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  Praise for Craig Robertson




  ‘Robertson’s work is marked by crisp prose, smart storylines and an inventiveness most authors would envy’




  Eva Dolan




  ‘The writing is stellar, the characters vivid and memorable and the plot strong and full of surprises. The Last Refuge should certainly enhance Craig

  Robertson’s reputation as one of Scotland’s leading crime writers’




  Ragnar Jonasson




  ‘Masterful! Craig Robertson certainly knows how to hook a reader’ Kati Hiekkepelto




  ‘It’s a great murder mystery’ James Oswald




  ‘A tense torch-lit trek through a hidden city you never knew existed’




  Christopher Brookmyre




  ‘Doing for Glasgow, what Rankin did for Edinburgh’




  Mirror




  ‘A revenge thriller with a twist’ Sun




  ‘Cracking dialogue, a captivating plot and that wonderful sense of place’ The Australian
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      ‘Every man has to have a hobby’




      – Ed Gein, American murderer and grave robber who made household objects from human body parts.




      He gave the reply when asked why he’d done what he did.


    


  




  





  Prologue




  We saw her the minute she stepped inside, thinking herself so clever just for being there. It must have taken all of two seconds for her to switch from smug to scared. The

  unwarranted confidence spilling from her like blood from a slashed wrist.




  Coming in here is like entering a maze with all the lights turned off. We’re here, waiting for her, watching her stumble around in search of us. She’s sure we’re inside but now

  she’s afraid because she realises she doesn’t know where she’s going. Us? We can see in the dark.




  This is our place. Us and people like us. She, on the other hand, is an intruder.




  She’s just blundering around, pushing buttons, hoping for the best. She’s treading on mines and traps every step she takes but she’s too stupid to even notice.




  She is inside the most dangerous place on the planet and she doesn’t know it.




  This is the darkest place you can imagine. She’ll find that out soon enough.




  We don’t mind her coming looking because it was inevitable that someone would eventually do so. We do resent her misplaced confidence, though. We object to her cheek.




  Someone must have given her a key, because there’s no other way in. This place is impenetrable without an invitation. Governments have tried and failed to get in – and stay in

  – here. Experts in terrorism, fraud, money laundering and people trafficking have spent millions trying to be inside. Representatives of every significant branch of law enforcement have done

  the same. It remains beyond their reach.




  This is a place where people are actively working to have a world leader assassinated. Where you can buy or sell children. Or guns or drugs. Where you can have someone killed or abducted,

  provide a new identity or the opportunity to disappear. And us? We deal in murder.




  In this place you will find anything you want and everything you fear.




  Welcome to the dark web. Good luck trying to get out again. Good luck trying to stay alive.




  





  CHAPTER 1




  THURSDAY 21, APRIL 2016




  A Glasgow railway station on a cold April morning is a lonely place to die. It’s a pretty soulless place to wait for a train, too.




  Not even the promise of sunrise offers much hope of chasing away the chill and putting heat into their bones. They’re all sleepwalkers, lumbering from foot to foot and shivering as they

  await their train north.




  Nathan watches them with amusement and contempt, seeing the same old dance ready to repeat itself. Unsociable bastards, the lot of them. They barely look at each other, instead staring at the

  electronic noticeboard high above Queen Street’s concourse, willing the platform number to appear. They all know it will soon say platform seven but, no, they need the proof before their

  eyes.




  They need to actually see it change before they’ll allow themselves to shamble through the barriers and get on board in search of a seat to themselves. It’s always the same.




  He looks around and doesn’t see any familiar faces, but they’re all recognisable in their own ways. There’s the guys in the suits stuffed with self-importance and trying to

  hide whisky breath with packets of mints. There’s women in sharp two-piece numbers, clutching laptops, newspapers and handbags, their collars turned up against the morning air. Then

  there’s the rucksack crew in walking shoes and fleeces and three days of stubble, all ready to sleep until somewhere north of Perth. There are teenagers in hoodies, night-shift workers

  heading for their beds and a few who look like they missed the last train and are being poured onto the first one instead.




  There are holdalls and suitcases, sports bags and shoulder bags and there are plastic bags that clink with fuel for the journey. They’re all here, cold and weary and ready to go. All

  waiting for the platform number to become the magic seven.




  Nathan isn’t any different. He’s keen to get going, too, and frustrated at seeing the four-carriage train just sitting there but not being allowed on board. Come on. It’s

  bloody freezing out here, just finish whatever it is you have to do and let us inside.




  It isn’t six o’clock yet but there are maybe fifty or sixty people waiting and doing the cold-feet shuffle. Some of them are hugging plastic cups of coffee, others are rubbing their

  hands and blowing out air that fogs in front of their faces. All just looking at the board and waiting and . . .




  There. The digital numbers flash and change and, sure enough, it’s platform seven. About time. You can almost hear them all think it. Everyone moves.




  Here we go, the same old nonsense as they get on. Look at them pretending not to hurry but desperate to get there before anyone else, quickening their step in the hope of a seat with a table and

  no neighbours, ready to put down bags or newspapers to mark their territory and, above all, eager to be facing forward. Oh, and his personal favourite, the selfish sods that sit on the outside of

  two seats to stop anyone else sitting beside them. People are pathetic.




  There they go, moving to the far carriages in the hope that they will be empty and they won’t have to look at anyone else or have their space invaded. And God forbid they might actually

  have to talk to another human being. Train passengers may be the most unsociable bunch on the planet. Nathan despises them and maybe that just makes him as bad as they are.




  He shakes his head as he watches them go to the far end and smiles, knowing they won’t be able to get the peaceful commute they seek. It’s like a plane load of tourists all flying to

  the same deserted island in search of paradise. It just doesn’t work out the way you want.




  He gets into the first carriage. It will do him just fine.




  There’s still four minutes to go and the seats are filling up around him. A young Chinese couple get in the seats in front and he can hear their low chatter, doubtless complaining about

  the cold. A large guy sits down across the aisle and spends a couple of minutes noisily stuffing a jacket, a coat, a scarf and hat and a duffel bag into the overhead space.




  It’s 05.55 and the doors are closed. One minute to go until the first train stretches and yawns and lurches out of Glasgow towards Aberdeen. The guard on the platform looks like he’s

  just fallen out of his bed, hair dishevelled and eyes bleary. He takes a final scratch at his beard and a last look at the clock before raising his flag and blowing his whistle. 05.56. Time to

  go.




  The train rocks and moves and the carriages are reluctantly forced to follow. The Chinese teenagers move their heads together and kiss. All the antisocial bastards in their individual little

  neighbourless seats breathe a sad wee sigh of relief that they’ve secured some room for themselves.




  They slide down the right-hand side of Queen Street’s walls, a low rumble as they take their leave. The nose of the train enters the tunnel under the city’s streets and leads them

  slowly into blackness before remerging just moments later back into the mist-shrouded break of day.




  He hears the first scream, or maybe it’s the second. It’s distant but unmistakable and ripples back through the carriages in waves. The people round him hear it, too, and

  there’s instant confusion and panic. The young couple in front are straining forward to hear and the large guy opposite is standing as he tries to see what the hell is going on.




  The screams are closer and louder and multiplied. They’re not rippling back now, they’re flowing. It’s a tsunami. Shouting and obvious panic from up ahead.




  Then a screech and a sudden stall that sends everyone back in their seat as the train slows dramatically. He knows someone has pulled the emergency cord and stopped the beast in its tracks. The

  brakes are on and they are only inching forward now.




  The screams become deafening. The screams are from the carriage in front and from his.




  Everyone is looking at it. The blue latticed bridge up to their right. The bridge and the naked body that’s hanging from it.




  He pushes his face to the window, frosting the glass with the sudden explosion of his breath. The man’s head is slumped forward, choked at the neck, but they can all still see his eyes

  bulging, wide and terrified but lifeless. His arms are by his sides and two dark streaks of red run from his chest down across the white of his bare flesh. It’s blood, streaming down his

  torso and thighs.




  From around him, Nathan hears familiar metallic clicks and looks up and down the carriage to see people on their mobile phones. They are photographing the body that is swinging from the

  rope.




  The Chinese girl has her head buried in her boyfriend’s chest but, even as she does that, he is snapping away. Click. Click. Click.




  They don’t know what else to do. They scream and they photograph. They are horrified and bewildered and disgusted but they click and click and click.




  Nathan takes a photograph too. He takes several. However, he isn’t as shocked as everyone else is to see the hanging body. Nathan put him there.




  





  CHAPTER 2




  Standing still in a crime scene is like catching your breath in a whirlpool. Controlled chaos reigns around you and for a moment you can be fooled into thinking it’s you

  who are moving and that everything and everyone else is a frozen blur.




  Tony Winter stood just long enough to fall into the trap. He drank in the familiarity of his surroundings, the barked orders and the frenzied flit of bodies, the unhurried haste and the guilty

  vibe of people high on the rush of something awful. It had been his world for so long and, even now, when it had turned upside down, it seemed as right as it was wrong.




  A few yards away, and maybe forty feet above his head, hung the body that was at the centre of the vortex. Everything worked round that. It was their reason for being.




  He took the camera that was slung around his neck and used the zoom to focus in on the man. Fair hair, pale skin turned paler still. Already there was vivid purple discoloration in his legs and

  feet, gravity causing the blood to settle. The twin streaks of blood down his pallid torso were – Winter closed in further – coming directly from the man’s nipples. Or rather

  where the nipples should have been.




  Winter’s camera picked out the rough fibres of the thick rope that clung to the victim’s neck and suspended him from the bridge. He traced back down to the man’s slumped head

  and those straining eyes, down, down, all the way to the rough ground spattered in blood and the strange stack of clothing that sat way below the body.




  He backed up a few yards, taking in more of the scene between him and the hanging figure. Lifting his camera again, he made a few quick adjustments to change the exposure, then framed the man

  and let the busy army of uniformed cops, detectives and forensics walk across his shot. The effect was to leave the body perfectly in focus but the white-suited figures became shadows of

  themselves, a welcome party of ghosts for the recently departed.




  Slowly, however, one of the ghosts turned and looked straight back at him through the lens. This one was fully focused.




  ‘Tony, what the hell are you doing behind the tape? You forget you don’t work for us any more?’




  It was less than a year since Winter had made the leap from police photographer to photo-journalist. From Forensic Services to the Scottish Standard. He still wasn’t sure if it made

  him poacher turned gamekeeper or the other way round. Maybe it just meant he was now outside the tent, peeing in. Except he had just been caught sneaking inside.




  He shrugged unapologetically at DS Rico Giannandrea, a hint of a smile playing on his lips. ‘No, but I think a couple of the uniforms forgot again. They recognised me but no one wanted to

  stop me.’




  Giannandrea scowled at him. ‘Well I’m stopping you now. Do I need to rip the memory card from that camera or are you going to remember the rules? And the law?’




  ‘No need. I’m just trying to do my job, Rico.’




  Giannandrea shook his head and lowered his voice. ‘Just don’t make mine any harder. You know if it was anyone else I’d kick their arse. And don’t call me Rico. Not here.

  Go on, beat it, Tony. You’ll be in even more trouble if she catches you in here.’




  Winter didn’t doubt the truth of that but in itself it wouldn’t make him stop. He had a job to do and so did she. The trouble was that his job and hers weren’t always exactly

  compatible.




  Giannandrea’s phone buzzed and he listened briefly before ending the call. ‘That’s her coming now, Tony. Do us both a favour and get fifty yards back that way as fast as you

  can.’




  With a sharp nod, Winter hustled back towards the station, managing to duck under the tape next to a startled constable just before she got there. Job to do or not, he didn’t see the point

  in making life any more difficult for himself than he needed to. In any case, he already had what he came for.




  When DI Rachel Narey reached the tape and saw him standing there, a fleeting look of exasperation crossed her face. Her eyebrows lifted in a familiar expression. It said, ‘Here we go

  again.’ It said, ‘Speak later’ and it said, ‘Stay the hell out of my crime scene.’




  Narey and Giannandrea were standing on the rubble-strewn path next to the track out of Queen Street. Directly above their heads the naked figure swung slowly in the morning

  breeze, making them dizzy.




  They stretched their necks back, looking up into the light mist, seeing the soles of the young man’s feet, seeing the streaks of red down his torso and legs, and the purple settling of

  lividity. His eyes popped and his neck was scored raw by the rope that hung him. It was a horrific sight and they couldn’t help but stare.




  Beyond the body, all they could see was bridge and brick, then a misty, miserable canvas of grey. Against that, he swayed, ashen white as if crucified on an invisible cross. A scrub of fair

  chest hair was daubed in blood and his mouth hung open, frozen in a twist of terror.




  ‘Fuck.’




  The word slipped so casually from Giannandrea that she wasn’t sure he even knew he’d said it. They’d both seen plenty in their time and this was more of the same but different.

  Another shade of the familiar still had the power to shock.




  The site smelled of death and daybreak. Something dead and something reborn. She imagined she could smell his flesh decaying over the freshness of morning dew and clean air.




  The ground at their feet was a minefield of blood spots and they had to pick where they stood with care. Looking straight up, necks craned, it was all too easy to imagine fresh drops falling

  like rain onto their faces. Narey blinked but, when she reopened her eyes, the body was still there, still swinging, still dead.




  Behind them, the noise from the station was chaotic. Restless engines rumbled, eager to move but confined to base. Sirens blared as emergency reinforcements arrived, struggling to be heard over

  the incessant excited chatter that rose to the roof and back again. Closer, the scene buzzed with people and questions, everyone with a job to do but everyone taking time to sneak another look at

  the young man on the rope.




  ‘Fuck,’ Giannandrea muttered again.




  The area within the arc of the body was already salted with yellow numbered markers indicating blood drops and a couple of partial footprints. Marker number six was next to a neat pile of

  clothing positioned on the stones way below the body. Jeans, shirt, jacket, sweater. All perfectly folded and stacked on top of a pair of white trainers. It looked like they’d been tidied and

  placed there by an over-attentive mother.




  The corners of each piece of clothing matched the others perfectly. It was obsessively neat. Like a return from the best laundry in town, except they were spattered with blood drops from the

  swinging figure above.




  Narey crouched down and saw that the clothes were worn but fresh, good-quality and fashionable. She poked a gloved finger into the pile and revealed a designer label sticking out of the collar

  of the shirt and saw another expensive logo on the breast of the sweater.




  She knew the initial search of the clothes had produced a photo driving licence in a pocket of the jeans. It declared him to be Aiden McAlpine, a twenty-three-year-old from Knightswood in the

  city’s West End. As she looked up again, he looked even younger. Pale and scared. Lost and needing to be rescued. He needed to be taken home to his mother.




  Narey stood again, turning to walk across to the track, positioning herself where the train would have been, trying to see what the passengers would have seen. They couldn’t have missed

  him.




  Giannandrea had said it had been the first train out of the station. The driver saw him initially but then the whole train did. Someone hit the emergency alarm and the driver slammed on the

  brakes. It hadn’t picked up any speed so was able to stop quickly. That turned out not to be the best idea, as it left two carriages with a front row-seat.




  In seconds, the bloody photos were all over Twitter. Ghoulish? Of course it was, but that’s how people are. It went viral in no time. In the twenty minutes it had taken her to get to the

  track, the body had been seen all over the world.




  They hadn’t been able to back the train into Queen Street because there were other trains waiting to get out, so they went on to Bishopbriggs and got people off there. Some of them were

  treated for shock, but only once they got off their phones and social media.




  Was the body still swaying? She’d swear that it was. Either it was moving or she was. She wanted the poor sod cut down and covered as soon as possible. There was also no way

  trains could move down that track until it was done, and there was mounting chaos behind them.




  The first alert labelled it as a possible suicide but that just didn’t fly at all. One look and she knew that wasn’t the case. This was murder. Neither pure nor simple, but certainly

  murder.




  There was no obvious way back up to the bridge from the ground and it beggared belief that this young man had stripped there by the track, arranged his clothes into that weirdly neat pile, then

  somehow made his way, naked, up to the bridge and tied a rope round his neck.




  No, someone had done all that for him. They’d killed him in the dark of night and tied the body to the bridge before throwing him over the edge to hang there for the train to pass.




  There were probably hundreds of bridges in Glasgow but few of them would have left such a public viewing area. This was meant to be seen. That was the whole point. Jeez, those bloody

  mobile phones. It had been seen everywhere.




  Someone had put on quite a show.




  Giannandrea joined her again, shoving his phone back in his pocket and his face suggesting even more good news.




  ‘What’s up, now?’




  He breathed out hard, as if it would somehow help. ‘We’ve got an ID on the victim. Aiden McAlpine is the only son of Mark McAlpine.’




  ‘The MSP?’




  ‘Yep.’




  ‘Fuck.’




  They stood in silence for an age, both looking up, seeing the man and the rope and the bridge. Both joining dots and asking and answering questions in their heads. Both looking

  back down at the pile of clothing.




  ‘Why have his clothes been left like that, Rico?’




  ‘To freak us out. To add to the whole staging of it. And to make sure we know it’s not a suicide. Whoever did this was making sure he didn’t miss out on the credit.’




  She nodded without taking her eyes off the body.




  ‘Yes. It’s exactly that. It’s showing off. It is all staged. A bridge in front of a train-load of passengers. Daylight breaking. The clothing. Is there CCTV covering the

  bridge?’




  Giannandrea shook his head. ‘No. Nothing. There’s no shop or businesses up there that would have their own, either.’




  ‘Great. And something else about these clothes, Rico. What’s missing?’




  He looked again, trying to work it out. ‘There’s no underwear. No boxer shorts or socks. But he could just have gone commando and some kids still go sockless for fashion.’




  ‘Yeah, maybe. But the way these clothes are stacked? Someone’s taking the piss and I don’t like it one bit. Rico, Google something for me, will you? What time was sunrise this

  morning? Exactly.’




  Giannandrea worked his mobile phone and had the answer in seconds. ‘Glasgow sunrise, 05.56.’ He lifted his head and looked at her. ‘The same time as the train left.’




  ‘Fuck.’




  





  CHAPTER 3




  He had maybe twenty photographs he could have chosen from. Scene shots, body shots. Close-ups of the rope or the hands. A shot of the blood that had trickled down the torso.

  Maybe the horrified look on the faces of passengers or the studied shock of attending cops.




  Twenty photographs, but in the end the choice was easy. There is always one. The picture. This one was almost identical to six others but different enough that it stood head and shoulders

  above them.




  The words were the hard bit but, luckily for him, one good photograph was said to be worth a thousand of those. He wasn’t quite sure about the arithmetic but he was happy to go with the

  principle. One good photograph. Used big and bold and keeping the words to a minimum. Said it all.




  It was the clothes. The neat, folded clothing that Aiden McAlpine had been wearing before someone stripped him and murdered him.




  Winter had framed it carefully, probably just as obsessively as the killer who’d stacked it with hospital corners and military precision. He’d offered it to the picture desk who

  initially threw up their hands at the uselessness of it, hadn’t he got the body, then got more interested when they actually looked at it.




  They took it to the editor, Jack Hendrie, who was all over it in an instant. He decided to splash with it. Front page. Large.




  There it was, big as a house on the front page of the Standard. Almost life-size. Almost death-size. Winter guessed not everyone would have seen the shadow at first. The clothing itself

  grabbed your eye. The crisp pale blue of the shirt. The dark and faded blue of the denims. The white trainers with the flash of navy. The so-recently worn, the perfect folds and immaculate corners.

  All that took the eye away from the shadow. At first.




  Then when you saw it, your eyes grew wide with the dawning realisation of it. The unmistakeable silhouette of the hanging man, the macabre shadow posed perfectly across the clothes he’d

  been ripped from. His death painted theatrically across the remnants of his life.




  It showed the body in a way no direct photograph of it could. Not in a national newspaper at least. Nor on any news programme. It conveyed the horror of it without actually showing any. The

  world leapt on it, helped by the fact that Hendrie decided to put in on the paper’s online edition first.




  In the digital age, to wait was to lose. He couldn’t take the chance of being beaten to the punch with something similar, so got it out there fast. The picture went live before the first

  pint had hit the back of the first throat in the Horseshoe. All copyright The Scottish Standard.




  The other papers led with variations on the same headlines and the best pic they had available, which wasn’t much. ‘Sunrise Killer’, said the Sun. ‘MSP’s son

  murdered’, said the Herald. None of them could match the power of the Standard’s front page led by Winter’s photograph.




  The first request came from the Telegraph in London, quickly followed by its rival, The Times. CNN International wanted it and then so too did its senior partner in the US. The

  Standard’s newsdesk was swamped with requests. The BBC, ITV, Bild, the New York Daily News, ABC, Fox News, Le Monde. All willing to pay top dollar.




  Winter’s photograph had the unique stamp of being palatable yet shocking. Editors could pretend they were defending the sensibilities of their readers and viewers while simultaneously

  feeding their hunger for gore. It went global and it carried the murder of Aiden McAlpine with it.




  The Internet, quickly sated on the revulsion of the mobile phone pictures from the morning, fastened on to the clothing photograph as if it was some sanitised version that pardoned their own

  bloodlust. Facebook and Twitter gorged on it. It was shared and liked, tweeted and retweeted. Thousands of times every minute.




  The speed of it scared him a bit. Every use of the photo bred a hundred more, each of those hundred spawned a thousand. He’d never properly understood the word viral till then. If his

  picture had been a disease, the world would have been dead.




  The feedback came via the Standard’s Facebook page. Messages poured in. To the photographer, to the journalist, and to variations on ‘the scumbag who took that

  picture’:




  

    

      

        

          

            ‘Amazing pic.’




            ‘You should be ashamed of yourself.’




            ‘That creeped me out. But I liked it.’




            ‘Good job. Thank you.’




            ‘Gross. Cool but gross.’




            ‘Disgusting. Get a life.’




            ‘Spooky.’


          


        


      


    


  




  The worst if it was that he became part of the story and that had never been in the deal. The more impressions the photo made, the more people wanted to know who had taken it.

  His news editor, Archie Cameron, a twenty-year reporter who’d survived the culls and was now running the desk because no else remained who could do it, told him he’d had eight requests

  for an interview before two o’clock.




  Winter flat out refused. He wasn’t the story. Aiden McAlpine was the story.




  Archie had sighed and told him he agreed, but that wasn’t the way the world worked any more. The Standard’s owners liked the fact they were the subject of global attention and

  they were very keen that Winter did the interviews. In the end, he didn’t have much choice but to agree.




  Everything about it left him feeling a bit dirty. It was his photograph but it was like he didn’t own it any more. It was out there, seen and devoured by the world. Sure, that was his job

  but he couldn’t escape a feeling of dread. He felt that somehow he was being used and that maybe he’d done the one thing that Aiden McAlpine’s killer wanted. More headlines, more

  exposure.




  ‘Good job. Thank you.’




  





  CHAPTER 4




  The message that a press conference had been called for three that afternoon had immediately made Narey uncomfortable. The presser was no great surprise given who Aiden

  McAlpine’s father was, and the timing was perfect for the TV companies, who’d be desperate for a teatime news slot. Detective Chief Superintendent Tom Crosbie, the lead for the Major

  Investigation Team, was fronting it up, but she wouldn’t have expected anything else. A high-profile case always suits the suits.




  Be there, was what she was told. Get your lippy on for the cameras. Press room. Three o’clock. That was it. She was bothered not by what had been said to her but what hadn’t. Sure,

  it had all been a rush job, so maybe she was worrying unnecessarily, but she didn’t think so.




  The press was there before she was and a couple of reporters who knew her by sight approached to try to ask her questions. She brushed them aside, telling them they’d just have to wait.

  She needed to talk to DCI Addison, to find out what the hell was going on, but there was no sign of him, and it was just a couple of minutes before the thing was due to start.




  She felt another hand at her elbow from the press pack and turned with half a mind to twist it up the perpetrator’s back. It was Winter.




  ‘Fancy seeing you here!’ He kept his voice low enough that his fellow journalists couldn’t hear. ‘Can you tell the Standard who the killer is?’




  ‘No comment. You know, I still can’t get used to you being here. Being one of them.’




  He laughed. ‘Well get used to it. It’s what’s going to have to pay our mortgage.’




  ‘The wages of sin.’ She spat it out but a hint of a smile played on her lips. ‘I don’t like the way this conference is going. I’ve a feeling you might have one

  pissed-off police officer to placate later.’




  ‘Why? What’s up?’




  ‘Maybe nothing. I’m not . . . Hang on, there’s Addison. I need to speak to him. Look, I have to go.’




  DCI Derek Addison was her longtime boss and a good friend of Winter’s. Thick as thieves, the two men were drinking buddies and football fans together. You’d think that might have cut

  her some slack as far as knowing what was happening in the station was concerned, but it didn’t seem to today. Addison’s lanky six-foot-four frame rose above most of the other cops in

  the media room and she’d spotted him the moment he entered.




  She managed to catch his gaze and made an exaggerated shrug of her shoulders to throw him the question. He immediately looked awkward and she could see him swear under his breath, fuelling her

  fears further. He started to make his way across the room towards her but, just behind him, Crosbie entered the room signalling the press conference was about to start and he had to abandon the

  move with an apologetic shrug of his own.




  Fuck it. Fuck it. She could feel the anger rise from her toes.




  There was a seat behind the desk with a piece of folded card in front of it with her name printed in bold letters. She manoeuvred her way behind the other seats and took her place. She had no

  sooner sat down than she wanted out, wanted to be anywhere else. She was trapped, though, stuck where she was in full view of the media and the cameras.




  All she could do was pick a spot on the far wall, somewhere just above the heads of the assembled reporters and other cops, and stare at it with as impassive an expression on her face as she

  could maintain. She fixed on that to the extent that, although she was aware of other people taking their seats beside her, she couldn’t see who they were.




  When Crosbie began to speak, she could register only every other word and phrase. All were delivered in that deadly sombre tone that comes only with media coaching. Crosbie could have been

  reading Billy Connolly’s greatest routine and it would still come out as if a little girl’s dog had been run over by a bus. No drama, no sensitivity, just a big dollop of gravitas.




  She knew where it was going and didn’t need to listen to it all. She kept her focus on the far wall and on looking nothing other than professional.




  ‘Officers were called . . . attended immediately . . . parents notified . . . greatest sympathy . . . understanding at this time . . .’




  Get to it. Ah, here we go.




  ‘Because of the high-profile nature of this investigation and of the extensive media exposure that it has already created and will continue to receive . . .’ Coming right around the

  bend. It needed just three words to put the tin lid on it: ‘Detective Chief Inspector.’ There we go, bingo, full house. ‘. . . Denny Kelbie will lead for Police Scotland on this

  case. He has already familiarised himself with the work done until this point and will waste no . . .’




  Kelbie. Of all people. The malevolent, incompetent little shite. Denny Kelbie. Oh just perfect.




  She didn’t need to look, didn’t dare to look, but she was sure he was there a few feet away, all five-foot midget of him, sitting next to Crosbie with his chest puffed out and the

  word ‘smug’ painted on his forehead. Anyone, anyone but him.




  She kept staring at the wall ahead, her face blank. Try as she might, though, she couldn’t escape the image of some ugly goblin standing at her side, ratcheting up the blood pressure on

  her wrist, tightening some spiked medieval instrument of torture that twisted her arteries to bursting point. An ugly goblin named Kelbie.




  She let her eyes drop just enough to look for Winter among the seated reporters. Sure enough, he was looking right back at her, one person at least who could feel her pain. He grimaced in

  sympathy but then he was signalling something else, motioning her back to the table. Focusing again, she could hear her name being mentioned but it came as if from an echo chamber and it took her a

  second or two to process that she’d been called on to speak. She saw that the rest of the assembled press corps was looking at her expectantly.




  ‘DI Narey,’ Crosbie was repeating. ‘Can you tell us what you found at the scene at Queen Street Station this morning, please.’




  Demoted to second chair but still called on to sing for her supper. Sure thing. She took just a breath to calm herself down enough to present a professional face then launched into it. She gave

  chapter and verse on the morning’s events, appealed for anyone in the area at that time to come forward with information, then sat back to take questions.




  ‘DI Narey, can you comment on the public nature of where the body was found, seemingly deliberately in front of the commuter train?’




  She’d formed the reply on her lips but didn’t get a chance to utter it. Kelbie leaned into the microphone in front of him and spoke across her.




  ‘That would require speculation rather than comment and DI Narey isn’t going to indulge in speculation at this stage. What we can say is that we are keeping an open mind on every

  aspect of the investigation.’




  Her ears burned at that. She would never indulge in fucking speculation and didn’t need to be protected from the question or told not to do so. She swallowed it and answered the reporter

  directly.




  ‘As DCI Kelbie has suggested, we will explore all aspects of both the timing and location of the victim’s body.’




  ‘Do you think that Mr McAlpine’s prominent position as an MSP is connected to his son’s death?’




  ‘Okay, let me take that,’ Kelbie said, stepping in again. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, let me be clear on one thing. Aiden McAlpine’s death is a terrible tragedy and our

  sympathies are with his parents. However, we will investigate as we would any other victim of any other grieving family. Mr McAlpine’s public role will not change our efforts to bring justice

  in this case. We will be working diligently to find exactly what happened to Aiden McAlpine and will of course speak to his father as part of our enquiries.’




  Lots of words, little substance, little man. He knew nothing about the case but he liked the cameras, loved the spotlight. Kelbie was going to milk this for all it was worth.




  When the press conference was over and the reporters and film crews began to filter from the room, Narey let her blank expression drop and one of clear displeasure took its

  place. She stood and began to push her way out from behind the table. Addison saw the move and made his own way round from the opposite end of the table. Unfortunately for him, DCI Crosbie had the

  same idea and he was nearer to Narey. Addison was always a couple of strides behind and struggled to cut Crosbie off before he got to her. Or she to him.




  She saw them both approach and was content to have both in the firing line. Crosbie began to speak with his practised diplomacy.




  ‘DI Narey. I expect you will be—’




  ‘No one thought that maybe I should have been told this face to face rather than hearing it during a broadcast press conference? No one thought that would be courtesy to say the least, not

  to mention issues of professional standards and common decency? No?’




  ‘DI Narey,’ Crosbie persisted, becoming irritated, ‘I understand your frustration but—’




  ‘With all respect, sir, I’m not sure you do.’




  ‘Rachel!’




  ‘As I was saying, I do appreciate and understand your frustration, but time was very much against us here. Mr McAlpine’s status has drastically altered the clock on this. In

  an ideal world, we would have sat down and had a one-to-one before the press conference, but time simply didn’t allow for that. A decision’s been made and, while it may have been

  communicated better, it is no longer up for discussion. DCI Kelbie will be leading this investigation and you will be reporting to him.’




  ‘The clock altered because the victim’s father is an MSP? Sir, I’ve always operated on the basis that all murder victims should be afforded that sort of urgency. Even DCI

  Kelbie pretended he thought that too. On top of that, urgency should always come second to accuracy, and I’m much more likely to give you that than Kelbie.’




  The DCI heard her spit out his name and came running like a dog eager for a fight. She could see the snarl form on his face and began to arrange one of her own.




  ‘Rachel!’ Addison’s voice was thick with warning but she ignored it and plunged headlong down the path of righteous self-destruction.




  ‘This is not only unfair and most probably sexist, it is entirely detrimental to the investigation. DCI Kelbie’s credentials for solving a case of this kind are dubious to say the

  least. His career—’




  ‘Rachel!’




  ‘His career has been mediocre at best and his history of failure is—’




  ‘Rachel!’




  Her head was swimming with it now, indignation and resentment and anger and frustration. It was hot in the squad room and getting hotter. She couldn’t stop herself even if she’d

  wanted to. She was on some sort of spiral that was irresistible. Kelbie wasn’t exactly helping by being in her face now, shouting back at her even though she couldn’t make out a word

  through the fog of adrenalin and the oxygen that seemed to be making her head lighter with each passing second.




  She couldn’t even hear her own words and had no idea what she’d just said. All she knew was that everyone remaining in the room was looking at her. Kelbie, Addison, Giannandrea,

  Crosbie. She could see Winter staring in through the window, too. All with their mouths open and concern or shock written on their faces. They were all spinning, moving, distorting. Suddenly, they

  were above her and she’d no idea how they’d got there.




  ‘Rachel!’




  Something bumped against her head and she’d vaguely wondered what it was. Turning to look, she realised her cheek was cold against the floor and it felt comforting, like ice against a cut.

  She was on the floor yet still falling and had no idea if there would ever be a bottom to it. She was just about to ask what the hell was going on when she realised she had no voice and someone had

  turned out all the lights.




  





  CHAPTER 5




  ‘Rachel. Rachel!’




  The voice came to her through a curtain of pain and confusion. Something deep in the middle of her pierced and stung and bent her double. It made her teeth grind and her eyes water. Crying. She

  was crying in pain.




  Lots of voices. All urgent. All somewhere above and distant. They were drifting in and out – or else she was. The floor so cold. Her face so hot.




  ‘Rachel!’




  Tony. He was loud and angry and worried. She couldn’t lift her head, but looked up to see him pushing Denny Kelbie forcefully aside. His face loomed large over hers and she saw him mouth

  something close to a scream.




  No! Don’t tell them. She didn’t have words. Don’t tell them. Not yet. Too soon. Please.




  Shit, how could it hurt so much? Had someone stabbed her in the stomach and then sliced her veins?




  All those voices. Everyone shouting at her. But there was darkness calling at her, too, and it seemed much more inviting. Just slide into the dark and the pain might stop. Seemed so obvious and

  easy.




  ‘Rachel!’




  She looked up into his eyes to say goodbye. Bye-bye before she went to the dark. It hurt so much.




  ‘She’s pregnant,’ she heard him tell them. ‘Get an ambulance, now. She’s pregnant!’




  





  CHAPTER 6




  She couldn’t actually be sure she remembered being on the floor with the men above her. She may have dreamed it or overheard it second-hand from the doctors and nurses

  who fussed round her bed thinking she was asleep. She was in the Southern General, she knew that much, but whether she’d been there five minutes or five days she couldn’t say. The pain

  had largely gone, drowned in something that had been shot through her veins for that very purpose, something that killed the discomfort and her ability to be awake.




  When the effect of that eased enough that she could hear and see at the same time, the room settled into a soft focus and she rediscovered the ability to speak. The two words croaked out of her,

  scratching their way free of a throat denied water for too long.




  ‘My baby.’




  Even as the nurse turned to look at her, Narey realised she was questioning her own words. Baby. If anyone else had used the term just a little over four months into pregnancy, she might

  have doubted that it was even that. Can it be a baby yet? But it was suddenly very, very different when it was growing inside her and at clear risk. It – he or she – hadn’t been

  planned and had come as a rude shock. She’d spent four unhappy, uncertain days before she’d told Tony. Even then the pair of them had been more overwhelmed than overjoyed. His job, her

  job, her dad. They had so much to deal with already and, while of course they wanted this, or at least they were pretty sure they did, someday – but today? The nine-month tomorrow today?

  Now?




  It changed with the growing acceptance and the end of shock. It changed completely with the sixteen-week scan and the sight of the little someone with definable ears and a nose. It changed

  beyond all recognition when she hit the media room floor and the unborn life was in severe danger of being snatched away.




  ‘My baby.’




  The nurse’s plump face assumed business and she gave an insistent nod of the head, holding out a hand to plead with her to wait as she turned on her heels and went in search of someone

  else.




  It took an age. Long enough for her to launch a search within herself. Some bizarre, inexplicable, mind exploration for the something that she needed to be there. Could she not feel it? Surely

  she would know? The panic grew with every passing second and didn’t ease as she heard the urgent clatter of shoes on the polished corridor floor getting closer and closer to her bed.




  She looked up to see the irritatingly calm features of a man in his fifties, his dark-brown eyes peering at her with concern.




  ‘Do you know where you are, Rachel? And how you got here?’




  ‘Yes and no. And it doesn’t matter. My baby, Doctor. How is my baby?’




  He took a deep breath and leaned back, straightening up away from her in a way she didn’t like. He was preparing himself. She’d seen it, done it, often enough to know the signs. It

  scared her.




  ‘Don’t feel the need to sugar-coat it for me, Doctor. I’m as used to breaking bad news as you are. I’d appreciate if you just told me straight.’




  ‘Your partner, Mr Winter, is on his way. We—’




  ‘Tell me now, please. I don’t need my hand held.’




  The doctor was Asian and a mister according to his name badge. Mr Tillikaratne. She wasn’t quite sure of the significance of the mister, maybe just a specialist rather than a surgeon, but

  she didn’t take it as a good sign. He had a good face, though. Kind with nice brown eyes under grey hair.




  ‘I’m sorry to tell you that you may be suffering from pre-eclampsia.’




  The colour drained from her face and her eyes reddened. ‘But I can’t be. Not yet. The baby . . .’




  ‘Is at risk but with the right care and rest I’d be hopeful that he or she will go full term and suffer no ill effects.’




  Risk. Hopeful. Suffer.




  She did need her hand held. She needed all of her held.




  ‘It is incredibly rare for pre-eclampsia to occur before twenty weeks. There have been instances of it, however, and my opinion is you are not yet suffering from the condition. But we

  cannot take any chances or it could develop. We must take steps to protect both of you.’




  ‘Both?’




  ‘Pre-eclampsia can be fatal for the mother too. We cannot allow you to endanger yourself. I have to be quite clear and honest with you, Ms Narey. If necessary, we will terminate your

  pregnancy to save your life.’




  The air was sucked out of the room and she couldn’t hear a word. The doctor was still talking but she could only see his mouth opening and closing. Trying to process what he’d said

  was all she could cope with. If she could cope with anything at all. Her hands went to her stomach, cradling herself and her own.




  ‘. . . only with complete bed rest,’ he was saying. ‘You do understand that?’




  What? She didn’t understand anything. Where was Tony? She needed him. Needed him to explain and reassure and just to be there.




  ‘I feel fine,’ she heard herself saying. ‘Whatever it was, I’m fine now.’




  The doctor’s headshake was kind but firm. ‘You’re really not.’




  ‘You don’t understand. I’m in the middle of a case and my maternity leave doesn’t start until—’




  The doctor put out a hand to cut her off in midstream. ‘DI Narey, I’m sorry but it’s you that doesn’t understand. You won’t be working any case for a

  considerable time. Your maternity leave started the minute you hit the floor. You will be confined not only to home but to bed for at least five weeks. There is no alternative.’




  ‘But—’




  ‘No alternative. None.’




  ‘You can’t do that. Please.’




  Another voice came from near the door. ‘He can and it’s already done. She looked up to see Addison walking in.




  ‘Boss, you need to have a word with this doctor because he—’




  Even in the middle of denial, she knew how ridiculous everything she was saying was. She was reaching, looking for some reversal of a reality she couldn’t cope with.




  Addison grimaced. ‘I see you’ve been told the news. Don’t take it out on him and don’t even think of starting on me. This isn’t up for discussion. You’re off

  the Queen Street case completely and your enforced leave of absence has already begun. You’ve been stood down, Rachel. Accept it.’




  ‘This is ridiculous. I’m fine. I just had a dizzy spell and once I’ve—’




  ‘No!’




  ‘Can no one let me finish a sentence round here? It’s my body. Surely I’m best placed to judge what I can and can’t do?’




  Addison shook his head and loosened his tie. ‘Rachel, if you don’t do exactly what you’re told and stay in bed, then I’ll arrest you myself. I’ll charge you with . . .’ He struggled for an option. ‘Doc, give me something here.’




  ‘Endangering the life of an unborn child.’




  ‘Yes, that. Exactly that. Be sensible, Rachel. Please. I’m counting on being a godfather in five months’ time.’




  ‘You? No chance.’




  ‘What? I’m offended. Who means more to you two than me?’




  ‘Piss off. Sir. Seriously, this is how it’s got to be?’




  His voice softened. ‘Yes. Anything else is way too risky.’




  The air and the anger escaped from her, drifting away on a heavy sigh as her eyes closed over.




  ‘In that case, leave me alone now. Please. I’m pretty sure I’m going to cry and the last thing I want is to do that in front of you.’




  





  CHAPTER 7




  He was there about ten minutes later, bursting through the door as slowly and as quickly as he could. She knew it was him without lifting her face from where it was buried in

  the pillow. Smell or sense or need or something. Something she didn’t need to begin to explain. All she knew was that, when his hand went through her hair, she knew. When his mouth pressed

  itself against her forehead, she knew.




  She knew and she felt better for it. He couldn’t take away all of the pain and the fear and the risk but he could take some of it. His share.




  The dread wasn’t all hers, she knew that. She could hear his in the shallowness of his breathing and feel it in the tremor in his hands. He was striving to be strong for her but he needed

  to be held as much as he needed to hold. This was two-way hugging.




  He was remembering the look he felt must have been on his face when she’d first told him she was pregnant. His mouth must have been stuck open. As if her being pregnant were the most

  unlikely thing in the world. As if it were a bad thing. As if he were the most selfish bastard in the world. He was ashamed and embarrassed now just thinking about it.




  He couldn’t get his head round it at first. A baby. Their baby. Out of the loins of a tumultuous relationship, another being. It had scared him right from the off. Nothing compared to how

  it scared him now, though.




  And her, her. He loved her so much that it frightened him to death.




  She could feel he was nervous to hold her too tight, as though there were a risk of breaking her. She wanted to tell him she was unbreakable, that she’d survive this, survive anything.

  She’d always told herself that was true. Any situation, any problem, she’d cope. But how did she cope when her body was betraying her?




  She felt his hand slip its way into one of hers, fingers entwining like the roots of a tree. He was bonding his body with hers for mutual support, scaffolding for each other. Whatever his

  faults, he’d be there every step, do whatever he could. He held on for dear life and she did the same.




  It had easily been ten minutes without either of them saying a word. She finally spoke but the words could have come from either.




  ‘It will be all right.’




  Neither of them knew that would be the case but they were desperate to believe it, so they did. Fingers brushed at wet eyes and they both managed a laugh at their shared thinking.




  She half sat up, half propped herself on his shoulder. ‘Great work with that photograph. It’s been everywhere.’




  ‘Forget that. It doesn’t matter.’




  ‘Oh, but it does. Our baby is going to need shoes. So you need to go to work.’




  ‘You’re something else, you know that?’




  ‘I do. The clothing that you photographed. That’s your story. They weren’t all there.’




  ‘What? Rachel, stop—’




  ‘No, listen to me. Kelbie will never see it because he’s an idiot but the way those clothes were left was a message being sent. It was all very deliberate. And there were items

  missing. That’s your story. That’s the key.’




  





  CHAPTER 8




  Being a journalist was not something that had come easily to Winter. If it was a natural skill of some sort, then he was missing the gene.




  It had been nearly a year since he’d picked up pen, notebook and laptop and added them to his cameras when he went to work. He was still much more comfortable with a lens than interviewing

  someone, but he was getting there. He knew what questions to ask and which ones not to. He knew when to walk away and when to run. Maybe most importantly, he now knew a story when he smelled

  one.




  That final piece of knowledge had been earned the hard way. He’d had plenty of those that turned out not to be stories at all – in the eyes of those that mattered – to finally

  recognise the difference.




  He was never going to win a Pulitzer prize but at least he could now get through the day without completely embarrassing himself. Usually.




  Much of that was thanks to the man he was going to speak to now, Archie Cameron, the news editor. He was a good guy, solid and smart, and had been round the houses often enough to know which

  doors to knock and which to avoid. Archie had been around for two decades and that qualified him as old-school even though he’d just turned forty. He was last man standing as far as the

  newsroom was concerned, the only competent one not earning enough to get bulleted by the accountants. By the measure of that double-edged compliment, he was now in charge.




  He could, despite his undoubted good points, be a grumpy and short-tempered bastard but that was par for the course for journalists, and if you ignored that then you’d see he was more than

  okay. He’d talked Winter through the tough early days, shown him the ropes that were left and kept him from getting sacked. Archie had either seen enough in him to make it worthwhile to coach

  him or was just a decent enough guy that he’d have done it anyway. Either way, Winter was grateful.




  He didn’t look up from his computer screen as Winter approached the desk, his gaze fixed on whatever was scrolling before his eyes. He looked frazzled, with worried waves printed on his

  forehead, but Winter had never known him to look any other way. He’d seen photographs of Archie as a young reporter and the man now looked like his own grandfather.




  ‘I hope you’re coming to my desk with a good story or a great photograph, Tony. If not, do us both a favour and fuck off again. I don’t have time for anything other than good

  news right now.’




  He hadn’t looked up but Winter wasn’t surprised he’d known it was him. Archie had some superhero form of peripheral vision that negated the need to lift his head.




  ‘It’s possibly good news.’




  Archie did glance up this time but only to give a look that made it clear that ‘possibly’ wasn’t good enough. His eyebrows mocked the credibility of Winter’s words;

  indeed he was incredulous they’d even been uttered.




  ‘Possibly? Partick Thistle are possibly going to win the Champions League next season and I’m possibly going to find cream that will sort my piles, but I

  wouldn’t bet two bob on either of them.’




  It’s what he did, or tried to do. Full-on irascible journo in the way he’d been brought up, witnessing real news editors do their stuff. Whisky-soaked arseholes with nicotine

  on their fingers and ink in their blood, prime ministers’ home numbers in their contact books and a complete inability to be nice about anyone other than their mother as long as anyone was

  watching. Archie tried the best he could but few of the staff really thought he meant it. It was a half-hearted nod to the past; it was what he thought he should do.
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