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To the memory of my dad, John Broadfoot, who, in his last days, showed me what real courage is. Love you, Dad, always.









CHAPTER 1


He had been taught it was nothing more than the by-product of a chemical reaction, energy expressing itself in heat and flame. Over the years he had studied it, and the ways in which it could be controlled and suppressed. He had seen the devastation it could wreak on homes mapped out in the gutted, blackened skeletons of collapsed roofs and scorched walls, seen what it could do to bodies shrivelled into a foetal position by heat, faces pulled taut in rictus grins, hands palsied talons, the muscles and skin sloughing off the bones, like slow-cooked chicken, the bodies filling the room with a smell that was at once acrid and sickly sweet.


He had fought it in tenements and staircases, cars and forests, developed a grudging respect for it. But lying there, he suddenly knew the lie at the heart of all his years’ facing fire. It was not merely the result of a kinetic reaction, fuelled by oxygen until it was starved of fuel or doused.


No. The truth was the fire was alive.


And it was laughing at him.


He could hear it even over the laboured hiss and spit of his respirator, a rumbling chuckle that accompanied the flames that danced and capered across the floors and up the walls surrounding him. He braced his arms again, pushed with all his strength against the beam that had fallen over his chest when the roof had collapsed on him. He closed his eyes, filled his mind with images of Caroline and his son as he pushed, bit back the scream that was clawing up his throat as he willed the beam to move. After a moment, he sagged back, arms shaking and spent, heard the fire’s laughter grow harsher, crueller at his latest failure.


He tried again to reach for the radio on his chest, found he still could not slip his hand between the beam and his bulky overalls. Considered, in a moment of desperation, removing one of his gloves to try to squeeze through the gap. Knew he could not. The world around him was a roaring flame, hell made real. His hand would blister and burn the moment his naked skin touched the air.


And he would be damned if he was going to give the fire something else to laugh at.


He sagged back, forced himself to breathe slowly and regularly, just as he had been trained to. Used facts to hold back the rising terror that threatened to overtake his thoughts, like a tide overtaking a beach. He had entered this building as part of a three-man team. The control team outside knew he was here, had his tally to prove it. They would come for him. Find him. Save him.


After all, wasn’t that what they were all here to do?


A splintering bang shook his world. The fire roared its approval and seemed to swell in the room. He swivelled his head desperately, trying to see through a visor quickly blackening with soot and the charred remains of whatever had been in the room before it had been transformed into a scene from Dante. Could feel the heat for the first time now, pressing on his protective jacket and trousers, probing for weaknesses, vulnerabilities. He felt a sudden, desperate thirst, ran his tongue over lips that were cracked and dry, any moisture vaporised by the fire.


‘Please, God,’ he whispered, the words thick and alien in his mouth. He had been told this was all a part of His great plan, a holy undertaking. He was one of the chosen, the anointed. It was his destiny to be in this building now. Why shouldn’t God help him?


Another shuddering crack, this time closer, louder. He craned his head back, the world turning upside down. Barked a harsh laugh that sounded more like a scream as he saw boots stomp towards him. Felt a flash of shame at his earlier doubt. They had been right. He was the anointed, the chosen. God had not forsaken him. After all, this was a part of his plan.


He dropped his hands from the beam across his chest, reached back towards his saviour.


‘Please,’ he shouted, his throat burning as though the air from his respirator had become toxic. ‘Trapped. Help me move this beam, we can get …’


The figure beside him crouched, features hidden behind a breathing mask and visor that danced with reflected flame. He felt a pressure on his helmet, realised his saviour was assessing for injuries, trying to stabilise his neck. Relief flooded through him again, and tears sprang into his eyes. A professional, acting just as they had been trained. He would be safe now.


‘I’m okay,’ he said. ‘Spine is intact, can feel my extremities, even with this bastard weight on me. I just need you to …’


A sudden harsh jerk and the world became a thing of searing agony and blurred images as his helmet and mask were ripped off. He felt a momentary scalding as the heat of the room crawled over his now-exposed flesh. Tears streamed down his face as the smoke bit into his eyes, blinding him. He coughed and gagged, head thrashing from side to side as the bitter, acrid air that filled the room forced its way into him.


He felt a shape being drawn on his forehead, a momentary coolness that gave way to a terrible, final numbness. And in that moment, he knew. Knew he would never see his family again. Knew that he was not one of God’s anointed after all. He had been chosen, yes, but not in the way he had thought. He was not a saviour doing God’s work. He was a lamb led to the slaughter. A sacrifice to the flame.


Even as he felt his mind crumble and fracture under the crushing weight of this new certainty, he called out to God. Begged, pleaded. For his life. For his sister. For his child. Forced his eyes open, his frantic, begging sobs giving way to a hoarse, rasping scream as he saw something cold and bright flare across his vision, as hard and final as the voice that still spoke.


The respirator’s rasp drowned the fire for an instant as the figure loomed over him, closer now, intimate, almost as if there were great secrets to share.


A scorching fire flashed across his throat. Then the numbness again as his vision dimmed, as though the fire was now burning the very light in the room. But even as the suffocating blackness took him, he heard it again, knew he was right.


The fire was a living thing. And it was laughing at him.









CHAPTER 2


Strong hands clamped around the back of Connor Fraser’s neck, their touch as cold as the steel he could feel in their grasp. They forced his head down, bending him over. Instinctively, he brought his hands up to his face, blocking the knees directed at his chin and temple.


He heard a grunt of laughter as his opponent changed tactic in response to Connor’s defence and started stabbing at his side with knee strikes. Connor rolled away from the kicks as much as he could, focused on his breathing. Closed his eyes, felt the blows pepper his ribs. Ignored the pain, searched for the rhythm.


There.


He dropped his guard, grabbed the knee aimed for his left side. Felt his opponent stagger back, pirouetted with the sudden shift in weight and swept his leg out, shin scything his attacker’s legs from under him. A moment of weightlessness as the pressure on his neck eased as his opponent crashed to the floor. Connor twisted, pounced. Grabbed his attacker’s shoulder and dragged him onto his back, then fell on him, his knees pinning him as he sat on his chest. Connor grunted, pulled back his fist, ready to strike, to destroy the face of the man who had dared attack him.


‘Jesus, big lad, catch yerself on! You look like you’re gonna fuckin’ do me one!’


Connor blinked, lowered his fist slowly. Simon McCartney grinned up at him warily, as though he was laughing at a joke he knew he should find funny but somehow couldn’t.


Connor rolled off his friend, bounced onto his feet, then stretched down, offering his hand.


Simon took it, hauled himself upright, the wariness in his smile now bleeding into his eyes.


‘Thought you said this was going to be a bit of light sparring, nothing serious?’ Simon said, as he peeled off his boxing mitts and threw them to the floor.


‘Says the man who was trying to rearrange my teeth with his knee,’ Connor replied.


Simon gave another smile, this time more genuine. ‘Aye, fair play,’ he said. ‘Though you’re getting better all the time, Connor. Not sure how much more I can teach you here.’


Connor shrugged off the compliment as he headed for his kit bag at the far end of the room. He had found the place three months ago: a slightly tired, utilitarian gym on an industrial estate on the western edge of Stirling. He had been looking for a place to train that was free from the ghosts and painful memories of the gym he had used on Craigs Roundabout. It was nothing more than it said it was: an industrial unit filled with weights and machines, a place to work, not spend two hours between sets as you updated Facebook or Instagram or TikTok with a livestream of how well your workout was going.


It was on one of his early-morning visits to the gym, a visit fuelled by a night of bad dreams and a vague, unformed dread about how Jen’s rehabilitation was going, that Connor had met Dean Lawson, the gym’s owner. About fifty, with a smile that was full of teeth and devoid of humour, Dean was essentially an extension of his gym – all business, no bullshit. He had been a prison officer for eighteen years, and decided a career change was in order after an inmate tried to give him some free cosmetic surgery with the end of a sharpened toothbrush.


Dean had always been interested in fitness (‘In my line of work, I’d be a fool not to be, son’), so he had opened the gym. Simply called Lawson’s, it had started off with Dean and a few of his friends. Over time, the clientele had grown, and soon Dean had leased the nextdoor unit and expanded. With the explosion of housing developments around Stirling as families were driven further from Glasgow and Edinburgh by rocketing property prices, he was soon inundated with a flood of young professionals who thought they should look like their favourite movie stars, retirees with too much time on their hands and bored stay-at-home parents who mistook a trip to the gym for an afternoon coffee and catch-up with their friends. The place had been so successful that Dean had partnered with a local martial-arts dojo and started offering classes in the expanded gym.


And then the pandemic struck. Overnight, Dean saw his business collapse. He kept the place going, first with his own money, then with government aid, until in desperation he started dragging pieces of equipment outside and offering workouts in the car park. Lawson’s survived, barely, but the martial arts school didn’t. Which meant a dojo with punchbags, mats and all the other equipment you could ask for was lying empty.


Until Connor found out about it. He made a deal with Dean to rent out the dojo, then persuaded Simon, who was staying with him on leave of absence from the Police Service of Northern Ireland, to train him in mixed martial arts, kickboxing and anything else he knew. Connor had always known how to handle himself, but with Jen slowly recovering, Duncan MacKenzie lurking in the shadows and the sex-abuse ring he and Simon had exposed months earlier no doubt baying for his blood, Connor wanted to be more than just competent in a fight.


He wanted to be lethal.


‘So what’s the plan now, then?’


‘Huh?’ Connor grunted, as Simon’s words pulled him from his thoughts.


Simon smiled, shook his head. ‘You know, for a smart guy, you’re an idiot sometimes, Connor. I asked what you wanted to do now. We could go and get a—’


He was cut off by the shrill ring of a phone in Connor’s kit bag. Connor gave him an apologetic shrug.


‘Thought you were going to leave that bloody thing in the car,’ Simon said.


‘Sorry, force of habit,’ Connor replied, the lie sounding hollow in his ears. They both knew that, with Jen at the spinal rehabilitation unit in Glasgow and his gran in a nursing home in Bannockburn, Connor was never going to be more than six feet away from his phone.


He peeled off his gloves, the Velcro rasping as if in competition with his ringtone, then fished his phone out of his bag. Frowned when he saw the name of the person calling, then hit answer.


‘Robbie? Wasn’t expecting to hear from you today, my day off.’ He winced at the harshness of his words.


‘S-sorry, boss,’ Robbie Lindsay was one of Connor’s employees at Sentinel Securities. ‘It’s just that, well, something’s come up. And we thought you should know about it.’


‘Oh?’ Connor said, a wisp of unease cooling the sweat he could feel trickling down his back. ‘And what would that be?’


‘Well, there’s two things, boss. We’ve had a payment made into the main business account. Only reference on it is your name and what looks like a four-digit code.’


‘Could be anything,’ Connor said. ‘We’ve plenty of invoices outstanding, and it’s not unusual for me to be referenced in them.’


‘True,’ Robbie replied, his tone telling Connor he had already thought of that and was waiting for his boss to catch up. ‘But there’s nothing outstanding to the tune of seventy thousand pounds.’


‘What?’ Connor said. ‘You mean someone’s just paid seventy grand into our business account? You checked with the bank? Must be a clerical error.’


‘Yeah,’ Robbie said slowly. ‘That’s the second thing, boss. The bank this transfer came from is in Delaware, United States. We’ve not had any dealings with US-based clients in the last three months.’


Connor heard a chirp at the other end of the line. Ignored it. ‘Must be some kind of mistake,’ he repeated, even as his gut whispered that it wasn’t. ‘Check again with the—’


‘Oh, shit,’ Robbie said, cutting Connor off.


‘What? Robbie, what—’


‘Just got an email, boss,’ his tone indicating he was talking more to himself than Connor now, ‘about the money we received. Email address is generic, could be from anywhere. But the header is, well, it’s addressed to you, boss.’


‘For me?’ Connor said. He felt Simon drawing closer to him, as though he had sensed something was wrong.


‘Yeah. The title of the email is “FAO Connor Fraser. Contract and commission. Use code to read.”’


‘“Use code to read” – What the hell does that mean?’ Connor said, his mouth forming the words a second before his brain made the connection. ‘The code in the bank reference. Must be that. Is the email password protected?’


‘Yeah, boss, it is. Hold on.’ Silence on the line, quickly filled with the chattering of keys as Robbie turned to his laptop.


‘Go on, then, Robbie,’ Connor said, impatience sharpening his tone. ‘What does it say?’


‘Boss,’ Robbie said, his voice cold, sterile, almost clinical. Connor had heard the tone too many times before, usually when he had been taking statements from someone who had witnessed a horror that was beyond their comprehension.


‘Robbie, what is it? What’s—’


‘Boss. Get to your gran. Now. Jen’s in Glasgow, right? It’ll take you longer to get there. We’ve got people in the area. I’ll make sure she’s covered. Just get to your gran, now.’


Connor felt panic stab into his guts, freeze his blood. The world took on a harsh, metallic hue as his eyes developed an almost supernatural focus. ‘Robbie, you’re not making any sense. What—’


‘The email,’ Robbie replied, his voice somehow colder now. ‘It’s got a contract attached to it. Along with pictures of Jen and your gran. Says one of them will die if you don’t sign this contract. So get to your gran in Bannockburn. It’s only ten minutes from you. I’ll keep Jen safe, I promise. But get moving. Now.’


Connor ended the call, looked desperately around the room. Saw Simon staring at him, fear and determination painted into the set of his jaw and the way he was bouncing softly on the balls of his feet.


‘Connor, what the hell is going on? What do you need?’


Connor opened his mouth. Closed it. Found he couldn’t articulate the maelstrom of rage, terror and confusion that was screaming through his mind, like a tornado.


Instead, he took Robbie’s advice. He got moving.









CHAPTER 3


The car seemed to give a sigh of relief as Connor pulled to a halt in the care home’s car park and killed the engine.


Simon could sympathise.


After ending the call to Robbie, Connor had paused for a moment, as though digesting what he had been told. Then he got moving with that lithe grace that always unsettled Simon: watching a man of Connor’s size move like a dancer was a little like watching a great white shark swim through the ocean.


He turned to Simon, tossing the phone to him as he did so.


‘You read, I’ll drive,’ he said, as he strode towards the gym door.


Outside, the sky was a canvas of azure blue, marred only by the bone-white slash of a jet trail from a plane. Simon sprinted to Connor, got a hand on his shoulder and pulled his friend back.


‘Connor, wait,’ he said, forcing his voice to remain calm even as he saw the naked fury and, yes, hatred, spark in Connor’s jade-green eyes.


‘What the fuck?’ he hissed. ‘Simon, we’ve not got time for this. We need to get to—’


‘Exactly,’ Simon said, eyes not leaving Connor’s. He was taller than him by about three inches, but what Connor lost in height to Simon, he made up for in bulk. Simon had seen how effectively Connor could use that bulk, had no desire to be on the wrong end of his wrath.


‘Come on, man,’ he said. ‘Think about it. We get a call, you charge off straight for the car. No time, got to get there now. You hop in, start the engine then … what?’


‘Even in peace time, you always check under the car,’ Connor rumbled absently, repeating the mantra Simon had taught him years ago when they were police officers in Belfast.


‘Exactly,’ Simon said, and felt something ease in his chest as the fury in Connor’s eyes slowly abated. ‘Look, big man. This could be a hoax, it could be real. But we both know you’ve got few friends and a lot of enemies at the moment. What if this is their way of getting to you? Wind you up, get you running to a booby-trapped car. Sure, we saw it enough times in Belfast.’


Connor gave the slightest of nods, his jaw set tight, a muscle fluttering in his cheek, as though he was chewing on something vile. ‘Okay,’ he said softly. ‘We check the car.’


Five minutes later, they were on the move, having checked under the wheel arches, the exhaust track, the engine block, anywhere a device might have been hidden. Simon was glad of the distraction of Connor’s phone as they drove, the V8 of the Audi roaring like a wounded animal as Connor red-lined every gear.


The email Robbie had forwarded to Connor originated from an email address so generic it might as well have had ‘delivered from a dark web server’ watermarked on it. Attached to it were three items: a password-protected document labelled ‘CONTRACT’, and two jpegs, ‘OLD BITCH’ and ‘YOUNG SLUT’.


Opening the images, Simon found pictures of Connor’s grandmother, Ida, and his girlfriend, Jen MacKenzie. Pushing his revulsion and panic aside, he forced himself to examine the pictures as dispassionately as possible, see them as evidence, not intimidation.


They were professionally framed shots, the faces of both women clear and distinct. In the first, Ida Fraser was seen through the window of her care-home flat, grey cardigan draped around increasingly slender shoulders, her head crowned in a tight halo of permed grey curls, her left shoulder drooping slightly as she leant on her walking stick. In the second image, Jen was sitting in her wheelchair, a woman pushing her, long hair frozen in streamers as it was caught by the wind. She was, Simon realised, smiling in a way he had not seen in a long time. Carefree, happy, almost as if someone had not tried to kill her to settle an old score with her father.


He took a moment, considered. Two pictures. Both seemingly at long range. So a zoom lens, then. He thought back to his visits to Ida’s care home, a grand old converted Victorian townhouse that sat nestled behind a thick copse of trees to protect it from the outside world. Easy enough to conceal yourself in those trees with a camera and wait for the perfect picture to present itself. The same held true for Jen. She was outside in the picture, her face bathed in early-afternoon sun, the same flawless sky above her that Connor and Simon had seen when they left the gym.


Simon flicked between the pictures, looking for a date stamp, anything to give him a clue as to when they were taken. There was nothing, apart from Jen’s hair, which she had been growing out for a few months now. He felt a chill twist down his spine at the realisation: these images were relatively new, which meant the danger, whatever it was, was present and active, now.


He was startled from his thoughts by Connor shifting in his seat, the car rocking gently. He leant forward, eyes strobing across the front of the care home.


‘All looks normal enough,’ he muttered. ‘But I’ve got to get inside, see her, make sure …’


Simon nodded, placed a hand on Connor’s forearm. ‘Connor, take a breath. We don’t know what we’re dealing with here. But the last thing your gran needs is you barging in there like the Terminator. Be calm. Go to Reception, see if anything feels out of place. Get to your gran. If something doesn’t fit, call me.’


Connor looked at him, confusion flitting across his face. ‘You’re not coming in with me?’


‘No,’ Simon replied. ‘Think about it. If I go in there with you and there’s a problem, we’re trapped, and whoever’s running this shitshow has us locked down. You go in alone, I stay behind, gives us two possible lines of attack. Besides …’ he paused, flicked at Connor’s phone, then passed it back to him ‘… there’s something I want to check out.’


Connor nodded, his impatience to reach his gran obviously overwhelming his desire to get any more answers from Simon. They got out of the car and Simon watched as Connor approached the care home, looking for signs of another car door opening or someone emerging from the grounds to follow him.


Satisfied that his friend was not being followed, Simon pulled his phone out of his pocket, called up the picture he had forwarded from Connor’s phone and slowly wandered around outside of the care home. To the left of the main house, connected to it by an umbilical-like glass corridor, was a smaller, more recent building. The architects had obviously tried to blend it in with the imposing sandstone-and-glass façade of the main house, but no amount of sympathetic cornicing or stone pillars could hide what the second building was: a block of flats.


Simon closed his eyes, recalled previous visits to Ida. She was on the second floor of the building, on the south elevation. Simon glanced in that direction, smiled slightly as he saw that that side of the house faced directly onto the towering pines and oaks that surrounded the facility.


He walked briskly to the trees, then stepped into them, glancing back occasionally to orient himself. He remembered Ida serving them tea late one afternoon, the light dancing off the ornate silver teapot she used. He closed his eyes again, tracing the setting of the sun across the sky, trying to match the angle of that afternoon. That, coupled with Ida’s room number, gave him a fairly good idea of the room’s position. About twenty metres into the copse, he found an old oak, its bark like soot-stained silver. It was similar to the dozens of other trees around it, except for one difference: a massive branch at the bottom of it, fingers of wood stretching back to the main bulk of the tree, as though silently pleading with the trunk to bring it home. Simon bent down, examined the end of the branch. Felt excitement and adrenalin quicken his pulse and sharpen his senses as he ran a finger over the smooth, cut end. It was still slightly tacky to the touch with sap.


He took a breath, held it. Strained his senses for the smallest hint that someone was there with him. But, no, he was alone: he could feel it. Whoever it had been had done their job, then left.


Simon didn’t want to think about where they were going next.


He glanced up, saw another thick branch jutting out from the trunk, about eight feet up. Stood up and studied the tree, then jumped, grabbed a branch and hauled himself up. Felt no surprise when he saw fresh grazes in the bark: boots scrabbling up it. He kept climbing, found the branch he wanted, sat down. Looked up and saw another fresh cut mark on the tree, the same smooth saw marks where the branch that was now on the ground below had been cut from. Took out his phone, held it up. It wasn’t conclusive, but the angle and the height seemed right. Whoever had taken the picture sent to Connor had come here, cut down the branch above him to clear his line of sight, then taken the shot.


Simon sat there for a moment, trying to get a feel for the photographer. Fit enough to climb a tree with a camera and a zoom lens on their back, smart enough to use an untraceable email address, prepared enough to come here with a blade or a saw to remove any obstacles that might get in their way.


But who would do this? And why? For a contract? It made no sense.


Simon climbed down, then looked around the trunk, searching for clues. He didn’t think he would find any. The person who had done this was obviously …


He froze halfway around the tree trunk, on the opposite side to where he had found the cut branch. Glanced around again, suddenly convinced he had been wrong and someone had been there the whole time, watching him. But there was no one, just the rustle of the wind in the leaves, as though it was quietly mocking him.


Impaled on a branch in front of him was a single sheet of paper. Simon approached slowly, wishing he had something, anything, more than his fists and his feet as weapons.


It was a sheet of A4, thick and rich. Expensive. Scrawled on it in thick black letters was a simple message. Twelve words that told Simon he and Connor had just stepped into a world of trouble.


Sign the fucking contract. Or there will be holy hell to pay.









CHAPTER 4


He was the type of man who made an expensive watch look cheap. There was something in the way he constantly adjusted the cuff of his shirt and tailored suit jacket, pulling them up, then tucking them under the band of the watch, ensuring it was always on show, flashing ‘I’m a pretentious twat’ in Morse code as it caught the early-afternoon sun.


Not that being a twat had harmed Tom McGovern’s business acumen. A joiner by trade, McGovern had served his apprenticeship on building sites across central Scotland. When he was twenty-five, he had bought a small piece of land just outside a town in Midlothian that had been long forgotten by the mining industry that had given birth to it. According to his autobiography, McGovern had sold his car, his flat, and scrounged loans from his parents, his friends and anyone else who would open their wallet for him. And there were rumours, some of which Donna Blake had unsuccessfully investigated, that some of those wallets had not been filled through legal means.


McGovern, along with friends he had made on building sites, built ten homes on that patch of land. He had sold them for a ridiculous profit, and used the money to set up McGovern Homes. Over the following twenty-five years, McGovern had grown from a small developer to one of the biggest house-building operations in Scotland. Lauded as a magnate of Scottish business, he had been recruited as an adviser to government on industry and economic growth, attracted the attention of TV producers, who created a fly-on-the-wall documentary series about his life and work, and even gone down on one knee to collect a knighthood in London.


All of which had led Donna Blake to this moment: she was standing on another piece of forgotten ground about ten miles outside Stirling, watching McGovern as his PR people swarmed around him like flies as he constantly fiddled with his watch and paced around the makeshift stage that had been erected for the day.


The story had been a routine one to begin with: McGovern Homes had bought a slice of land just outside Banknock, a village south of Stirling, on the road to Glasgow. It was to be the site of a ‘development of twenty-five executive homes, offering both exceptional comfort in a rural location and easy transport links for commuting’.


Unfortunately for McGovern, Archie Baldwin had other ideas.


A retired history teacher, Archie had spent his retirement building up an encyclopaedic knowledge of Banknock and its surrounding area. So when he had heard about McGovern’s plans, he had objected on the grounds that the development would change the water plain in the area, which would ultimately flood an almost-forgotten graveyard that, Archie claimed, dated back to the time of Robert the Bruce and William Wallace.


Then, just as the press and the media were raising their noses and sniffing an interesting David v. Goliath story, Archie stepped into a council planning meeting in Falkirk and delivered a headline that propelled the story from local interest to the national agenda.


Donna smiled as she remembered the cutting she had read from the local paper:




A meeting to consider McGovern Homes’ application to build twenty-five homes near the village of Banknock was dramatically interrupted today, as on objector to the plans claimed the development would see ‘the streets of Banknock flooded with the remains of the dead and haunted by the avenging spirit of William Wallace’.





The story had dragged on under the full glare of the press, with the planning application eventually referred back to Scottish ministers for the final ruling. They had agreed to a modified plan for eighteen homes, citing the boost for local business and the pressing need for new accommodation in a post-pandemic world.


Finally, after almost two years, and with Archie still muttering darkly to any reporter who would listen, work was about to begin on the Middletrees Rise Development. With the interest in the story, McGovern had decided to spin it, getting a minor TV star with tenuous links to the area to cut the first sod.


Donna looked around at the assembled throng of reporters. She recognised people from STV, the BBC and a few other channels, all there for the same reason she was for Sky – hoping Archie or someone else would turn up and cause a scene.


A few minutes later, an immaculately tailored woman with a smile that was all teeth and lipstick tapped on a microphone that was set on a lectern at the centre of the stage. ‘Ah, ah, good afternoon,’ she said, her voice as bright as the gleam from McGovern’s watch. ‘Thank you all for coming. As you know, we’re here today to celebrate the start of work on the Middletrees Rise Development, and the jobs and homes it will bring to this community. There will be time for questions shortly, but first, Mr McGovern would like to say a few words.’


She shuffled to the side as McGovern lumbered towards the lectern. He was a large, broad-shouldered man, white-blond hair slicked back to reveal a forehead that wasn’t so much wrinkled as ploughed. He engulfed the microphone in one massive hand, then cleared his throat with a noise that sounded as if someone was taking a chainsaw to a tree.


‘Ah, good afternoon,’ he said, in a deep west-coast lilt that seemed to push his voice up half an octave at the end of every sentence. ‘It’s good to see you all here today. It’s been a long road getting Middletrees off the ground, and it wouldn’t have been possible without the help of my incredible team of—’


‘Lobbyists and well-connected friends?’ a voice called from the crowd.


Donna turned to see a thin man with a wild mop of dark brown hair glaring at McGovern on the podium, a small smile crawling across his thin lips. She turned back as McGovern jostled his assistant aside and craned forward to peer into the crowd.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said, every word slow and deliberate. ‘Who are you, and what are you insinuating?’


‘Doug McGregor, PA News,’ the wild-haired man shouted back. ‘And I’m not insinuating anything, sir. I’m just asking a question. Everyone here knows this development had a … shall we say difficult time getting approved? You yourself said it wouldn’t have been possible without a team. I’m just asking if that team included lobbyists and well-connected friends.’


‘I don’t believe a question of that sort should be dignified with an answer,’ McGovern said. His tone was all threat now, the lilt flattened by anger, every word designed to bite. ‘Let me guess. You’re another of those green-leaning fake-newsers who believes every entrepreneur is a money-grabbing monster, out to make a buck no matter the cost.’


McGregor laughed, shook his head as though McGovern had just told a joke he’d heard a hundred times before. ‘Nah, not at all, Mr McGovern. Got nothing against making a few quid myself, though I guess I’m in the wrong game for that.’ A ripple of laughter from some of the other journalists, Donna included. ‘What I do have a problem with, and what I do have questions about, are the five private dining events you hosted with this region’s list MSP throughout the planning process, and the donations made to his election fund by a company with which you have a direct yet undeclared connection through your work.’ He paused and theatrically checked a notepad he had produced from his back pocket. ‘Ah, yes, the Stephen Foundation.’


McGovern grew very still as the assembled crowd fell silent, the only sound the burst of flashes and the snapping of cameras. Then, as if some invisible dam had broken, the questions began, a wall of sound that seemed to send McGovern staggering back.


Donna watched as he was bustled off the stage, then whirled towards McGregor, who was standing rocking back and forth gently on his heels and raking one hand through his hair.


She strode over to him. ‘Nice work, genius,’ she said. ‘Now none of us will get anything from him other than a no-comment comment from his PR team later on. And what was that “PA” bullshit? I know all the reporters in the pool, and you’re not one of them.’


McGregor stared down at her, dark eyes dancing over her face. Then he smiled, offered her his hand. Surprised by the move, Donna took it and shook.


‘Doug McGregor,’ he said, his voice clipped and exact in only the way an Edinburgh boy’s can be. ‘Bullshitter extraordinaire and sometime crime reporter. And you’re Donna Blake from Sky TV, aren’t you? Thought I recognised you. Sorry I messed this up for you and everyone here, but I … Well, let’s just say I have my reasons.’


‘And what the hell might those be?’ Donna asked, frustration, confusion and curiosity robbing her words of any real anger.


McGregor looked at her for a moment, as though making a decision. ‘Why don’t we find a coffee shop and have a word?’ he said. ‘I can wait while you file your report. And, if you’re still not convinced, you can give Susie Drummond a quick call. She can vouch that I’m not a nutcase.’ The smile crawled back to his lips. ‘Well, not too much of one anyway.’


Donna felt her mouth open. Closed it. Who was this guy? He had shown up from nowhere, thrown some fairly damning accusations at a leading businessman and a local MSP, then asked her to go for a coffee.


And, more importantly, how the hell did he know her friend, Detective Sergeant Susie Drummond?









CHAPTER 5


Connor paced around the car, the sound of gravel crunching under his feet seeming to echo the grinding, incessant buzz of his thoughts.


He had forced himself to be calm when he walked into the care home, checked in with the front desk about his gran. A young woman, whom Connor vaguely recognised, answered his questions warily, as though she could read the storm of confusion and terror in his clipped, precise words and balled fists.


Yes, his gran was fine. Better than fine, actually. She’d taken a walk in the gardens earlier, seemed to enjoy the flowerbeds. No, no one had visited her in the last few hours, or approached the desk and asked about her. Was she expecting someone?


Good question, Connor had thought.


He had made his way to his gran’s flat, his guts lurching with a cocktail of relief and blind fury when she had opened the door and peered up at him, a smile creasing her face. She bustled him inside the flat, even as she launched into a stream of apologies about not having his favourite biscuits in as she hadn’t known he was coming. He made up an excuse he now couldn’t remember for his unannounced visit to her, then spent ten minutes on small-talk even as he checked the flat for signs of an intruder.


He found nothing, which only fuelled his rage. Someone was using his gran to get to him. But who?


And why?


He made his excuses after about twenty minutes, promising to return for a proper visit as soon as he could, then headed back outside, found Simon waiting for him, nothing good in his friend’s blank gaze. Simon had told him about his discovery in the woodland surrounding the home, which had set Connor pacing around the car, trying to understand what was going on.


‘Connor,’ Simon called, after a minute of silence. Connor looked up, saw Simon holding his phone away from his ear. ‘Just heard from Robbie. He’s got people with Jen now, says she’s fine. Seems she’s been out with her physio for a walk, which means …’


‘Which means the pictures were taken today,’ Connor muttered even as he felt oily guilt curl in his stomach. He should have called Jen, made sure she was all right.


He forced the thought aside. Focused. ‘But if they were taken today, does that—’


He was cut off by the chirp of his own mobile. He pulled it out of his pocket, wasn’t surprised when he saw ‘No Caller ID’. Gestured for Simon to come closer as he hit answer.


‘Connor Fraser,’ he said.


The voice that oozed out of the phone was smooth, cultured, almost tender. But there was something wrong with it, distorted, the vowels warped and consonants lifted. Autotune or something similar, Connor thought. A coward’s way of masking his voice.


‘Ah, Mr Fraser. Good. My apologies for waiting to call you, but I can imagine you’ve had a busy time since you got my email and my deposit.’


Connor clicked his phone onto speaker mode before he replied. ‘Busy time?’ he hissed, as he forced his jaw to unclench. ‘You could say that. Who are you? What’s this all about?’


A small, amused laugh down the line, the autotune twisting the sound in Connor’s ear. ‘You can call me a fan, I suppose, Mr Fraser. You see, I’ve read about you, and I’m very impressed by your work. So, I’ve decided to employ you. I am going to kill Father John Donnelly sometime in the next seven days. And you are going to stop me – or die trying. I’m not sure what the going rate is for a security consultant, but I trust the seventy thousand I’ve deposited with you will be enough for a week’s work.’


Connor looked up at Simon, whose expression was unreadable. ‘Listen, whoever you are, you just threatened two of the—’


‘I can see that you’ve accessed the pictures I sent you, Mr Fraser, so you know I’m serious in my intentions,’ the voice replied, cold cruelty clipping the vowels despite the distortion. ‘I can also see you’ve not accessed the contract I sent you yet. Refuse my offer, and either your grandmother, or the delightful Ms MacKenzie or someone else you love will die. So, reply with your agreement to the terms within ten minutes or my next call will be a very lurid, very detailed account of a death you could have prevented. A death that I promise will shatter your heart. And, just to be fair, I’ll give you an hour, starting now, to find Father Donnelly before the games begin. Good hunting, Mr Fraser, to both of us.’


Connor took a breath to reply, heard the click of the call ending before he could speak.


‘Jesus,’ Simon said, as Connor stared down at his phone. ‘What the fuck is all that about?’


‘No idea,’ Connor said. ‘But we’ve got a clock ticking now. Thoughts?’


Simon blew out a deep breath, dropped his head. Connor could almost hear the thoughts thundering through his friend’s mind as he ran every possible scenario. Someone had profiled Connor closely enough to know about Jen and his gran. They also knew how to surveil both women without being detected, and were tech-savvy enough to use bank transfers from American shell accounts that did not list account ownerships. And, given the seventy thousand pounds they had just thrown away to get Connor’s attention, they had deep pockets.


‘Play for time,’ Simon said after a moment. ‘We don’t have enough facts yet to know what the hell we’re dealing with. Scan that fucking contract, then sign it, buy us some time.’


Connor nodded. He hated being so reactive, responding to events rather than dictating them, but he couldn’t see much choice. He would make sure Jen and his gran were safe, then find whoever had threatened them. And end them.


‘Agreed,’ he said. ‘But do me one favour?’


Simon’s brow furrowed. ‘Sure. But what …’


‘You check out the contract. Not sure how legally binding it is under the circumstances, but it’s important to whoever our mystery caller is so we play along. If there are no glaring fuck-ups in it, tell me and I’ll do as he asks.’


‘And what are you going to be doing in the meantime?’ Simon asked.


Connor felt a smile slither onto his lips. It felt cold, alien. Cruel.


‘What else?’ he said. ‘I’m going to look for Father John Donnelly.’









CHAPTER 6


He laid the phone down gently, as though it was a pet he had not quite tamed. Stared at it for a moment as he let the silence of the room seep into him, soothe him, as it had so many times before.


It was done. After all these years, after all the planning and the agonising and the soul searching, it was done. The first step had been taken. There was no going back now.


For any of them.


He glanced around the room, his eyes falling on the Bible that sat on the table in front of him, a bottle of whisky beside it. He considered both objects carefully – his life represented by two objects, one offering salvation, one promising only ruin. He reached for the Bible, stopped himself. What he had just done was a grievous sin, mortal even. Yet he could not find it within himself to regret his actions. From evil had come good. It was always the way.


‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned,’ he muttered, as he reached for the whisky instead. ‘And I intend to continue sinning for a long, long time.’


The whisky seared his throat as he swigged from the bottle, stirring up a memory of another time when the fire had seemed ready to consume him. A smoke-filled room, the world seen in snatches of soot-smeared orange and flaring white as the fire raged, the heat an almost physical weight as it licked at his skin, blistering it with acidlaced kisses that blackened his flesh and …


He closed his eyes, told himself the tears he felt were from the whisky. It had begun. He could mourn himself and his lost soul later.


Fraser had not been what he had expected. Studying him, he had formed the impression of a bruiser who intimidated with his size and thought with his fists. But speaking to him now, he had felt the presence of the man, the force of personality that lurked behind his words. There had been no fear in that voice. Confusion, yes, and an understandable frustration and tension, but fear? No. He had seen fear in all its forms, from the haunted eyes that swung open the front door to him, begging him silently not to end their world with a simple statement, or the desperate, wide-eyed animalistic terror of a person who was trapped and knew they were going to die.


Like the fire, fear was a living thing. But it found no comfort in Connor Fraser.


He lifted the whisky bottle in a silent toast, took another long swig, then held it in his mouth, feeling it blister and burn.


Yes, he had chosen well. Connor Fraser would be more than adequate for the task at hand, a fine implement of justice. When he had completed his unwitting mission, Connor Fraser would die. But before he did, he would know the fear and the fire.


And in that moment, they would be brothers.









CHAPTER 7


Finding Father Donnelly had been a lot easier than Connor had thought it was going to be. Not thanks to the power of the Almighty or the divine insight of an omniscient God, but with the help of the twenty-first century’s equivalent.


Connor had turned to Google.


He started with what he knew. He’d been given an hour to find Donnelly. Given that whoever he was dealing with wanted Connor to protect him, he had to be somewhere close, somewhere Connor could get to in under an hour. So that meant Catholic churches in the Stirling and Bannockburn area, maybe stretching out as far as Falkirk.


Armed with this information, Connor had flicked onto the web app on his phone and started searching. He was surprised to find his initial request led him to a searchable website that listed not only Catholic churches across the UK but also the names of those working there. Despite himself, Connor laughed at that. After the scandals of the last few years, from child abuse to priests having affairs with married parishioners, he would have expected the Church to be playing the quiet game. But, no, there they were, online and advertising, no different from a plumber or any other tradesman, and open for business.


It made a certain sense. After all, wasn’t the main man the son of a carpenter?


The listing was for a small church called St Ninian’s in Lenton Barns, a tiny, forgotten village nestled in the farmlands south of Stirling. Connor flicked through the website, found a picture of Father John Donnelly. He was a nondescript man, probably in his late fifties, judging from the salt-and-pepper hair and forehead that was as lined as a topological map. Dark brown eyes peered out from behind lenses so thick they gave him a vaguely owlish appearance. His only remarkable feature was a scarlet blotch that ran from his bottom lip and across his chin, almost as if he had snuck a swig of the Communion wine and dribbled it. Scar or birthmark, Connor couldn’t tell.


But the question remained, who was this man? And why did someone want to kill him?


Connor phoned the number listed on the website, wasn’t surprised when it rang out and went to an answerphone message so abrupt and perfunctory that all it told him was that Donnelly was from the west coast and no fan of technology.


He decided not to leave a message. Lenton Barns was only a twenty-minute drive from his current location, and he had the feeling that a personal visit was in order.


‘Well,’ Simon said, as he walked towards him, waggling his phone. ‘I’ve read this “contract”. Load of shite, so whoever wrote it could be a high-court judge. Basically says you agree to protect this Donnelly character for the agreed fee of seventy grand. A “fair day’s work for a fair day’s pay”. Nothing more, nothing less.’


‘Guess I should sign it then, keep this lunatic happy until we know what we’re dealing with.’


A sly smile played across Simon’s lips. ‘Too late, big man,’ he said. ‘I’ve already done it. Forged your signature, signed into your email account and sent it. This bugger’s going to learn he’s not the only one who can play sneaky.’


Connor returned his friend’s smile, but he could see the anger and determination behind Simon’s banter. They had first met when Connor was a probationary police officer with the Police Service of Northern Ireland. And while Connor’s police career had been neither long nor glorious, thanks to a run-in with a small-time thug who called himself the Librarian, Simon had taught him everything he knew about policing and, more importantly, friendship. He worked from a simple code: come at me in the line of duty, fine. Fuck with me or mine as a way to get to me, then your bones will enjoy a long interment in some very, very cold ground.


He filled Simon in on what he had found out about Father Donnelly and they headed to the car, Simon assuring Connor that he’d arranged for Sentinel Securities staff to put his gran’s care home under surveillance. Connor wondered what Gordon Argyll, an accountant who was one of his fellow directors at Sentinel, would think about company resources being used for personal gain, and found he didn’t really care.


Until he knew what was going on, he would do whatever it took to keep his gran and Jen safe.


They drove to Lenton Barns in silence, each man alone with his thoughts. Again, Connor felt a snarl of unease at being a player in someone else’s game, tried to calm himself with the thought that Jen and his gran were safe, and he would find his mysterious ‘client’ soon enough.


A thought occurred to him as he drove. Was this Duncan MacKenzie’s doing? He had clashed with Jen’s father the previous year, uncovered some nasty family secrets that meant Connor had been moved from Duncan’s Christmas card list to his hit list. The only thing that had stayed his hand, so far, was Jen. Still recovering from being run over as part of a twisted message to Duncan, Connor had been there for her through surgery and rehabilitation. Duncan had seen this, deemed his desire for vengeance was less important than his daughter’s happiness and recovery.


But had that changed? Duncan had shown he could and would use anyone to get what he wanted. Had he decided Jen was now recovered enough to be a pawn in his game, a game that would lead to him standing over Connor’s bloodied corpse?


Connor pushed the thought away as he saw the road sign that indicated they were entering Lenton Barns. He slowed the car, felt the air grow thick as Simon snapped to attention in his seat. It was like being back on patrol in Belfast, both men on alert, ready for anything.
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