one of his senior officers about a sensitive issue.’


Ford’s face twitched into something that was more sneer than smile. It was common knowledge he was no fan of Peter Guthrie, Police Scotland’s chief constable, but the naked contempt in his eyes at that moment surprised Connor.


‘Jumped up little paper-pusher,’ Ford said. ‘More worried about how he can brown-nose the First Minister than getting any real policing done.’ He cleared his throat. ‘But, much as it pains me to admit, he’s part of the reason you’re here.’


Connor blinked. Interesting. ‘Really?’ he said.


Ford nodded. ‘When Rodriguez started to make his claims about what happened to his dad or, more accurately, when he started to make his claims in the press, Guthrie contacted me. Asked what I knew about the case, then told me to do a bit of digging into it, see if there was any truth in the rumours. Said he didn’t want any skeletons falling out of cupboards, told me I could use any resource I saw fit, including an independent third party. He initially suggested the investigative reporter DS Drummond knows, Doug MacGregor, but with her on leave and him God knows where, your name came up.’


Connor smiled. It made sense now. Guthrie might have been a brown-nosing bureaucrat, but he’d just proven himself to be a smart one.


‘What?’ Ford asked, noticing Connor’s smile.


‘Makes sense of a conversation I had on the way here, sir,’ Connor said. ‘With Donna Blake.’


Something hardened in Ford’s eyes. ‘What about Donna Blake?’ he asked.


‘Well, she was at the press conference Jonathan Rodriguez held in town,’ Connor said. ‘Seems he gave her the first question, which she used to ask him about what he hoped to get out of what he was doing, whether he wanted to see anyone charged. He gave a fairly noncommittal reply, from what she said, but then, when the press conference was over, his assistant asked her backstage for a further briefing with Rodriguez. That was when my name came up. Seems he’d been told by, ah, a source that I had been contacted by a senior police officer to look into the police handling of the case at the time. He then asked Donna if she could put him in touch with me.’


Ford stared at Connor, then leaned back in his chair, glancing up at a ceiling that might have been cured in nicotine stains over the years. ‘Slippery wee bastard,’ he whispered.


‘If you mean Chief Constable Guthrie, I’m forced to agree,’ Connor said. ‘I take it you told no one else you were going to contact me before the fact so he must have told Rodriguez’s people that you were bringing me in. Makes sense, I guess. Makes him look like he’s not scared of the truth, and also underlines that anything I find, if there really is anything to find, isn’t from an official police investigation so can be treated with a degree of scepticism.’


‘Bastard,’ Ford whispered again. ‘I take it, though, that you’re not going to get in touch with Rodriguez.’


‘Not yet,’ Connor said, his mind drifting to Jen and the growing need to get home and help her with the move. ‘I’ve got other things to do, and I don’t want to talk to him or Donna until I’ve had a chance to look at whatever case files you can give me.’


Ford took his gaze from the ceiling, focused on Connor. He leaned down, the sound of an old wooden drawer squealing open very loud in the quiet of the office. When he straightened, he was holding an old-style manila folder, bulging with what looked like photographs.


‘Here it is. Balfour, Professor Robert J. Found dead in Airthrey Loch, Stirling University, twenty-second of July 1983. Cause of death was deemed to be misadventure after he fell into the loch while intoxicated.’


‘You buy that?’ Connor asked, as he took the file Ford offered him.


‘I’m not selling,’ Ford said. ‘The question is, if I was, would you be in the market? Look, Fraser, I know there’s going to be press attention on this, and it’s clear Guthrie is already moving to cover his arse no matter what happens. I don’t really care about that. But I care about this.’ He pointed towards the file. ‘Now, either Balfour’s son is just looking for a way to justify his father’s death or something nasty’s going on here.’


He paused, looked over Connor’s shoulder, as though seeing an old friend there. When he spoke again, his voice was low, hoarse with something more mournful than regret. ‘I mean, it wasn’t unheard of for reports to be lost, witnesses forgotten, statements changed to get the result that the powers that be wanted. But I don’t care about that. If there’s a case to answer in there, I want to know about it. Not because Rodriguez has brought Hollywood to town and whipped the press into a frenzy, not to give Guthrie a nice story to sell to the First Minister over tea and scones, but because it matters.’


Typical Ford, Connor thought. No matter how hard he tried to portray himself as the cynical, world-weary policeman who had seen it all, he could never fully hide his desire to see the job done right and justice served.


‘Any hints as to where to start with all this?’ Connor asked, as he started to leaf through the file.


Ford shrugged. ‘Your call,’ he said. ‘But if I were you, I’d take a look at the statements made by Balfour’s student, Jamie Leggatt, the one who first claimed there was more to the death. You may find you want to talk to him a bit more.’


Connor ran a quick calculation in his mind. Yes, Leggatt could indeed still be alive. He’d be pushing his sixties now, no age at all really. ‘He’s local?’ he asked.


Ford grimaced. ‘I’d hesitate to call Dundee local, but that’s the last address we’ve got for him. Seems he took Balfour’s lectures to heart.’


‘How so?’


‘He’s a history lecturer in Dundee,’ Ford replied. ‘Seems Balfour inspired at least one of his students to follow in his footsteps.’









CHAPTER 7


He felt nothing. And, in acknowledging that, he felt it all.


The stiff collar of his shirt and his tie were choking him – a hangman’s noose masquerading as formal attire. He swallowed the urge to loosen them, straightened his back, forced himself to look straight ahead at the one thing he did not want to see.


A marble plinth, about four feet tall, stood in front of him, a lectern off to its right. Around the plinth was what looked like a velvet tent, the front of which was pinned open, revealing a patch of some deeper darkness that seemed to mock the fingers of light that streamed into the room from the large windows in the ceiling.


Unable to bear the gaping maw, he looked down at what he was holding in numb hands that seemed to twitch in time with his heartbeat. He didn’t remember picking up the pamphlet, felt tears burn his eyes and the noose around his neck tighten as he studied the face on the cover. Eyes full of humour and life gazed back at him and, in his mind, he could hear the voice that went with those eyes – soft, gentle, with just a hint of mockery.


Come on now. We both knew it would come to this one day. Eyes forward, there’s still work to be done.


He looked away, swallowed the shard of ice that seemed to have formed in his throat, instantly regretted it as a fierce thirst gripped him. He wished he could just run away, flee this horror before it went too far and became too real. Knew he could not. Would not. Not when there was still work to be done.


A small, compact woman in a dark business suit caught his eye, nodded. He tried to remember her name. Diane? He’d spoken to her a few times over the last week, getting details of the ceremony right, talking about the life that had been taken far too soon, the life she would speak about in a few short moments. But how could she? he thought. All she knew was what he had told her, his memories and sanitised anecdotes. How could they convey what he had lost in a short speech delivered by a stranger?


She nodded to him again. ‘Would everyone please stand,’ she said, as a soft, orchestral tune he vaguely recognised started to play. He felt as though the sun streaming into the chapel was trying to push him back into his seat, and turned to see a room full of faces following his gaze towards the entrance doors.


An electric jolt of panic seized him as he saw the pallbearers enter the chapel, the coffin on their shoulders. He had wanted to carry it himself, wanted, needed, to feel the weight of it on his shoulders, but he had been told that the terms of the service had already been set, and that it was an express wish that he was not to carry the coffin at any costs.


He wondered how he should feel about that.


The pallbearers walked slowly up the aisle, a perverse procession in black, their faces somewhere between neutral and sympathetic. Again, the urge to run away seized him, sudden and almost overpowering. Instead, he leaned forward, grabbed the back of the hard wooden bench he had been sitting on, and squeezed until he felt the ancient, varnished wood begin to flex beneath his grip.


After what seemed an eternity, the pallbearers reached their destination and slowly lowered the coffin onto the plinth. Then they stepped away, bowed their heads and backed off, as though they had made an offering to an ancient, vengeful god.


Maybe they had.


The celebrant, Debbie, he suddenly remembered, spoke: ‘Please,’ she said as the music began to fade, ‘be seated.’


A stolen moment for one last look around. He didn’t know if he was consciously looking for her, but his eyes found her regardless. Sitting there, her beauty at once somehow accentuated and diminished by the grief etched onto her face. Not for the person in the coffin, but for him. She knew what this loss meant to him, what it would do to him. And in that moment, he loved and hated her for it.


He sat, forced himself to look ahead, unable to get the image of her face out of his head. Felt a maelstrom of emotions churn through him as flashes of memory danced across his mind’s eye before they returned to her, always her.


He closed his eyes, felt the first tear slide down his cheek as the celebrant began to speak. Took a deep, hitching breath, then forced himself to focus on the coffin. Nothing more. The celebrant’s words faded away, indistinct static washing through his mind. He felt the first spark of rage then, as cold and unyielding as the blade he had strapped to his ankle. He had seen the death certificate, knew that the official cause of death was ‘cardiac arrest and vascular dementia’, knew that for the lie it was.


This death was on Jonathan Rodriguez’s hands. He had watched the press conference he had held that morning, barely able to suppress the urge to rip the TV from the wall and hurl it across the room. Rodriguez, with his preconceptions and notions of avenging his father’s name, blundering back into Scotland like a toddler waddling into a sandpit, unaware of the monsters he was daring to wake from their slumber.


The weight of the knife on his leg seemed to intensify, anchoring him to the floor as the service droned on. He was dimly aware of music, and instructions to stand. He did so, eyes fixed on the coffin in front of him. A song began, one he had heard countless times over the years. It had been the backdrop to discussions on history, literature, art, life. Conversations that were never to be had again. In that moment, he decided he would play the song to his next victim before he plunged the knife into his heart and ended him like the animal he was.


There was, after all, still work to be done. And he would enjoy every moment of it.









CHAPTER 8


Before heading back to the flat, Connor took a short detour to the new house. It was less than ten minutes from his flat on Park Terrace, at the end of a short, gravelled lane that branched off from Windsor Terrace. It was typical of the architecture of the area, a grand old sandstone-and-granite villa, glowing a dull gold in the evening light. He had been lucky to find the place, only knowing it had come on the market thanks to a call from Robbie Lindsay, one of Connor’s assistants at Sentinel. Looking back on it, Connor should have known better. He had made an offhand comment to Robbie about looking for a house in the area for him and Jen to move into and renovate, and two days later, Robbie had presented him with the details of the house he now stood in front of. Four bedrooms, detached, with a garage-workshop grafted to the side and a basement that would be ideal for a gym. When Connor had questioned Robbie on how he had found the place, he was met with a grin that, had he not known Robbie better, he would have mistaken for bashful. But he did know Robbie. A former call handler with Police Scotland, Robbie had joined Sentinel five years ago, and quickly proven himself a talented and creative investigator who could track down the most obscure facts with only the vaguest of clues.
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