
[image: Cover Page of Wicked Leaks]


[image: Half Title of Wicked Leaks]


Also by Matt Bendoris

DM for Murder

Killing with Confidence


[image: Title Page of Wicked Leaks]


Copyright © 2016 by Matt Bendoris

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

First North American Edition 2017

Originally published by Contraband in 2016

This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

Visit the author’s website at www. http://mattbendoris.co.uk/.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Bendoris, Matt, author.

Title: Wicked leaks : a thriller / Matt Bendoris.

Description: First North American edition. | New York, NY : Skyhorse Publishing, 2017. | "Originally published by Contraband in 2016."

Identifiers: LCCN 2017013063 (print) | LCCN 2017018406 (ebook) | ISBN 9781510725799 (ebook) | ISBN 9781510725782 (hardcover : alk. paper)

Subjects: LCSH: Conspiracies—Fiction. | Journalists—Fiction. | GSAFD: Mystery fiction. | Suspense fiction.

Classification: LCC PR6102.E53 (ebook) | LCC PR6102.E53 W53 2017 (print) | DDC 823/.92—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017013063

Cover design by Erin Seaward-Hiatt

Cover photo: iStockphoto

Printed in the United States of America


To my wife, Amanda; children, Andrew and Brooke; my courageous mum, Annie; and my brother, Sean.

Finally, this book is in memory of my uncle, Allan McIntosh.


Prologue

Monahan took one look at the mangled features of one of the world’s most famous and loved female icons, and knew instantly it was mission accomplished. What seemed like an improbable set of circumstances leading to a tragic road ‘accident’ had, in fact, been carried out with military precision: Monahan’s attention to detail was legendary. Like a chess player he could work out in the blink of an eye every permutation, ten moves ahead of any opponent.

Her chauffeur had taken off like a Formula One driver from the Hôtel Ritz Paris, with the paparazzi in hot pursuit. The Mercedes she was travelling in could easily outrun the cameramen on their mopeds, but one powerful black motorcycle kept pace, switching from side to side with the car, like a lion harrying its prey, goading its driver to go faster and faster. All the time the bike’s pillion passenger was taking pictures, the flash from his camera briefly illuminating the occupants even through the vehicle’s darkened glass. Monahan saw a male passenger remonstrate with the driver, presumably telling him to lose their paparazzi pursuers.

Exactly at the moment the chase entered the Pont de l’Alma tunnel, the motorbike rider suddenly accelerated in front, with the pillion passenger throwing a switch on his camera. The next flash was an intense white light that momentarily blinded the Mercedes driver, who recovered his sight in time to see he was about to plough into a white car directly in front of him. He took evasive action, clipping the rear of the Fiat Uno, before losing control.

When the large, German-built vehicle struck a concrete pillar head-on inside the Parisian tunnel, it was travelling at nearly eighty miles per hour. There was just one survivor, a bodyguard—the only occupant wearing a seatbelt.

The Princess rarely wore hers. Monahan knew that.

He stood over the dying woman as she took her last breaths, watching impassively as her body shut down before his very eyes. He casually flipped back the switch on his camera and fired off a few frames of his eliminated target, this time using the normal flash once again.

Hearing the mosquito-like buzz of the real paparazzi approaching on their mopeds, Monahan jumped on the back of the motorcycle, which roared off into the late summer night—unseen and untraceable, just like the Fiat Uno, which had been driven by one of Monahan’s men.

It didn’t matter to Monahan who the target was, or the reasons given, as there rarely were any. It was just another confirmed kill in the long, lethal career of Mad Malky Monahan. The entire operation had gone like clockwork, perfectly predicted by a man who left nothing to chance.

But life had a very different plan ahead for Monahan—one that he had been unable to foresee. As the twentieth anniversary approached of the death that shocked the world, the Princess’s assassin would be fighting for his own life …
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Sausages

April had arrived extra early at her favourite café, the Peccadillo, to enjoy a full fry-up in peace, without the usual barbed comments about her dietary habits from her younger colleague, Connor ‘Elvis’ Presley. April truly loved her food, and liked to eat without being judged, so she was slightly miffed to see Connor already sitting at their regular table. Then she caught sight of the café’s waitress, Martel, wearing a skimpier skirt than usual.

That’s when it dawned on her …

April ordered her morning mountain of the various salty and high-fat foods that pass for a traditional British breakfast before Connor said, ‘Actually, that sounds good. I’ll have the same.’

In all their years dining at the Peccadillo, April had never seen the fitness-conscious Connor order a fry-up. The waitress was just as stunned.

‘Really? Okay then, how do you like your eggs?’ Martel asked.

‘Unfertilised,’ April smiled, as the waitress’s face turned scarlet, before she scuttled off in the direction of the kitchen.

‘Miss Lavender, I do believe you made a young lady blush.’

Connor and Martel had an on/off relationship. April figured they must be having an ‘on’ phase. Not much got past her.

‘So, long night?’ she asked mischievously.

‘You should know I never kiss and tell, but yes, five times if you must know.’

‘No wonder you’re hungry. It’s Martel I feel sorry for.’

‘And how come? She got to spend the night with one of Scotland’s top journalists,’ Connor said loftily.

‘Sure, but she’s still got to serve us our fry-ups. I’d have thought she’d seen enough sausage.’

April enjoyed the moment, as it was normally Connor and Martel who took the mickey out of her. It was something she had got well used to, having developed a very thick skin after three decades in the rough and tumble world of newspapers.

‘I think there’s another round of redundancies coming,’ Connor said gloomily, moving the conversation on to work.

The pair had become all too familiar with job losses over the last few years as their old-fashioned print industry continued its terminal spiral into oblivion. Online subscriptions had been a disaster, failing to replace the lost revenue that had fallen away with the plummeting circulation and advertising revenue. All of their rival publications were in the same boat. It was simply a case of who would sink first.

‘Think this will be it? A tap on the shoulder?’ April asked. A ‘tap on the shoulder’ was literally what happened to journalists before a senior manager told them they were at risk of redundancy.

‘Could be. I’m told they’re going after the high-earners this time.’ They both fell into that category. ‘So you work your arse off to get some causal shifts, then graft and beg and plead for a staff job, then work even harder to keep it. Show loyalty by staying with the company for decades, then end up a redundo target because you now earn too much,’ Connor moaned.

‘God, how times have changed. Remember the days of taking a flyer? Paraphrasing?’ April recalled fondly.

‘Yeah, then the News Of The World screwed it all up with their bloody phone-hacking. Idiots,’ Connor seethed.

‘Then there were the hospitals. Some journalists made a career from getting hold of medical records. Now they’d be locked up,’ April said.

‘I know. Shit, isn’t it?’ Connor replied with no hint of remorse.

They sat in silence until their breakfast was served. Martel instantly lightened their mood as she had playfully arranged Connor’s sausage and two fried eggs to look like a cock and balls.

‘I’d have thought a chipolata would have done?’ April teased.

‘She should have arranged yours into an old boot,’ Connor retorted.

‘I hope he’s more charming in bed, love,’ April said, directing her attention to Martel.

‘Oh yeah, he’s stopped holding my head under the covers when he farts,’ the waitress smiled back.

‘Jeez, you do that once and you never hear the end of it,’ Connor said as he stabbed right into the sausages, fat and juice oozing around his fork’s prongs.

The pair tucked into their breakfast, which contained at least half the daily calories required by an adult, and exceeded the recommended salt and fat intake probably for a whole week.

‘See, this is the problem with healthy living, nothing tastes as good as this heart-attack-on-a-plate,’ Connor said after finishing everything bar the fried tomato, which looked like a blood clot.

‘Yet you’ve left the healthiest thing on the plate,’ April observed through her customary mouthful of food. ‘If you’re not having your tomato …’ And without waiting for an answer she scooped the slimy, red blob onto her plate.

Connor was always amazed at just how much April could shovel away. She adored eating and had hips ‘wide as the Clyde’ to prove it.

They had worked for the same newspaper, the Daily Chronicle, since the early nineties, but had only been thrown together in the last few years to head up the special investigations desk, from a windowless, converted broom cupboard, which passed as their office. The news editor at the time had hoped they would crash and burn so he could free up their salaries for new, younger, and cheaper staff. But, much to their own surprise, they had worked wonders on a string of high-profile cases, including the murder of a jewellery tycoon, Selina Seth, and the death of the US television presenter Bryce Horrigan, which had seen them both involved in the thick of the action in America and Scotland.

Connor had just turned forty, while April was old enough to be his mother at fifty-eight. He loved his social media and techie boy’s toys, while April would break into a cold sweat even thinking about them.

‘Another lord named,’ Connor said, scrolling through some website on his iPhone.

‘Named what?’

‘On this site, beastshamer.com. It’s like Wikipedia for paedophiles. They should call it Wikipaedo. They’ve just outed another judge. Lord Geoffrey Delphina. A particularly pious old bastard. Always liked to lecture about true family values in court.’

‘How can they do that? Where are they getting their information?’ April asked, finishing off Connor’s unwanted fried tomato.

‘They’re apparently based in Russia. Some of it’s stolen data from official files, others from survivors’ testimonies, I guess.’

‘Then why don’t we just print it? Publish and be damned and all that.’

‘Oh, we’re very brave once they’re dead. But otherwise we’re scared shitless. Even retweeting just a hint of these allegations and they’ll sue you. You are basically taking on the establishment.’

‘If only there was solid, cast iron proof. Something to nail them before they die,’ April seethed. She had interviewed enough victims throughout the years to know the utter devastation that sexual abuse can cause: broken and shattered lives.

‘Yup, if only. Right, I’ll pay for this. My “Help The Aged” good deed for the week,’ he said as he settled up with Martel, giving her a cursory peck on the cheek and a promise to call her later. The truth is he rarely did, hence why their relationship was always in a constant state of flux. For Connor was a reporter first and foremost. Everything else came a dim and distant second in his life, as Martel had discovered.

April knew it too. ‘I may be an old technophobe. But you’re definitely a commitment-phobe,’ she remarked as they walked the short distance to their office in Glasgow’s city centre.


2

Sleep, glorious sleep

Kelly Carter arrived home at half eight in the morning, beyond tired. She had briefly fallen asleep behind the wheel yet again, only to be woken by the rumble strip when her car had drifted off the main highway onto the hard shoulder. She had wound the window down, with the cold, icy blast of air enough to keep her awake for the final stretch home. Kelly pulled into her drive to see her front door was already open, with her mum taking her children, William and Beth, to school.

‘Morning, Mum,’ Beth said, rushing to embrace Kelly. Her daughter was just nine and still free and easy with her hugs, but William had recently turned twelve and held back a bit, especially in public. ‘Too cool to give your mother a kiss?’ Kelly asked, gently chiding her son as she hugged him tightly.

‘Hi, Mum,’ William said, his cheeks reddening slightly.

‘Hi, Mum,’ Kelly mocked. ‘Your voice is getting deeper. Oh no, I’ve got a tweenager!’ she said, ruffling his hair.

‘Mum, I’ve just brushed it,’ William said, patting it down again.

‘Worried in case one of your little high school girlfriends thinks you’re a scruff?’

‘Bye, Mum,’ William said, his face now properly red.

‘Everything okay?’ Kelly asked her mum, Caroline.

‘Yes, dear, they slept while I put the washing on and emptied the dishwasher. Now off you pop to bed,’ she replied.

Kelly didn’t need to be told twice. After a quick shower, she would be sound asleep before the clock struck 9 a.m., giving her precisely five and three-quarter hours of glorious sleep before her alarm went off, and she would pull on a pair of joggies to go and retrieve Beth from the school gates, feeling like a total slob amongst the other well-heeled mums. Then it would be snacks before she cooked the evening meal and afterwards hopefully she would grab a nap in her living room chair. Although it would be a short snooze, it was essential to get her through the twelve-hour night shift that lay ahead. William and Beth knew better than to wake her. On a good night Kelly could sometimes manage a whole hour and a half of shut-eye while her two ate their dinner. But the cacophony of noise would steadily rise along with their blood sugar levels as their food was digested. Kelly often thought that was the fundamental difference between ‘them’ and ‘us’. While adults wanted to kick back and relax on a full belly, kids wanted to climb the walls.

Kelly had found out the hard way that it truly was exhausting being a single mum. Her husband, Brian, had left the previous year for no particular reason other than they’d fallen out of love. There was no row, no screaming matches, he’d just turned round one morning and said, ‘Well, this isn’t working out, is it?’ and left.

Brian had moved into a flat just a few miles away, but it may as well have been on the moon for all the help he’d been with the kids. He hadn’t been a total bastard about it—when it came to the divorce settlement he had signed over his half of the house without dispute. Brian was aiming for a clean break and Kelly understood that, but what she couldn’t grasp was his total indifference towards his own children. He was a perfectly loving father on the weekends he did take them, but he never asked to see them. It was always at Kelly’s instigation.

Kelly wasn’t even angry, or sad. Truth was, she felt nothing at all. Her closest friend, Joanna, believed Kelly needed cheering up. She would arrive with a bottle of wine and warm hugs on the nights Kelly wasn’t working. Although Kelly appreciated the sentiment, she found it all a bit tiresome. But, at thirty-nine years old and as a single working mother of two, everything seemed tiresome now. She was convinced that had been the downfall of her marriage. They had both simply run out of steam. Kelly didn’t even have the strength to try to salvage it. She just let it go.

But that was then, and this was now, and she still had bills to pay. Her job was to nurse terminally ill patients through their final days, at home, instead of in the sterile surroundings of some generic hospital ward. Kelly had lost count of how many people she had seen die. One night she witnessed five deaths—a record for her unit—earning her the unkind nickname of ‘Nurse Dredd’.

She had a job most people couldn’t comprehend, but Kelly didn’t have a problem with death as it was never her focus: she always concentrated on her patients’ lives. She loved getting to know them. Talking to these fading human beings about their families, before they were slowly erased. Seeing photos of where they’d been and what they’d done during their years on the planet. They were usually surrounded by love and warmth, and Kelly’s job was to make their passing as comfortable and as pain-free as possible.

Those were good deaths.

Then there were the other kind. Mums and dads her own age, cut down in their prime by an illness they didn’t deserve. Fit young men with lung cancer, who hadn’t smoked a cigarette in their lives. A woman on her last legs with chronic heart failure, from some virus that ruins the organ you need most. Almost always supported by a partner with a haunted look and bewildered young children who were about to lose a parent.

Those were the hardest, because empathy can be a bitch. Kelly was often asked by her non-nursing pals how she coped. She coped simply because she had to. She was never in any way cold and she never, ever forgot a single patient she cared for. But, back at home, her mum would sleep over with the kids and get them ready for school in the morning. It was the only way Kelly could keep going to work since Brian left.

And Kelly guiltily acknowledged that work was actually the easiest part of her life. She enjoyed the randomness of the call sheet, which determined who she would be nursing through the night. There was the usual sadness, when a line had been drawn through yet another patient, but in the business of dying there are always plenty of customers.

That morning, as usual, sheer exhaustion kicked in as she slipped under her duvet, the previous night’s shift being put to bed with her.
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Back off

April and Connor walked into their office shortly after 10 a.m. In movies and TV shows the editorial floors of newspapers are always shown as hives of activity, with phones ringing and journalists hammering away at keyboards. That was true of the golden era of print. Nowadays the newsroom of the Daily Chronicle resembled a morgue. Constant job-cutting meant that reporters were down to a skeleton staff. The building didn’t get busy until early afternoons when the sub-editors, who edited and made the words fit the boxes on the page, began their shifts.

‘Look at that,’ Connor said, pointing at the ceiling, ‘half the lights aren’t even on because no one has walked past the motion sensors.’

The low energy lighting flickered into life, illuminating the way for April and Connor as they walked to their converted broom cupboard office. Connor tossed a copy of the day’s paper onto his desk in disgust. ‘Princess bloody Diana. We were all happy to pour buckets of shit over her while she was alive, but now she’s taken on sainthood status. And where do they get all this crap from anyway? Any ex-cop or failed journalist wanting to make a quick buck releases another Diana conspiracy book and we faithfully report their drivel.’

‘Funny how people always think we’re at the cutting edge and how our job is so action-packed and exciting. How little they know,’ April said, chuckling as she went through the daily rigmarole of trying to get her PC to boot up and the numerous attempts to get her password right.

Then it was down to the most important part of the day—stories.

Connor despaired at the attitude of many reporters who would wait around to be given something to work on, believing that they were there solely to report the news. That may have been fine once upon a time, but these days news was what you made it. April felt the same, but in more simple terms; she liked to keep herself busy as it made the days fly by ’til she could be home again, snoring in her chair with her cat, Cheeka, curled up on her lap.

‘Right, sod it. I’m going to call Lord Geoffrey, see what he’s got to say about appearing on Beast Shamer,’ Connor said.

‘Do you have his number?’

‘I think so, from years ago. Got him to do some first-person bollocks on changes to the Scottish judicial system or something. He’s from one of the islands, although you’d never know it. Became quite the quintessential Englishman when he ended up in the House of Lords.’

‘I hate when they do that. Cover up who they really are.’

‘Get you with your peroxide blonde hair. Aren’t you really a redhead?’

April regretted ever telling her colleague that. He often used it against her, but she had truly hated the carrot-top she’d been born with and spent most of her years disguising it.

Connor found the number for Lord Delphina on an old Microsoft Word file, one of the many incarnations of his contacts book that had originally started out as a Filofax before being transferred onto two generations of Psion organisers, which had become obsolete. Connor then had to copy and paste his thousands of numbers, emails and postal addresses onto a Word file, before painstakingly typing almost all the 5,000 entries one by one into his BlackBerry, which was eventually replaced by his current iPhone. Those he hadn’t deemed worthy of migrating stayed on his Word file, which he was using now.

April still had the same bulging, fade to grey, tattered old diary she had faithfully lugged around for thirty-odd years and in which she’d used every colour of pen to scribble the names and numbers of everyone she had ever interviewed. Remarkably she could locate even the most mouldy of contacts almost as quickly as Connor could from his smartphone.

‘Got it. It’s the old bastard’s home number too. Excellent,’ Connor purred after locating Delphina’s contact details. He popped a tiny Olympus microphone into his ear so that it could record the telephone conversation on his Panasonic digital recorder. He pressed the record button as the phone connected. It was picked up on the second ring by a woman.

‘Lord Delphina’s residence.’

‘Hello, it’s Connor Presley from the Daily Chronicle in Glasgow. Is the Lord available?’

‘Can I have your number and email address?’ the woman asked, politely enough.

‘Sure, but can I speak to him now?’ Connor pressed.

‘Your number and email address, please?’ she repeated, somewhat more forcibly this time.

Connor gave both before the lady thanked him and hung up. ‘Weird. She didn’t even ask me what I wanted him for. I wonder if I’ll hear back.’

He didn’t have long to wonder: an email arrived from the prominent London law firm McIlvanney and Mallicks. It stated:


Dear Mr. Presley

We act for Lord Justice Delphina, OBE. His Lordship has instructed us to contact all members of the press with regards to Internet rumours of historic sexual abuse.

His Lordship is currently undertaking a series of medical tests. He will not be making any comment on these unsubstantiated and unfounded allegations.

You are to cease and desist from any contact with Lord Delphina. As this is also a medical matter, we have copied your editor and your legal department into this email too as all information contained in this correspondence is confidential and not for publication.

Yours sincerely

Henry McIlvanney



‘Fuck me,’ Connor said, shaking his head, ‘talk about heavy-handed. And you wonder why the mainstream media never report even the existence of these rumours? These bastards would happily shut us all down.’

Connor stared at the email for a long time. He wasn’t in the mood to kowtow to a lord, or anyone else for that matter.
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Mad Malky

‘Got a new one for you tonight, Kelly. A Mr. Malcolm Monahan. Bone cancer. Forty-nine. Ex-forces, apparently,’ said Kelly’s boss, Sister McIntosh, reading from her computer screen.

‘Bone cancer? What’s the primary source?’ Kelly asked. It was a legitimate question as cancer usually, but not always, spread to bones from the likes of the prostate or lungs.

Sister McIntosh scanned down her notes. ‘Nope, doesn’t say. Although, it doesn’t say much. He was being treated by the army before being dumped on us. Must’ve wanted to come home to die in peace.’

‘Any family?’

‘Sorry. Name, age, and condition. That’s your lot. Patients are like a box of chocolates, you know.’

‘Alright, Sister Gump, I’ll be on my way,’ Kelly said, smiling as she collected her things to leave for yet another night of sitting.

• • •

Monahan’s flat was on the top floor of a four-story, red-stone tenement block on Glasgow’s Southside. Kelly lifted her heavy black nurse’s bag from the trunk of her car and moaned, ‘Why is it always the top floor?’

She lugged her case up the flight of stairs, passing the various lingering cooking smells that determined the nationality of each flat’s inhabitants—from deep-fat, fried chips to mouth-watering Indian spices. Kelly reached the top landing and stared at one door, which looked like the entrance to a student flat, with scribbled surnames written on temporary Post-its stuck to the framework. The door opposite was a steel affair, no doubt with reinforced locks. There was no name on the door, but it did have an expensive-looking entry system, complete with a camera lens that would undoubtedly be linked to a monitor inside.

‘Ex-forces, my backside—bloody drug dealer more like,’ Kelly sighed. She spoke from experience, having visited enough mini-fortresses, which were the trademarks of gangsters and drug pushers.

Kelly pressed the buzzer and was greeted with a very formal ‘Who is it?’ She stated her business, but was then asked a curious question: ‘Are you alone?’ Kelly stepped aside so that the camera lens could see the landing behind, and chortled, ‘Yup, just little old me on my ownio.’

The door buzzed open and Kelly let herself in. A voice from far away beckoned, ‘In here, please.’

Kelly followed the sound to a bedroom. What she saw next stopped her in her tracks. It looked like a private medical wing, with a fully adjustable hospital bed, various monitors, and a morphine syringe driver.

‘Wow’, she said with genuine amazement, ‘Looks like you’ve robbed a medical suppliers.’

Monahan raised a smile below his military-style clipped moustache. ‘I’d say the best piece of equipment just walked in the room.’

‘Now, now, Mr. Monahan, keep that sort of patter for the officer’s mess. We don’t want to get off on the wrong foot. I’m Nurse Carter.’ Kelly only ever went by her surname when patients were being inappropriate.

‘You wouldn’t catch me in the officer’s mess with those inbred, chinless wonders. And I’m sorry, Nurse Carter. Wrong foot, indeed. I would blame the painkillers, but I’ve always chanced my arm,’ Monahan replied.

He got the hint of a smile for his honesty, while Kelly took off her jacket and placed it over the back of a chair. She studied her patient momentarily. He was gaunt, underweight and with a jaundiced look and yellowing of the eyes, which suggested that his cancer had spread to his liver. She found Monahan’s notes at the end of the bed and checked for confirmation, but there was no mention of any liver problems.

‘Must say, I have never come across a set-up like this before in a patient’s house,’ she said, her eyes scanning through the pages of information. ‘I’d guess I’m not the first medical professional to have been in here. So who was doing your care prior to the good old NHS night-sitting service?’

‘My former employers,’ Monahan replied without giving too much away. ‘But dying can be an expensive business, so we’ve had a parting of the ways. I’m guessing they’ll take all this stuff back when I’m gone. They shouldn’t have too long to wait.’

‘And who’s been responsible for your syringe driver?’ she said, pointing at the apparatus which dispensed the regular doses of morphine with a push-button ‘top up’ booster switch.

‘Me. Don’t worry, it’s not the first time I’ve had to use one. But it was running out and it’s easier to buy heroin than medical-grade morphine so I had to ask for help. Otherwise I’d have been quite happy to see myself out the door.’

‘Out the door?’ Kelly asked, incredulous at his nonchalance. ‘Just die here alone?’

‘Yeah, why not?’ Monahan shrugged. ‘We all die, right? I’d be quite happy to drift off in a morphine-induced haze.’

‘Sadly, death doesn’t always work out the way we planned,’ Kelly replied.

‘It does for me,’ Monahan said through a faint grin. But his eyes weren’t smiling.

‘And yet you needed to call us,’ Kelly said in a matronly manner that was alien to her as she was always a lot warmer than this with her charges. But she couldn’t seem to help herself; this patient’s coldness was beginning to irritate her.

‘I guess you were Plan B,’ Monahan said, looking at Kelly as if studying her.

She changed the subject. ‘Do you have a primary source for the bone cancer? Prostate problems or something?’

‘Not that I know of. Was having a little issue with the waterworks, but my medicals all came up clear, and, believe me, they were very thorough. Anyway, doesn’t matter now—same end result.’

‘Any family? Friends? Support at all? Someone to do the shopping?’

Monahan just shook his head. ‘Nope, lost contact a long time ago and my appetite disappeared a few weeks ago. Got plenty of protein shakes and all the water I need in the taps. That should be enough to see me through.’

‘Can you still walk? Get up for the loo?’

‘Walking is a bit tricky. I was using that,’ he said, indicating towards a commode in the corner, ‘but since I changed to a liquid-only diet, I’m just passing fluids. So I catheterise myself.’

‘Well, you’re certainly the first patient I’ve had who has been able to set up a syringe driver and catheterise themselves. There’s hardly any need for me to be here,’ she joked.

‘Except for the morphine. I can’t write a prescription for that. Believe me, I would if I could.’

‘Where did you receive your medical training?’ Kelly asked, unable to help her nosiness.

‘In the field. It’s pretty basic stuff, to be honest, but it has proved to be effective enough.’

‘I will need to get a doctor called out to prescribe the morphine.’

‘Who’s the quack?’ Monahan said suspiciously.

Kelly had never been asked that before. ‘Just whoever’s on duty. Might be Doctor Shabazi.’

‘Ah, a towelhead.’

‘Ah, a racist,’ Kelly quickly replied.

‘I’m not a racist. That’s just what we called them. I know plenty of towelheads. One saved my life once.’

‘Well, he’s not Arabic, he’s Persian. We really need to work on your out-of-date vocabulary.’ Kelly was getting downright annoyed by this obstreperous new patient. However, she was intrigued at the same time, though loathed to admit it.

‘Yeah, because I’ve got all the time in the world, haven’t I?’ he replied sarcastically. ‘I think I’ll just stay politically incorrect, if that’s okay with you?’

Kelly said no more and instead got her mobile out to call GEMS—the Glasgow Emergency Medical Service—for the on-duty doctor. She could feel Monahan studying her body.

‘No wedding ring, I see, but you still have an indent where you wore one. You could take it off before your shift, I guess, but somehow I don’t think so. I’m going for recently separated.’

Kelly glared at him. She was pissed off now. ‘Well done, Sherlock. You’re full of hidden talents, aren’t you?’ Kelly finished making her call and while they waited for the doctor, she went about her business, charting the patient’s heart rate, temperature and blood pressure.

Half an hour later the door buzzer went, and Monahan turned the flat-screen monitor by his bed towards Kelly.

‘Is this your towel … I mean, your quack?’ he said mischievously.

‘Yes, that’s Doctor Shabazi. I’d appreciate it if you were polite to him.’

Monahan grinned. ‘You may have mistaken my directness for a lack of manners, but I’m always polite.’

Doctor Shabazi was as surprised as Nurse Carter when he walked into Monahan’s bedroom. He raised his eyebrows. ‘It’s like Aladdin’s cave in here.’

‘Salam, Doctor. Fekr mikonam parastar azman khoshesh namiad.’ (Hello, Doctor. I don’t think the nurse likes me.)

Neither Kelly nor the doctor had expected their patient to speak perfect Farsi. Doctor Shabazi replied, ‘Motmaenam shoma eshtebah mikonid, Parastar Carter hamara doost dareh,’ (I’m sure that’s not the case. Nurse Carter likes everyone), before slipping back into English. ‘Where did you learn Farsi? It’s very good.’

‘Thanks. Just through my line of work,’ Monahan replied, saying no more than he needed to.

The doctor went through his various questions about Monahan’s well-being, before hooking up a new syringe of morphine. He then wrote up a repeat prescription for the powerful pain relief.

‘Okay, we’re all sorted,’ the doctor said reassuringly.

‘I’ll take it from here, Doc. I know how to set up my own drip,’ Monahan assured him.

‘Nice try. My morphine, my rules. The nursing service will set up and monitor the syringe driver. You’re not in the field anymore, soldier.’

The doctor had never once asked Monahan what he had done for a living. He didn’t have to. Growing up in Iran, he had experienced his fair share of military types.

‘Nurse …’ Doctor Shabazi beckoned as he made his way to the front door. Out of earshot he whispered, ‘Just watch yourself with that one. I’ve found that Special Forces usually have special enemies. Don’t tell him anything about yourself. His type use information like weapons. That’s the reason I ended up in Scotland: to make sure I was far away from folk like that.’

Kelly thought about what the patient had already deduced about her marital status, and thanked the doctor for his advice. When she returned to the bedroom, Monahan was sleeping with a strange smile of satisfaction across his face as the morphine did its work. He remained like that for the rest of her shift.

• • •

By 7:30 a.m., Kelly found herself standing at a supermarket checkout, having grabbed some gammon steaks, eggs, and pineapple rings, which would do for tonight’s dinner. It was as uninspired as she felt after coming off a mid-week night shift. Kelly viewed cooking as a daily battle. There were only certain foods the kids would eat and if you gave them the same too often, then they went off them.

She had left her patient still sleeping, making him one of his protein shakes, and leaving a sandwich and fresh water by his bed. He was a curious sort, for sure. And she’d never seen a set-up like it, like a private hospital room you see on an American medical drama. Some houses Kelly went to, you were lucky if the poor patient had a spare set of sheets.

Then there was Doctor Shabazi’s strange warning about ‘Special Forces having special enemies’. It was just weird. But now she was too tired to think. Kelly shuffled her way past a newspaper stand towards the checkout, staring vacantly at the headlines vying for attention. It was the Daily Chronicle that caught her attention with yet another front-page splash on the death of Princess Diana. They were obsessed. Kelly chucked to herself, thinking, Nearly twenty years on, guys, and she’s still dead.

She picked up a copy and added it to her basket, not knowing when she would actually have time to read it.
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How the mighty have fallen

Detective Chief Inspector David ‘Bing’ Crosbie had once been tipped for the very top. He ticked all the right boxes and was the epitome of a commanding police officer in the twenty-first century: part law enforcer, part social worker, part politician. But around two years ago he started to undergo a fundamental personality change, and he was scared to try to find out why. The last time he had sought professional advice someone ended up dead.

Part of this change was a sort of inner Tourette’s syndrome, a torturous affliction for Crosbie, who abhorred bad language—a fact his alter ego seemed to revel in. His alternate self would trot out every swear word known to man, then some that weren’t. It wasn’t even restricted to his inner monologue anymore, with offensive obscenities frequently escaping his lips. It had earned him the new nickname of ‘Boom’ Crosbie, because almost every time he opened his mouth he dropped a swear bomb. It meant he was good fun to work with for the rank and file, but his bosses had had enough and he was moved sideways to one of Police Scotland’s new high-tech call centres, in the hope that he would soon be up on a gross misconduct charge for inevitably swearing at a caller. He could then be dismissed from the force post-haste. In the meantime it was a case of out of sight, out of mind, as far as his superiors were concerned.

It had a devastating effect on Crosbie. He was having trouble enough battling his inner demons before being effectively demoted and demoralised. Now he didn’t have the willpower to keep the bad Crosbie at bay.

He had also been a regular contact for Connor Presley and April Lavender over the years. He was one of the few commanders that police press officers had trusted to give journalists off-the-record briefings and gentle steers. But all that changed with the Leveson Inquiry, set up in the wake of the News Of The World phone-hacking scandal, to look into the culture, practices and ethics of the British press, yet strangely ignoring the even wider institutionalised hacking by law and insurance firms. Several journalists later ended up in court accused of corrupting police officers with bribes—in other words, paying them for stories, a practice as old as Fleet Street itself. The law had rarely been enforced in over a hundred years. Afterwards, all contact between serving police officers and members of the press was strictly off limits.

But Crosbie didn’t care to follow the dicta from high command.

‘Whaddsup, motherfucker?’ Crosbie asked, while sitting in his three-sided, open-plan office cubicle, still wearing his phone headset as he made the call on his mobile.

‘DCI Crosbie. It’s been a while,’ Connor said.

‘Sure has, bro. How’s it hanging?’

‘You been on an African-American awareness course, or watching Ali G again?’

‘Nah, just bored out of my tits in this cunting call centre.’

‘Bloody hell, I knew you’d been bumped sideways, but I didn’t know it was that far sideways.’

‘Ha, I know. Me, doing customer shitting service. I know they are just waiting for me to cock it up. Everything’s recorded.’

‘I’d be very careful what you say then, Bing.’

‘Easier said than dicking done. I hate it. I mean, fucking hate it. “Ma man is trying tae stab me again”,’ Crosbie said, mimicking one of his callers. ‘I’m so tempted to shout, “What do you want us to fucking do? You married the psycho prick!”’

‘That probably wouldn’t be seen as sympathetic,’ Connor said sarcastically.

‘Aye, exactly. That’s what the cunts want me to say. Blow off at some of these common cunts and be out the cunting door.’

‘A few too many “cunts” to follow there, but I get the drift. Apart from that, anything I can do you for, Bing?’

‘Nah, not really. Just thought I’d let you know I’m not dead and haven’t been fired yet. And, who knows, I might even still be of some use to you. Is the Big Yin there?’ The ‘Big Yin’ was one of the kinder terms Crosbie used for April Lavender.

‘Nah, she’s off home. And I’m going to the gym. Catch you later, Bing.’

‘Twatty bye,’ Bing replied.

‘Twatty bye, indeed,’ Connor responded, doubting that his once prime contact would ever be of any use again.


6

Beast Shamer

April received a message from Luigi, owner of her favourite restaurant in Glasgow. He texted exactly how he spoke: with a thick half-Glaswegian/half-Italian-stereotype accent.

Hey April. Why I no see you? Why you no come in for my meatballs? Your fiancé misses you. Xxx

The word ‘fiancé’ leapt off the screen. What had she done? Luigi had proposed so often to her since becoming widowed that it had become something of a running joke. Then last year, out of the blue, he had produced a diamond ring and, inexplicably, April said yes. She had regretted her decision ever since.

April loved his restaurant and his food. She loved how he made her laugh. She even loved being the object of his desire. But April did not love Luigi. And that was really the crux of the problem. Recently she had been avoiding him, which neither helped nor solved anything. But she was too much a creature of habit to let anyone else into her life. She just wished she’d thought of that before accepting his proposal.

Soon Luigi. I’ll come and see you soon. Just been so busy at work. Xx. She hoped that would placate her Italian Lothario a while longer.

Just a two kisses? You used to send me three. Xxx.

April sighed. She just wasn’t feeling in the mood anymore. I’ll see you later this week Luigi. Promise. She then added the three kisses, to appease him more than anything.

The exchange had been no more than a distraction from what April had really planned for her evening. She excitedly messaged her colleague: What is website called? Beastie Boys something?

Connor loved the directness and absurdity of April’s messages—they made him smile, even if that wasn’t her intention. He had also just finished his workout and was in the mood for a wind-up, with the endorphins having well and truly kicked in.

Beastie Boys? What the hell would you know about the finest rap trio that ever walked the earth?

The three dots appeared on his iPhone to let him know April was typing a reply. He could just imagine her peering at the tiny screen with her half-moon spectacles, her sausage fingers pressing several unwanted keys at the same time. Eventually the reply came: Not Beastie Boys. Beastie something. The one with all the dirty old lords.

Oh that one. Just Google ‘bestiality’, and ‘secret’ and ‘cam’. That’ll take you straight to it.

There were no three dots this time. He knew April would be typing the words into her search engine. Minutes later he got the reply he expected: That’s not it, you dirty boy. Why would anyone want to do that with animals? Now I have a huge horse’s willy on my screen I can’t get rid of.

So it’s not all bad. Here’s the real link: www.beastshamer.com.

April tapped the link on Connor’s message and was immediately greeted by a warning:


The material on this website has been stolen from the British Government. You may be prosecuted in your home territory for viewing or sharing it. Most of the content is of an adult nature with many distressing images. Users enter at their own risk.



The message made April think for only a fraction of a second before she decided to click Enter. If caught, she could always claim it was for journalistic purposes rather than just being nosy. ‘What the hell?’ she said aloud as she was met with another message:


I used to work for the Government’s secret services but I became disillusioned with all the cover-ups. That’s why I have launched this website, which the UK Government has so desperately tried to shut down.

I believe my life is in danger for sharing some of the state’s most shocking secrets. But I shall continue to drip feed classified documents every evening at 7 p.m. BST until the UK Government agrees to prosecute the high-ranking members of the establishment who have been—and many still are—involved in the systematic abuse of vulnerable minors.
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“Greait characters—delighitfolly. engaging!”
—DIANA GABALDON,
BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE OUTLANDER SERIES





