



[image: ]







[image: image]



[image: image]
www.hodder.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2007 by Hodder & Stoughton
An Hachette UK Company


Copyright © Lin Anderson 2007


The right of Lin Anderson to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Epub ISBN:9781848945074
Book ISBN: 9780340922415


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH


www.hodder.co.uk




To Detective Inspector Bill Mitchell.




Dark Flight


The face that stared at him through the glass was his mum’s, but it didn’t look like her. Stephen’s mouth dropped open and real fear grabbed his stomach. His mum’s face was chalk white, her mouth twisted in pain. Behind her was a dark shadow.


Stephen dropped the bones.
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SANNI DIVED LEFT into thick undergrowth. The big four-by-four vehicle made a 180-degree turn, splattering red mud in a semicircle, and followed. Thorns tore at Sanni’s face and chest. He tasted blood. If he could only make the river. The rainy season had swollen it and the fast-moving water would carry him away from his pursuers. He smelt burning diesel as the vehicle stalled, its wheels churning the soggy clay. Sanni broke through the bushes that lined the river bank. Rua. Water. Rua, da godiya. Thank God. His small slight body stood, indecisive, on the high bank, as big black river ants ran up his thin legs, biting him savagely. Sensing someone behind, he sprang forward. But it was too late. His arm was gripped in a fist of steel. Sanni screamed, but there was no one to hear.





Day 1


Monday
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‘YOU CAN GO outside, but stay in the garden. Do you hear me, Stephen?’ His mum’s voice was shrill, like a witch’s.


Gran’s bedroom smelt of pee. His mum was stripping the bed, while his gran sat in a winged armchair, her hair a fluffy white halo. She winked at Stephen as he left the room. His gran was sick, but she wasn’t cross.


The garden was tiny and surrounded by a high hedge. Once, when he came on holiday, he’d helped his granddad cut the hedge, but now it was so tall it blocked the light.


Stephen stood on the closed gate, humming to himself . . . until he saw the bones.


They lay in the shape of a cross, on the pavement just outside the garden. Excitement beat the pulse at his temple. Already his active imagination was writing the bones into a story of pirates and treasure. He looked up and down the empty street. Whoever had dropped them was gone. Probably they would never come back. Conscience assuaged, Stephen dropped to his knees, slipped his small hand through the black bars and stretched his arm as far as he could. He grunted as the metal dug painfully into his armpit, his face squashed sideways to the gate. Out of the corner of his eye he could see his fingers wriggling disappointingly short of the bones.


He withdrew his arm and rubbed it, muttering under his breath in a decisive manner, ‘I’ll have to go outside. I’ll just have to.’


He sneaked a look at the kitchen window. What if his mum was at the sink? His heart leapt. The window was blank. A mix of excitement and fear coursed through his veins and he swallowed hard.


He conjured up an image of his mum’s angry face if he disobeyed her and he wiped his mouth anxiously. She would go bananas, raving on at him about not doing what he was told. It was a scary thought.


But if he was quick? He saw himself zip out and in again almost instantaneously like Billy Whizz in the Beano comic. The bones were tantalisingly close. And it wasn’t really going outside, he told himself firmly. Not if he was very very quick.


Stephen slipped through, snatched up the bones and stepped swiftly back inside, pulling the gate quietly shut behind him. He stood stock-still, his heart thudding in his chest. At last he let his breath out in an exaggerated gasp. He had done it!


He smiled down at his prize.


The bones were about the size of his first finger, tied together with red thread. He held the cross to his nose and sniffed. They smelt like the garden when his granddad used to dig up the weeds.


He placed the bones in his left palm and ran his finger over them, studying the three lines scored at the top of each one, which could be a magic mark.


A muffled voice made him look up guiltily. Had his mum seen him go out of the garden? He whistled through his teeth, and shuffled his feet, waiting for the shout that meant trouble.


But no shout came.


When he felt brave enough to look directly, the face that stared at him through the glass was his mum’s, but it didn’t look like her. Stephen’s mouth dropped open and real fear grabbed his stomach. His mum’s face was chalk white, her mouth twisted in pain. Behind her was a dark shadow.


Stephen dropped the bones.


‘Mum?’ His voice emerged in a whimper.


She opened her mouth as if to scream at him and he waited, rigid with apprehension. Then her face jerked towards the glass, once, twice, three times.


Stephen stood rooted to the spot, watching her neck whip backwards and forwards. Then it was over.


She caught his eye and held it. Her mouth moved in a silent exaggerated word.


RUN.
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DR RHONA MACLEOD ignored the metallic smell of blood mingled with stale urine, and raised her eyes to the ceiling, where cast-off bloodstains formed an arc.


Short heavy weapons tended to swing slowly and in short arcs. Judging by the spots on the ceiling, the instrument used to kill the old woman was probably long and light.


The body sat in an old-fashioned winged armchair, head slumped forward, fluffy white hair stained dark red. The skull gaped in a line from crown to neck. In the opening, contusions bunched like black grapes.


Larger drops splattered the slippered feet and surrounding beige carpet, their tail direction suggesting the victim was attacked from behind.


Rhona wondered if the woman had even realised her attacker was in the room. She secretly hoped she hadn’t. To die such a violent death was terrible. To anticipate it, even worse.


The hands that lay in the lap were small and pearly white, a threading of blue veins running like raised tributaries across the crêpy flesh. A worn gold wedding band hung loose on the fourth finger of the left hand, a delicate gold watch circling the thin wrist.


She wore a pale blue nightgown, a knitted shawl about her shoulders. Had it not been for the blood, it was as if she had fallen asleep in her chair and would waken with a crick in her neck.


The room had a threadbare quality, while retaining an aura of gentility, despite the gory contents. Every surface held an ornament, most of which looked like good china. There were three small, ornately framed paintings on the walls, dark oils of highland scenes.


The chair was placed so the woman could see the small television that sat on a chest nearby. A remote lay on the floor beside her, as though she had dropped it. To the left of the chair, the bed had its headboard against the back wall. The bed was newly made, crisp white sheets spoiled by crimson spray. On a bedside table sat a radio and three pill bottles.


Rhona lifted one with a gloved hand and read the label. Sleeping tablets. The other two might be medication for water retention and circulatory problems, but she would have to check. She bagged the bottles and labelled them.


It looked as though the old woman never left this room. And even here, she hadn’t been safe.


Detective Inspector Bill Wilson appeared in the doorway, his expression brightening at the sight of Rhona. ‘You got here fast.’


‘I was in the car when the call came through.’


Bill assumed an official air. In the midst of carnage it served as a survival mechanism. ‘The Procurator’s been. Decided he didn’t need to look in detail to give us the go-ahead. The duty pathologist pronounced death, via a view from the window. He’ll wait until we ship them to the mortuary to take a closer look. McNab was keen to restrict access to the scene in case of contamination. Seems sensible.’


The name startled Rhona. She hadn’t realised DS McNab was back in town. ‘McNab’s the Crime Scene Manager?’ She tried to keep her tone light.


Bill gave a cursory nod. It was a name well known to both of them. ‘Want to take a look in the kitchen?’


The room gave onto a long narrow hall, which led to a back door. The layout was straightforward. A two room, kitchen and bathroom flat. The front room, normally a sitting room, had become Granny’s bedsit. According to the other SOCOs, the smaller bedroom at the back was filled with a three-piece suite circa nineteen fifties.


Aluminium tread plates had been laid throughout so no one would leave their own imprint on the scene. Unfortunately, whoever laid them had a longer stride than Rhona, and she had to jump from plate to plate. In other circumstances she might have laughed, but this blood bath held no place for humour.


A younger woman lay face down on the kitchen floor, her skirt pulled up to her waist. The blood had left her severed carotid artery in a series of spurts that corresponded to the beating of her heart. The arterial gush had hit the kitchen surface near the sink, leaving a large stain, several centimetres in diameter. Secondary splattering peppered the front of the kitchen unit.


Rhona felt her throat tighten. Even after all this time, she had to remember to immerse herself in procedure. Only that saved her, and the other members of the team, from losing their minds, or their emotional well-being, in the face of such violent death.


The woman’s sweater had been pushed up. Between the shoulder blades, her attacker had carved a diagonal cross. Her legs and arms had been spread in a mirror image of the same shape.


‘Who is she?’ Rhona asked.


‘Not sure yet. The old woman had a pension book. Enid Cavanagh, seventy-eight years old.’


‘Are they related?’


‘We think they might be mother and daughter.’


Rhona crouched and shone a torch between the spread-eagled thighs. A smeared mix of blood and what looked like semen had dried in strips down the pale mottled skin of the legs. She peered more closely, directing the torch on the bloodied vaginal area. The clitoris and adjacent labia had been cleanly removed. The extent of the mutilation made her gasp.


‘What?’


‘She’s been circumcised.’


Bill swore under his breath.


He hated all deaths on his patch, but sexual mutilation suggested a sadist. And any study of the psychology of murder identified sadists as good planners, with a degree of intelligence that kept them one step ahead of the law.


Rhona indicated the contact stain of a long blade on the woman’s discarded underwear.


‘Looks like he wiped the weapon clean on those and took it with him.’


She glanced around the room, trying to get her bearings from the blood spatters and position of the corpse. ‘If he attacked her from behind, he could have avoided the main gush of blood. Which means he could be virtually blood free.’


Rhona shone a light obliquely down either side of the body, looking for foot or knee prints. The beam picked out a partial imprint in the V-shape between the victim’s left arm and leg. ‘Take a look at this.’


Bill stepped across the treads and joined her.


The print was smudged, but distinguishable.


‘This looks like a child’s footprint.’


The colour drained from Bill’s face. He had two kids of his own, teenagers now, but always kids in his eyes. Margaret, his wife of over thirty years, was always giving him a hard time about letting them grow up, especially his daughter, Lisa. Every time Bill was called to a female murder victim, he imagined Lisa in her place.


‘Did she have a child?’


Bill stood up. ‘We’d better find out, and fast.’


Left to her own devices, Rhona began the slow laborious job of evidence collection. She concentrated on the kitchen. Her assistant, Chrissy McInsh, would finish working the bedroom. Two other scene of crime officers were dealing with the remainder of the small flat.


She swabbed the woman’s mouth. Dr Sissons would deal with vaginal and rectum swabs in the mortuary. The tongue was swollen and bloody; her teeth had bitten into it in fright. If the woman had screamed and there was a child nearby, it might have heard and come running in.


Rhona glanced out of the window. What little light existed was masked by a tall hedge. In the middle of the hedge, a metal gate squeaked back and forth, as crime scene personnel moved in and out.


She had a sudden image of herself as a little girl, swinging on their gate, her mother shouting at her to get off, in case she broke the hinges. Had a child been in the garden?


Once she’d finished with the body, she tackled the rest of the room. It was small, a kitchenette rather than a kitchen. She suspected it had been cleaned recently. Beneath the scent of death she discerned the faint aroma of disinfectant. In the sink, a dishcloth was soaking in bleach and water. A teapot lay open and ready for boiling water, a fresh teabag damp inside. Two china cups and saucers sat nearby. A washing-machine door was partly open. Inside were sheets smelling of old sweat and dribbled urine. The woman had changed her mother’s bed and cleaned the kitchen then set about making a pot of tea. A normal domestic scene one minute, carnage and death the next. Rhona didn’t want to imagine the scenario, yet knew she had to. Understanding the choreography of a crime was as important as collecting the forensic samples associated with it.


She imagined herself standing at the window, maybe checking on a child in the garden. Did the woman hear the intruder in her mother’s room? Rhona listened to the soft movement of Chrissy next door. Only a narrow hall divided kitchen from front room. Bill had said the television was on when they arrived. Loud enough for the old woman to hear. Maybe the sound had masked her death?


There had been nothing beneath the younger victim’s nails. No skin or hair or blood. When she bagged the hands she could smell bleach from them. It didn’t look as if she’d fought her attacker. Why not?


A knife at her neck, perhaps . . . or to protect her child?


Rhona enhanced the child’s part-print impression with a protein dye and was satisfied she had enough to distinguish pattern, size and wear. A careful examination of the remaining linoleum revealed a poor partial adult print near the door. Maybe Chrissy would have more luck with the beige carpet.


She stepped her way through the hall. Chrissy had finished photographing the bloodstains and was taping the carpet, looking for fibres or residue. A fringe of bright auburn hair was visible beneath the hood of her white suit.


‘How’s it going in here?’


Chrissy glanced up. Without the usual make-up, the face looked five years younger. ‘Fine. Where are you going?’


‘I want to take a look outside.’


Chrissy turned back to the task in hand. Rhona didn’t have to ask her to check for footprints. It was a routine part of the job. Chrissy might have a sharp tongue and a somewhat cynical view of the world, but she was a stickler for protocol.


There was a forlorn air to the small garden, as though it had once been loved. The remains of spring daffodils poked out from beneath the too-thick hedge, their heads shrivelled and browning.


A circular bed of spindly roses, badly in need of pruning, suddenly reminded Rhona of her father’s garden on the Isle of Skye. She’d felt ashamed of the neglect when she went back after his death. Somehow, seeing the abandoned garden brought home the reality of his passing. Until then she’d imagined she only had to lift the receiver and dial his number and he would be there to answer it.


The gate was black metal but hadn’t been painted in a while. Flakes of rust crumbled on touch and sprinkled the concrete path with orange-red dust. She swung the gate shut and crouched on one of the aluminium treads on the short path. The gate was divided in two. The top half consisted of two semicircular bars enclosed within a square. The bottom half was made up of vertical bars, wide enough apart for a small foot.


Between bars three and four, and five and six, were the imprints she sought. She took a series of photos before she attempted retrieval. The imprints were partial of the weighted soles of shoes pressed between the bars. Crouched on the path, she figured she would be just below the height of a child swinging on the gate. She could hear movement from indoors and spotted the top of Chrissy’s head in the bedroom.


The kitchen window was left of the path. Assuming the woman had been assaulted at the sink, a child swinging on the gate would have had a clear view of her face when her attacker struck.


Rhona imagined a scream and turned abruptly, as a child would have done . . . and caught sight of the bones.


They were lying half hidden among the shrivelled daffodil leaves. She reached out and picked them up, her heart beating with the excited curiosity of a scientist.


Lying in the palm of her gloved hand, they were immediately recognisable as human half-finger bones, tied tightly together with red thread in the shape of a diagonal cross. The length from the proximal to the distal joint was shorter than her own, suggesting an adult with small hands, or a child. Just below each knuckle, there were three striations cut cross-wise.


She put the bones in a sample bag, then examined the short path to the front door. The perpetrator could have entered the house this way or used the back alley, which involved climbing a wall. According to Bill there were no signs of a forced entry. So he had a key, or both doors were unlocked. There was no back garden, just a shared area of grass with a wooden bench. If the child or assailant ran out of the front door, then there could be blood on this path somewhere.


But the path proved to be clear. Her only reward for a careful search was a wad of chewing gum just outside the gate.


Chrissy appeared at the front door, pulled down her mask, and inhaled deeply. ‘The old woman was incontinent. The carpet’s reeking.’


‘Anything else?’


‘Someone pissed on the body.’


‘You’re sure?’


‘I’m sure.’


‘Her attacker?’


‘Who else would piss on an old woman?’


Drugs and their metabolities were often detectable in urine for longer periods than in the blood. If the attacker was high on something, they would find evidence of it in his urine.


‘McNab wants a word.’


‘Right.’ Rhona tried to keep her face expressionless. The attempt wasn’t lost on Chrissy. Not many people knew that piece of Rhona’s history and she wanted it kept that way.


‘He’s in the hut.’ Chrissy indicated the mobile crime scene office set up across the road.


‘Okay. I’m finished in the kitchen anyway.’


‘Ten minutes, then we go for a drink?’ Chrissy suggested.


Rhona stripped off the suit, boots and gloves, composing herself as she did so. DS Michael McNab. A moment of madness a couple of years back that had lasted three months. Her dad had died and she’d felt like a boat without a rudder. Sleeping with McNab had made her temporarily forget the emptiness. When she broke it off, he was the one all at sea. He got angry. Tried everything to get back into her life. Rhona still felt bad that she had encouraged him to think there was more to them than sex.


She pulled on her jacket. The spring sunshine had gone and she shivered in the cold April air.


When she pushed open the door of the hut, she was relieved to see McNab wasn’t alone. Bill Wilson was there, in his hand a mug of coffee with skin on its surface, just the way he liked it.


McNab had done a good job as Crime Scene Manager. Rhona congratulated him.


Seated at a computer, he accepted the compliment in silence, an inscrutable look on his face. ‘We always did make a good team.’


She ignored any hidden message in the reply and asked if there was any word on the child.


‘We’ve established the younger victim as Carole Devlin, the old woman’s married daughter,’ Bill told her. ‘She has a boy of six called Stephen. A neighbour says Carole often came to help her mother. She brought Stephen with her.’


‘So where is he now?’


McNab shook his head. ‘We don’t know.’ He pushed a photo in a silver frame across the desk. ‘This was on the sideboard.’


A live and animated Carole Devlin sat beside her mother on a settee. Between her knees perched a boy, wearing a blue school sweatshirt. He had the creamy chocolate-brown skin of a mixed-race child. Handsome, with big brown eyes and a cheeky grin.


‘Is there a dad?’


‘No idea. The school badge belongs to the nearby primary. DC Clark is contacting the headmistress. We have an address from Carole’s handbag that could be her own flat. It’s in Gibson Street.’


Gibson Street was a stone’s throw from Rhona’s lab, about a fifteen-minute walk from the granny’s flat in Dowanhill Road.


‘We’ll know more by the strategy meeting tomorrow,’ Bill said


‘There’s no sign of the boy, apart from the footprint beside the body and two on the gate,’ Rhona told him.


Bill said what she’d been thinking. ‘If the attacker took him . . .’


Neither of them wanted to say it, but they feared the child might already be dead.


‘There’s something else.’


She showed them the bagged finger bones.


McNab examined them through the plastic, his face puzzled. ‘They look human.’


‘They are.’


Bill gave a weary sigh. ‘So, we have two dead women, one of them mutilated, and a missing child . . .’


‘And a cross made of human bones,’ Rhona finished for him.
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THE CLUB WAS beginning to fill up. The band didn’t perform till later. Now the place echoed with shrill voices just released from a day’s work.


Chrissy and Rhona made straight for the bar. A stout man with glasses and a petite pretty brunette Rhona recognised from the mortuary, moved along a bit to give them room. It was Sean’s night off, or he would have been here already, setting up for the band, his saxophone on its stand in the corner of the stage. Tonight he would be at the flat, cooking a meal. Rhona knew she should have gone straight home, but didn’t want to. Better to sit with Chrissy for a while, until the real world seeped back into her system.


One thing about her line of work: telling your partner what you’d seen and done in the previous six hours didn’t make for a comfortable evening.


Guilt made her flip open her mobile. The phone rang out four times then switched to answerphone. She left a message about being kept late at work and rang off.


The club was busy with Glasgow University personnel, including staff from the nearby forensic medical sciences department and a couple of forensic anthropologists from GUARD, the University’s Archaeological Research Department. This wasn’t a police hang-out, so she didn’t have to face McNab, although Bill, a keen jazz fan, often came in.


She dismissed thoughts of Michael McNab from her mind. She hadn’t told Sean about that liaison. In fact they never discussed previous relationships, although she suspected Sean’s list was a lot longer than her own.


Rhona ordered a white wine from Sam the barman. Chrissy screwed up her face at that, and went for a bright pink alcopop, reminding Rhona that alcohol served that way got into the blood faster, which is what she needed tonight.


‘So, what did McNab want?’ Her forensic assistant was nothing if not direct.


‘Strictly business,’ Rhona told her.


‘While he undressed you with his eyes.’


‘Bill was there.’


‘I bet that pissed McNab off.’


‘He’s a good CSM.’


Chrissy shrugged and took a swallow. ‘If a little obsessive.’


‘It was a long time ago.’


Chrissy made a noise in her throat that sounded like a grunt of disbelief. ‘McNab has a damaged ego where you’re concerned.’


‘I’m history,’ Rhona said firmly.


It had been stupid getting involved with someone from work. There were lots of affairs in the police force. Unsocial hours, shift work, escape from the horrors of the job threw people together. Most liaisons screwed up the work and the personal life of those involved. It was the only time Rhona had made that mistake and it still bothered her.


When McNab headed for the Fife Police College, it had seemed a perfect time to end it. Numerous emails and phone calls from him had left her feeling threatened as well as angry. So she’d told Bill in confidence. He must have had a quiet word with McNab because the communication onslaught had suddenly stopped. Now McNab was back in Glasgow and impossible to avoid.


As Chrissy drained her bottle Sam appeared with another. He flashed her a big dazzling-white smile. ‘I finish in an hour?’


‘I’ll be here.’


Rhona waited until he went to serve someone else, then raised an eyebrow at Chrissy.


‘What?’ Chrissy played the innocent.


‘You never said you were seeing Sam.’


‘I like to give it longer than three weeks before I spread the word.’


‘And?’


Chrissy looked like the cat that got the cream. ‘Well, you know that story about black men . . .’


‘Stop, Chrissy!’


The one thing you had to remember about Chrissy: she always told it like it was.


Sam had left the wine bottle beside her and Rhona refilled her glass as Chrissy headed for the Ladies. Someone had switched on the overhead television. A news flash showed the photograph of the missing boy with his mother and grandmother. Rhona asked Sam to turn up the sound.


The report was short, with little detail. A six-year-old boy, Stephen Devlin, was missing, after the grim discovery of the murdered bodies of his mother and grandmother in a flat in the west end of the city. Anyone with any information on the boy’s whereabouts should contact the police immediately.


Chrissy returned from the toilet and glanced up at the screen. ‘No sign of him?’


Rhona shook her head. As long as they hadn’t discovered a body, they had to believe the child was alive. Tomorrow, she would study the attacker’s print against the one Chrissy found. If he was carrying the boy as he left, the difference in pressure should be detectable.


Sam came back to check on Chrissy. She gave him the thumbs up and he deposited another pink bottle in front of her. His ebony skin and high cheekbones gave him the look of an African god. He had told Rhona his ancestors were Fulani, a wandering tribe who herded their cattle through Northern Nigeria and its neighbouring states. He’d been brought up in the northern city of Kano. As well as working behind the bar he played jazz piano a couple of evenings a week and his work in the club supported his medical course at Glasgow University.


‘Why don’t you ask Sam about the bones thing?’ Chrissy suggested.


‘The bones thing?’ Sam gave Chrissy a suggestive smile. ‘This isn’t another one of your anatomy tests?’


Rhona didn’t like to imagine what the anatomy tests consisted of. She pulled a notepad from her bag, drew a representation of the crossed bones and pushed it across the counter.


Sam had a look, his expression changing from humorous to serious. ‘Are they human?’


‘I think they are. A child or small adult.’


He thought for a moment. ‘They were tied like this when you found them?’


‘Yes.’


‘It looks like a juju tsafi to me.’


‘Tsafi?’ Chrissy raised an eyebrow.


‘A fetish.’ He caught Chrissy’s eye. ‘We’re not necessarily talking sex here.’ Sam smiled. ‘Although they’re often for that.’


‘An object believed by primitive people to have some magical power?’ Rhona tried.


‘Not always primitive,’ Sam corrected her. ‘Lots of well-educated people in West Africa still believe in witch doctors. Let me show you something.’ He extracted a folded piece of paper from his wallet. ‘My mother sent me this in case I needed a bit of help from the old country.’


He spread out the paper on the counter. There was a name and address at the top: Mallam Muhammed Tunni Sokoto, 21 Yoruba Road, Sabon Gari, Kano.


Beneath was a long list comprising fifty-six ways your witch doctor could help improve your life.


Chrissy ran an eye down the page. ‘Medicine for a commanding tongue?’ she read out.


‘Well, you don’t need that one,’ Rhona told her with conviction.


‘Mmmm. Now here’s one I like. Medicine for love.’


‘How did you think we two got together?’ Sam grinned.


Chrissy read on. ‘Medicine for a tired penis?’ She shook her head. ‘Don’t need that.’


Rhona joined in the laughter. ‘So the bones might be some sort of witch doctor medicine?’ she asked Sam.


‘Bones are important in juju.’


‘There were three deep scores on each bone.’


He looked startled. ‘Where did you find them?’


‘Outside a house.’


He thought for a moment. ‘Beats me. But I don’t pay much attention to that sort of stuff. I could email my mother,’ he offered. ‘She would be the one to ask.’


‘What if I send you a digital photo of the bones?’


‘Sure.’


He wrote his email address on the back of her drawing.


A nasty thought struck Rhona. ‘How do the witch doctors get the human bones to make the fetish?’


‘Poor people die all the time in Nigeria. In the cities you find the bodies in the streets. In the UK?’ He shrugged his shoulders. ‘It would be more difficult.’


‘Not to say illegal,’ Chrissy said.


‘Would someone kill to get bones for juju?’ Rhona asked.


Sam looked worried by that. ‘Human sacrifice is the darker side of juju. In black juju, the organs and bones of children are highly prized.’


On her way to the underground station, Rhona found herself looking at children, reminding herself she had a child, although Liam was a young man now. Eighteen years of age, older than she was when he was born. When she left the hospital after the birth, her heart and her arms were empty. Edward, her lover at the time, had talked her into adoption. They were too young for a child, they had to finish their degrees before they married and had children. There was plenty of time. And she’d believed him.


Edward did get married, but not to her. Fiona had given him two children. A son, Jonathan, and a daughter, Morag. Rhona, on the other hand, had stayed single and for the most part alone, until Sean Maguire had entered her life.


She often asked herself what she would do if she got pregnant again. Every time the thought crossed her mind she determined that this time the decision would be hers and hers alone. No one would talk her in or out of anything that important again. Not Sean, not anyone.


Moroseness settled on her like a thick dark cloud. Bill Wilson would be at home now, in the bosom of his family. Would he tell Margaret what he had witnessed today or would he do as she did? Place that knowledge inside a compartment of his brain and shut the door on it.


She’d missed the commuter rush and the underground train was half empty. Two young teenage Goths sat opposite, noses, ears, eyebrows and tongues pierced. Satanic symbols hung on chains around their necks. They were laughing together, the sweet reek of cannabis clinging to their clothes.


Beside them a young mother struggled with a toddler, a buggy, and a girl of about six. The woman had a frazzled air as though her edges were unravelling. They got off at the same stop and Rhona offered to help her up the stairs with the buggy. When the girl slipped her hand in Rhona’s, the trusting gesture unnerved her.


She was surprised and disappointed when she reached home to find the flat in darkness. She checked her mobile. If Sean had called while she was in the club she might not have heard him, but there were no messages, voice or text.


Rhona stood in the hall, wishing Chance, her cat, were still alive and running to greet her, his big black body trailing between her legs, tripping her up on her way to the kitchen.


Sean had encouraged her to get another cat, as though she were replacing a pair of shoes. But Chance’s death was still too raw in her mind.


The kitchen was as she’d left it that morning, with dishes in the sink and the rock-hard remains of some hastily buttered toast. Any hopes of meeting the scent of garlic and herbs, the open bottle of a carefully chosen red wine, were dashed.


She tried to remember if Sean had mentioned something he had to do tonight. But nothing came to mind. They normally had an easy routine on his night off, eating a leisurely meal together, then making love. He would play her his favourite jazz tracks and she would dutifully listen, knowing his efforts would never turn her into a real jazz fan. Yet when he played the saxophone, it almost worked: she was seduced by the haunting sound and image, his closed eyes, fingers caressing the keys with the intensity of a lover.


She admitted to herself that tonight she needed Sean to talk to. She wanted him to enter her troubled body and make her forget today.


She rang out for a pizza, then poured herself a whisky and water and opened up her laptop. If she couldn’t dispel work from her mind, then she would have to engage with it.


She went online and typed ‘female genital mutilation’ in the search engine.


The result confirmed what she already suspected. FGM was more of a cultural than a religious practice, carried out predominantly in sub-Saharan Africa, on pre-pubescent girls, designed to reduce their sexual response.


What she hadn’t known was that an estimated fifty per cent of all Nigerian girls had been operated on. Some thirty million women in Sam’s country had been mutilated in this way.


Whoever killed Carole performed that ritual on her. Although Stephen’s father was likely black, that didn’t mean he was African. But most murdered women were killed by their husband or partner. If Carole Devlin’s husband was in Scotland, then he had to be a suspect.


Much later she was awakened by Sean’s key in the lock. The stumbling sound of his footsteps in the hall, followed by the masked expletive, suggested he was drunk. Rhona lay in the darkness, nonplussed by this, because she had never seen Sean really drunk before.


When he didn’t come into the bedroom, curiosity sent her to find him. The sight made her stop silently in her tracks. He was in the spare room, a fiddle in his hand. He’d brought the battered case with him when he moved in. When she asked whether he could play, he’d told her all Irishmen could play the fiddle, if not with their hands, then in their hearts. Yet the case had stood gathering dust in a corner. To her knowledge Sean had never looked at it since, let alone played it.


Something made her melt back into the shadow of the hall, so she could watch Sean, unseen.


He began to play, slowly at first, as though trying to remember, then he relaxed and the music came of its own accord. She didn’t recognise the tune, yet felt herself drown in its sadness.


Sean stopped suddenly, mid-phrase, and threw the fiddle back in its case. ‘Fucking old bastard!’


Rhona stepped into the light, frightened by his vehemence. ‘Sean?’


His eyes tried to focus on her. ‘I’m drunk,’ he said in a mixture of defiance and apology.


She smiled. ‘I can see that.’


He staggered past her into the kitchen.


When she got there, he had already poured himself a whisky. ‘Is that wise?’


‘Who are you? My fucking mother?’


She recoiled, stung by the viciousness of the attack.


He shook his head, as if he didn’t know where the anger had come from, then swallowed the whisky.


Rhona mentally calculated whether his blood alcohol content was at danger level. Sean wouldn’t be the first male in Glasgow to die from too much drink.


Seeing the worried look on her face, he pushed the glass away. ‘My father’s sick. I have to go home.’
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BILL’S RELIEF AT being back home was almost overwhelming. The normal sounds as he slipped his key in the lock; the warmth in the hall after the night air between the car and the front door.


But it wasn’t the wind that had chilled him to the bone. It was the remembered sight in that room. The mutilated spread-eagled body of the woman. Her elderly mother, her head bowed almost in prayer. What manner of man could have done such a thing? For he had no doubt in his mind that it had been a man. And the child? The face in the photograph smiling and happy. Where was the boy?


He pulled himself together as Lisa came down the stairs.


‘At last. We’re starving and Mum made us wait until you came home.’ She brushed past him, shouting, ‘He’s here,’ on her way to the kitchen.


A door banged upstairs and Robbie’s gelled head appeared, the dark locks spiked like a Victorian street urchin’s. He nodded at Bill, his earphones in, the tinny sound of a band escaping.


Margaret’s back was towards him as Bill entered the kitchen. Thinking about it later, he realised he should have seen the too-high shoulders, the tenseness in the position of her head.


He placed a kiss in the nape of her neck, feeling overwhelmingly tender towards her. She was his friend, his lover and his soulmate. He could only do what he did because of her. The blackest of days would dissolve as they lay curled together in the bed where his two children had been conceived.


She pointed to a dram already poured out for him.


‘You’re having one?’ he’d said in surprise, seeing the second glass.


Margaret, the daughter of a Presbyterian minister, drank rarely, and never mid-week; the drinking habit had not lasted past student days.


She placed the serving dish on the table and sat down. Bill threw back the whisky, not wanting to delay the meal any further.


‘I saw it on the news,’ Margaret said, to make it easier for him.


‘Saw what?’ Lisa piped up.


Margaret gave him a look that said: Tell her enough to end the questions.


‘A wee boy’s missing. We think he ran away when his mother and grandmother were murdered.’


Lisa had the emotional intelligence of her mother and could read situations and people’s reactions as clearly as a written page. She gave her dad a look of sympathy and went back to her food.


Robbie’s earphones were still in. Bill was about to remonstrate when Margaret silently shook her head.


They ate in relative silence. By now Bill sensed something was wrong, something more than what had happened in his day. A creeping realisation came when Margaret reached for the water jug and he saw her hand tremble. He was shocked beyond comprehension.


Robbie cleared his plate first, muttered an ‘excuse me’ and was allowed to depart. Lisa hung on a little longer until Margaret reminded her that her favourite soap was about to come on.


She waited until Lisa had shut the door behind her, then pushed her plate away.


‘What is it?’


She composed herself. ‘I saw the doctor today . . .’


He was about to interrupt, ask her why, but her hand fluttered like a trapped bird asking him to wait and hear her out.


Bill’s heart took off, punching his chest so hard it hurt.


‘I have a lump in my right breast. The doctor has requested an immediate appointment at the breast clinic.’


The words out, Margaret looked relieved.


Bill moved his chair towards her, but she drew back. ‘No! If you put your arms about me now, I won’t cope.’


She got up and began clearing the table, taking refuge in the mundane.


Bill sat in silence, as helpless as a child without its mother, his throat full of words he dared not let himself speak. ‘You’re sure?’ It was a stupid question but he had to ask it. He wanted her to say no, she wasn’t sure. He wanted the hands of the clock to tick backwards to the beginning of their meal.


‘I wouldn’t have told you tonight only . . .’ She paused.


She was apologising to him for telling him that she was ill. Apologising because she sensed in him what he had faced that day and knew the demons that would haunt him through the night.


He felt an overwhelming sadness at the stupidity of men and a matching wonder at the emotional strength of women.


He went quickly towards her before she could retreat and wrapped her in his arms. The tightness of his grip took both their breath away.


The tenseness of her limbs flowed into his taut muscles. He felt her body relax and she sighed, resting her face on his shoulder.


He shut his eyes and saw a bright white line stretching into the distance. He found himself praying, absurdly muttering words to a God he didn’t know, mixing Margaret with the missing boy as though they were one and the same.


Her tears dampened his shoulder. He thought of other times when she had wept on his shoulder. Some of them happy and some of them sad. He realised with a sudden clarity that his strength came directly from her.


‘The missing boy. Did he see the man kill his mother?’


He wanted to tell her no. But he could never lie to her. ‘We don’t know.’


‘But you think the murderer has the child?’


‘We hope the boy got away and is hiding somewhere.’


In her mind, the child’s ordeal had become greater than her own. ‘Tell me everything.’


He shook his head. ‘I can’t repeat it.’


She drew back and looked him in the face. ‘Tell me,’ she said.


She was asleep. He had watched her close her eyes, had seen her mouthing words of prayer. Margaret, daughter of a Scottish minister, had married Bill Wilson, a lapsed Catholic. She, unlike him, had never lost the core of her faith in a God.


In his own mind he bullied her God, demanding that he look after someone who had never knowingly harmed a living soul, who brought joy, humour and intelligence into a dark world. Then he thought of the child. Alone and terrified, or already dead.


And he wept silently in the darkness.


Morning brought some semblance of normality. Margaret had always been a fighter. Her mindset had moved from despair and fear to determination. Whatever she had to do to confront this thing she would do. The possibility that the lump might be benign was there, but Margaret had already contemplated the worst scenario and decided how to deal with it. If the growth was benign, that was a bonus.


Before she slept she’d given him her instructions. The children were not to be told until the lump was examined. If it was benign they need never be told. If it wasn’t they would be told the truth.


‘They are old enough to deal with it,’ was what she’d said.


She would not hear of Bill coming to the hospital with her. ‘If you are with me, I’ll have to think about you. I’d rather be there on my own. We’ll meet up afterwards, away from the house.’


He had taken her instructions without question. She would tell him when the appointment came through. He had other things to think about just now, she’d insisted.


She saw him off at the door. The scent of her skin as she kissed his cheek swamped him. Ever since she told him, he had grown conscious again of everything about her. It was as though he were back thirty years.


‘Find the boy’ were her last words to him as he got in the car.





Day 2


Tuesday
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BILL GLANCED AROUND the table. Rhona looked bleary-eyed. He suspected she’d had as much sleep as himself, which wasn’t much. This strategy meeting was critical in deciding how much they knew and what their next move would be. As well as himself and Rhona, the Crime Scene Manager, McNab, was there. Bill had observed McNab’s reaction when Rhona walked in, smart and professional in her navy-blue suit. He had been relieved by McNab’s lack of interest, which must mean McNab had returned to the fold minus that particular obsession.
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