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For Julie and Maureen, two beautiful ladies




Prologue


Fiona, 2012


How could I have been so stupid?


Such a pathetic, moronic idiot.


I’m that woman, the one I used to scorn. I believed him when he said he didn’t mean it, when he said he was sorry. The first time. The second time. Every time. I thought he’d change.


But he’s gone too far.


He’ll kill me if I don’t end things.


No. This stops now.


I won’t be a dumb victim.


This is what Fiona tells herself, bravely and resolutely, as she slowly limps along the lonely, narrow, hedgerow-lined road that leads to her home.


The sun is setting but still retains some heat, the evening hazy with it. Her bared arms are pale; the flimsy yellow cardigan hanging loosely from her fingers is almost trailing on the ground. The string strap of her vest slips down with every other step, coming to rest on an ugly four-finger-shaped bruise before she roughly pulls it back onto her shoulder, wishing it would stay put.


She’s nearing the river. Angry midges swarm at her face and she swats them away. She accidentally swipes her mouth with her finger and winces. Her split lip still stings.


She’ll stop at the bridge, rest a little on the stone wall her grandfather built with his own hands using rocks from their land. She’s always loved that spot. She can make herself look respectable, wash away the worst of the blood and the mascara tears before she returns to her mother and father. She’ll be safe then. Fiona inhales the sweet smell of pruned cherry laurel bushes and starts to relax.


A horn blares behind her and she jumps, her heart pounding in her chest. She hadn’t even heard the car as it approached, despite the near silence of the countryside, the only sounds the late melody of the song thrush and leaves whispering in the gentle breeze.


Frightened, she turns to see who’s approaching. Is it him?


There’s little room for a car to pass; she has to stand flat against the hedge. Its sharp branches scratch her back.


It’s the blue Ford that belongs to the neighbour from two miles up. An older man who has just moved in to renovate the house vacated by his recently deceased mother.


He doesn’t observe rural custom. He doesn’t wave, doesn’t stop to offer Fiona a lift. He tries to not look at her at all, which is difficult considering she’s inches away from his bonnet as the car edges by. When he does glance sideways, she can see the shock register on his face.


He’s wondering, she realises, as the car passes but doesn’t pick up speed, if he should stop. But, no. He shifts gear. That girl looks a mess, he’s likely thinking. What if she claims he did that to her? He’s hardly here a wet week, but perhaps he already knows all about Fiona Holland. What type of girl she is.


What she doesn’t know is that later, he won’t come forward and say he saw her on that road. He will be afraid that as a single, childless, older man and the last witness to her whereabouts, they’ll try to pin something on him. He’ll keep quiet all the while they’re searching.


She drops her head in shame as the car moves past, belching exhaust fumes into the shimmering hot air in its wake. Then, defiantly, knowing he won’t be able to resist peeking in his rear-view mirror, she raises her middle finger.


‘Fuck you very much,’ she mouths at the departing vehicle. Her ribs hurt from where they were punched, her heels are blistered from shoes designed for aesthetic, not practical purposes. She would have gratefully accepted the offer of a ride.


A single tear meanders a lonely path down her cheek and she continues on her way.


She’s at the river when she hears the next car. This time, she’s aware of it. Alarmed because she’d started to relax, she’s on full alert now, her pulse that bit quicker, her senses heightened. Silly, really. Her boyfriend is far too wasted to drive. And yet she’s on edge, fearing danger in every unexpected sound, each sudden movement. He’s done that to her; he’s made her this nervous, jittery person.


The vehicle crawls to a halt and despite herself, she feels relief. She’s weary. She needs a cool shower and her soft, downy bed – her mother bringing her strong tea and bread toasted the right shade of golden-brown, smothered in real butter to the edges. No judgement, always loving her little girl no matter what. This car could belong to Jack the Ripper and she’d still take a lift. She thinks that, but Fiona knows there’s no risk. She left the real danger back in the village, downing whiskey shots from a mug, admiring his grazed knuckles and feeling like a big man.


The driver waves, but the sun’s glare on the windscreen means she can’t see his face, only the friendly movement of his hand.


Does she want to get in?


Bloody right she does. She opens the car door and slides into the passenger seat, pulling the seatbelt across and turning to smile at her knight in shining armour.


He doesn’t look at her. Instead, he keeps his eyes focused on the road ahead. The anger radiates from him, filling the small car with menace. She hears a click. He’s locked the car doors. She won’t be getting out.


Only then, too late, does she realise her mistake.




Chapter 1


‘He won’t let me see my mother.’


‘What?’


‘Sean. He won’t let . . .’


June McGuinness let the rest of the sentence trail off.


‘Sorry, what was I saying, dear?’


Louise Reynolds frowned, knowing what she’d heard but unable to repeat it. She continued to brush the older woman’s hair, gentle strokes with an old-fashioned soft-bristle brush.


‘Never mind that,’ she said, lifting June’s chin so she could see herself in the mirror. ‘Now, look how beautiful you are. We’ll go down and show the boys, shall we?’


June’s eyes lit up as she beheld her neat bob. She reached out for the make-up bag on the dressing table.


‘Not without some lippie, dear.’


They found Tom and Sean in the conservatory at the back of the house, conversing in hushed tones.


‘Well, what do you think?’


June did a little twirl for her audience, patting her grey do and smiling.


Her husband of almost half a century smiled back, the strain barely evident.


‘You look really elegant, love,’ he exclaimed, his thick Kerry accent full of forced jollity for his wife’s benefit. ‘Now, a drink. What’s it to be, lads and lassies? Tea or coffee?’


‘For heaven’s sake, Sean. It’s a beautiful summer’s afternoon. Why don’t we crack open the white wine? I’ll get the glasses.’


June glided off in the direction of the kitchen, a petite ticking time bomb, followed by her six-foot strapping husband, quivering with nerves in her wake.


Louise joined Tom on the rattan two-seater, resting her head on his shoulder. The heat-regulating glass panes were working extra hard to keep the room bearable in the hot midday sun.


Tom took his wife’s hand.


‘Tough going?’ he asked, concerned.


Louise pursed her lips.


‘Horrible,’ she replied. ‘It seems to come in waves. One minute she’s completely lucid, the next she’s telling me Sean won’t let her see her mother. Didn’t her mother die thirty years ago? I don’t know how he’s coping.’


Tom sighed.


Sean McGuinness, up until very recently, had been the Chief Superintendent of the National Bureau of Criminal Investigation. Tom Reynolds headed up the murder investigation unit, a Dublin-based specialist team under the NBCI’s remit, and Sean had been the detective inspector’s boss. They were also long-time friends.


Which had made it all the harder when the previous year June had been diagnosed with early onset Alzheimer’s.


Her condition had deteriorated more rapidly than expected and the chief, a man who lived for his work but loved his wife more, had taken early retirement to care for her. Not for one second had he considered placing her in a home. He was sixty, after all; it was time to go. It didn’t matter that the entire force had expected Sean to be carried out of his office in a box long after he should have headed for the hills, such was his dedication to the job.


Louise cupped her husband’s face in her hands, noticing the worried look in his usually smiling green eyes. He’d cut his hair tight this summer because the longer it grew the greyer it looked. She thought the short style suited him better – she didn’t even mind that he appeared to be sneakily growing a long-wished-for beard. He looked very handsome, in fact.


‘He seems to be just getting on with it,’ Tom said, quietly. ‘It’s his new norm. Having to repeat everything, remind her of things, expect the unexpected.’


‘Sorry that took so long.’ June led the way back into the conservatory, carrying a wooden board laden with mixed cheeses, chutney, fruit and crackers. ‘He hid the wine glasses.’


Sean followed, bearing the tray of glasses and a bottle of Riesling, his expression resigned.


‘I didn’t hide them,’ he corrected her, resting his load on the table.


‘Oh, your begonia is stunning.’ Louise diverted June’s attention.


‘Yes, the whole garden is beautiful this year,’ the older woman replied. ‘Actually, would you like to see what I found buried down the end the other day?’


Louise tried to look enthusiastic. She followed June out through the double doors and the two women made their way down a winding stone path towards the trees and wilderness at the bottom of the garden.


The conservatory was awash with scents from outside, the sweet fragrance of gardenia and dianthus and freshly mown grass filling the air. Tom watched the women as they strolled, wine glasses in hand. The scene was so peaceful and relaxed he could almost imagine it was just a normal, lazy Saturday afternoon, like they used to have.


‘So, how are you getting on with Joe Kennedy?’ Sean asked, breaking the spell. He needed a distraction from the daily struggle with June’s illness.


Tom sighed.


‘Chief Superintendent Joe Kennedy, to give him his full title,’ Sean continued with a smile. ‘Which he makes me use, as it happens.’


‘You’re joking.’


‘He doesn’t want people to get confused or imagine I’m still the boss.’


Tom cursed under his breath. In his humble opinion, the new chief wasn’t fit to lick McGuinness’ boots. He knew Sean felt the same. The inspector also knew that if he got stuck into Joe Kennedy, Sean would reprimand him and remind him he must show his new boss the respect his title deserved.


This was his old boss’s way of chiding him for not taking on the role himself.


It had been offered. The assistant commissioner, Bronwyn Maher, had summoned Tom that spring just after Sean had dropped the bombshell about leaving, and told him the job was his for the taking.


‘People in high places hold you in strong regard,’ she had said.


‘Forcing your hand, are they?’ Tom had quipped.


She’d smiled.


‘Not at all. I’m your biggest advocate. How on earth do you know the new Taoiseach, anyway?’


‘Jarlath O’Keefe? Oh, we go way back. Well, back to that case in Leinster House last autumn anyhow.’


‘Ah. You were the making of him, so. He’s pushed hard for you, Tom. He’ll be giving you my job next. Can’t say I’d mind. Look, I’d be happy to have you in as head of the Bureau. But only if you’re willing to put your heart and soul into the job. You can’t half do this role.’


And that had been the problem. The inspector didn’t want the added responsibility and pressure that being Chief of the National Bureau would bring. He liked his job and it was already demanding enough. And when he’d turned fifty the previous year, he’d begun to realise that he wanted to spend more time with his family, not less.


So he’d resisted the promotion and Joe Kennedy was appointed.


Kennedy was a master of spin. He’d cultivated a persona that was at once serious, intelligent and comforting. He wore period-rimmed spectacles and an expression of constant concern for the safety of the Irish public. He came into his own at press conferences, when reassuring rhetoric dripped from his lips like honey.


He was a complete remove from the man sitting across from Tom now, with his frenzied bushy black eyebrows and shock of grey hair, the wine glass looking dainty in a hand so large it could pull up a small tree by the root. McGuinness was brusque and intimidating, but he ran deep, as the saying went.


The decision to replace Sean with Joe Kennedy was so clichéd it made Tom nauseous.


‘It’s all quiet on the western front,’ he said, keeping his thoughts on his new boss to himself. ‘This weather’s too hot to be off killing people.’


‘I wouldn’t go planning any holidays, Tom. You might be on hiatus now, but this heat . . . it gets people feverish. A man can go from being mildly irritated at his wife nagging him to do the garden or stoke the barbecue, straight to feeling murderous.’


‘We’ve already been away,’ said the inspector, thinking wistfully of the trip they’d taken to Cuba in May. It had been hotter there, but they’d been better prepared for it. Not like in Ireland, where people reacted with joyous wonderment to the first proper sunny day, but after two weeks of heat couldn’t understand how on earth anybody was supposed to live in such a climate, let alone work. ‘But you’re right. It’s too quiet. I think if Louise suggests one more time I paint our shed, I’ll bury her under it.’


‘What are they up to down there?’ Sean asked distractedly, perching on the edge of his chair to peer down the garden. Barely five minutes had passed and already he was uneasy about his wife.


Louise and June were kneeling beneath a late blooming Judas tree.


‘We’ll join them, shall we?’ Tom suggested, curious himself.


As the two men approached, they could hear June chattering excitedly. Louise leaned back on her heels and turned to face them, her face pale.


‘Oh, June,’ Sean said in dismay. ‘Look at your lovely hands. They’re all mucky. Come up to the house and we’ll wash them.’


‘I was just showing Louise the treasure,’ his wife protested.


Sean helped June up and guided her back to the conservatory, ignoring the items spread out on the grass beside the disturbed soil.


Tom raised a puzzled eyebrow.


‘She’s been burying cutlery,’ Louise said, gathering up the knives and forks.


Tom opened and closed his mouth, lost for words.


His phone buzzed in his pocket, jolting him back to reality.


‘D. I. Reynolds,’ he answered, without checking the number on his screen.


‘Tom? It’s me, Laura. Sorry, I know you’re off today, but a body has been found up in Glendalough. Myself and Ray are en route, but the buzz in headquarters is that it might be that girl who went missing last week in Meath. Early reports indicate it’s a young female.’


‘They’re sure it’s not suicide?’ the inspector asked, thinking of the lakes at the scenic mountain spot.


‘They’re adamant it’s not.’


‘Ask Willie Callaghan to collect me, will you, Laura? Tell him I’m at Sean McGuinness’ house. I’ll be with you as soon as I can.’


‘Sorry,’ he said, helping Louise to a standing position. ‘Willie will pick me up, so you can take the car home at least.’


‘Can’t be helped. I’ll stay with them for a while. Get a wash on for Sean and tidy a bit.’


‘You’re an angel.’ Tom kissed her cheek tenderly.


Sean had been right about the peace not lasting.


But just how badly was it about to be shattered?




Chapter 2


The visitors’ car park at Glendalough was chaotic. Elongated tourist coaches and saloon cars packed with sweating, stressed families competed to reverse, u-turn, and extricate themselves from what was rapidly turning into the seventh circle of hell for the single guard on traffic duty. The old monastic site, set in a spectacular glacial valley with two lakes, was a popular tourist spot and on this, a fine summer’s day, it was humming with activity.


‘To think, the missus suggested we come up here this weekend,’ Willie Callaghan remarked. ‘What a lucky escape.’ Tom’s driver stroked his pristinely trimmed moustache, shaking his head in amazement at the close call.


Tom ignored the obvious retort, which was that Willie was now, in fact, in Glendalough.


‘Why wouldn’t you bring her?’ the inspector asked, as his driver honked the horn repeatedly at a busload of startled pensioners.


‘Glendalough on a sunny Saturday in July?’ Willie exclaimed. ‘What kind of mad bastard would you be to inflict that on yourself? Besides, there’s sport on. Which I’m bloody missing now.’


His driver spotted the area of the car park that had been marked out for official vehicles and left his hand on the horn until they reached it.


‘Jesus Christ!’ Tom said, as the car pulled up. ‘We’ll have to get you treatment for road rage.’


Detective Sergeant Ray Lennon, Tom’s deputy, was waiting inside the cordon for his boss’s car. He was wearing a short-sleeved white shirt, his tie knot pulled loose at the neck. Unlike Tom, Ray had decided to grow his hair this summer. He was taunting his boss with his naturally dark mane, not a grey strand in sight. The extra couple of inches in a heatwave seemed masochistic, and was probably, Tom suspected, something akin to Bikram yoga for his super-fit deputy.


A few feet away, a small group of women in their early twenties were whispering and giggling as they gazed at the tall detective adoringly. Ray had that effect on women and was, as usual, oblivious to it.


‘We heard you before we saw you,’ he greeted Tom.


‘Where’s the scene?’ the inspector asked. ‘And what’s going on with that crowd? Haven’t they been told the valley is off limits?’


‘The body is in woodland close to the lower lake. We’ve been trying to clear the two car parks for the last hour but new vehicles keep arriving. It’s gone out on the radio bulletins now, so people will stay away, hopefully. The normal ones, anyhow.’


‘Who found her?’ Tom asked, as they began walking.


‘A couple of kids and their dog. Aged ten and eleven.’


‘Oh, shit.’


‘No, it’s okay. The mother and father are traumatised, for sure. But the kids were thrilled. It’s like something from their favourite show – The Walking Dead – apparently. I think they’ll survive.’


Tom cast a backwards glance at the car park and the people still milling around. They’d all have a great story to tell about their trip to the Wicklow beauty spot today, each of them shivering and remarking with shocked awe: ‘It could have been me, I could have found her . . . to think, how close we were!’


‘Who’s up here?’ he asked.


‘Laura Brennan came out with me and a couple of the team are en route. She’s organising the ground search. We’ve set up a quarter-mile radius, but we’re concentrating on the main route of approach, along the path we’re taking. We’re working on the assumption that whoever brought her here used this car park. It would have been a twenty-minute hike if he’d left his car near the monastic ruins entrance. We’ve about ten uniforms assisting. We’ll need more. Moya and Emmet are taking care of the body and the scene.’


Tom felt a shiver, despite the burning afternoon sun. That was ominous. Moya Chambers was the new Deputy State Pathologist and Emmet McDonagh was the Chief Superintendent of the Technical Bureau, the Garda Síochána forensic unit. For both department heads to be at the same crime scene was unusual.


It took them about ten minutes to reach the site – a section of the wooded area below the main trail between the monastic settlement and the valley’s lower lake.


‘He wouldn’t have been able to get his car any closer to this spot,’ Tom observed, before they left the path.


‘I know. That’s why we’re walking.’


‘That’s my point. If he killed her at the site, she trusted him enough to walk along this path with him and go off the public trail. He couldn’t have forced her all this way and if he dragged her down to the wood, somebody might have spotted it. If he didn’t kill her here, he had to carry her body all the way from the car park. So, in that scenario, we’re talking about somebody fit, or two people. Could you carry a dead body this distance?’


Ray was a decent benchmark of what could or couldn’t be achieved, strength-wise.


His DS shrugged. ‘It would depend on her weight and how I was carrying her. Over my shoulder, a regular-sized woman, yeah – just about. But surely somebody would spot you lugging a body over your shoulder?’


‘Not if it was the dead of night. Is it her, do you think?’


‘Fiona Holland? I don’t know. I haven’t seen her yet. Emmet and Moya were just securing the scene and the body when we arrived.’


Neither of them said anything more. What was worse – for the missing girl to be found dead, or for her to still be missing, fate unknown, and this to be some other poor woman?


They made their way down into the woods, negotiating their footing over awkward paths scarred by ancient tree roots, rocks and sprawling moss. It was darker down here, the tall trees obscuring the natural daylight. But as they approached the crime scene the greenery overhead thinned and they found themselves in a small glade.


A perimeter cordon had been established: tape stretched from tree to tree around the clearing and a low tent had been erected over the body.


Tom and Ray stepped into crime-scene gear before joining their colleagues.


The affectionate term for the coupling of Moya and Emmet was Little and Large. Almost at retirement age, the Tech Bureau chief, though a handsome man, was at least four stone overweight and on the tipping point of diabetes, heart disease and all other kinds of obesity-related illnesses. Moya, by contrast, was a petite woman in her forties. Her bleached blonde hair was set in a perm straight out of an eighties soap opera. That, along with her ample bust, gave her a passing resemblance to Dolly Parton, though none of her colleagues would ever make that observation to her face. Sharp, focused and authoritative, Moya suffered no fools. She was Boudica reincarnated.


‘Tom, wait a moment,’ Emmet called over. He was sweating profusely. His glasses hung on a chain around his neck, unable to keep their grip on the sweat-slicked surface of his nose. His dyed brown hair was damp from the exertion of just turning up to work on such a hot day.


The inspector was expecting Emmet to launch into a full-blown tirade railing against being summoned to work on a weekend and was preparing a response that involved the words ‘Piss’ and ‘off’. The Tech Bureau chief had a reputation for being crotchety, but it was better to meet his rudeness with good-natured chutzpah, rather than fawning capitulation.


But Emmet wasn’t himself today. He appeared uneasy, rattled, even.


Tom wondered what the hell was under the tent. It took a lot to put that look on his colleague’s face.


‘Just walk in a straight line to the middle here,’ Emmet instructed the two detectives. ‘Avoid the edges.’


Tom and Ray, seasoned in forensics protocol, obeyed the order.


The four shook hands.


‘What have we got?’ the inspector asked, directing the question to Moya. ‘Is it the Meath girl?’


The pathologist shook her head, thin lips sucked in to make them even thinner.


‘Absolutely not. The state of decomposition would indicate that this woman has been in the ground for approximately a year. It’s difficult to be exact – the ground here is damp, which speeds up the process.’


‘A year?’ Tom parroted. He went through a list of names in his head. Who’d gone missing this time last year? He couldn’t recall any cases last summer that had dominated the news headlines for more than a day or two, enough to make them memorable. ‘Will you need a post-mortem to determine cause of death?’


‘Definitely, but she doesn’t appear to have been stabbed or shot. By the looks of it, though, you won’t need to worry too much about getting an ID on this one.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘She’s wearing the clothes she went missing in. Well, what’s left of them. We think it’s Una Dolan.’


‘Una Dolan,’ Ray repeated. ‘Una . . . that was spring of last year, wasn’t it?’


‘That’s right,’ Tom said. ‘I remember. Twenty-four, never made it home from a nightclub. But you’re saying she was only murdered last summer, maybe later? Does that mean . . .?’


‘He kept her?’ Moya finished the sentence. ‘Possibly. I won’t be able to give you a definite date but I’ll be closer to the exact period of death when I’ve done a full examination.’


‘Can we take a look?’ The inspector indicated the ground. Emmet’s uncharacteristic silence was putting Tom on edge.


The two experts stood clear and the detectives crouched down beside the small tent. They unzipped one of the flaps and took in the sight of the woman’s remains.


The body lay on top of plastic sheeting. The tattered remnants of tight blue jeans and a black velvet hoodie clung to its frame, clothing immortalised in the last CCTV footage of Una Dolan – the still image that had been used by all the media outlets for weeks. She was recognisably female, some long black strands of hair still evident on her scalp. But no – they wouldn’t be asking the family to identify her. DNA analysis would confirm if this was indeed Una.


‘She’d been disturbed,’ Emmet said, breaking the silence. ‘Prior to being found by the dog and the kids, I mean. If she’d been buried originally that close to the surface she’d have been discovered before now, and there’d have been little left after the wildlife was done. I’d guess she was dug up and reburied, but in a shallower grave the second time.’


That was enough for Ray. He rose abruptly, hand across his mouth, and turned away from the tent.


‘Do not vomit!’ Emmet barked at the detective.


Tom stood up to offer some moral support to his infamously weak-stomached deputy.


‘Give the man a break,’ he said. ‘It’s not a pretty sight. And you’re looking a little peaky yourself, truth be told. What’s on your mind?’


‘There’s somebody I want you to talk to. Mark!’


Tom recognised Mark Dunne, the man Emmet had summoned with his roar. He had worked with the Tech Bureau for a few years and was a friendly chap, good at his job. He was a big rugby player in his spare time, from what the inspector recalled, and had the cauliflower ears and misshapen nose to prove it.


‘Tom, you know Mark, don’t you? Right, well, as it turns out, my assistant is a bit of a nature expert.’


‘Ok-ay.’ Tom drew out the word, one eyebrow raised quizzically. ‘What’s the relevance?’


‘Do you know much about Glendalough?’ Mark asked.


‘Tourist facts.’


‘Okay, so, before I went into forensic science, I studied botany. I’m familiar in particular with the flora and fauna of the Wicklow Mountains National Park.’


Tom and Ray stared at him blankly.


‘Eh, let me give you some context. You see these trees around us? They’re mainly oak trees. Centuries ago, the trees in Glendalough were coppiced – cut down and regrown from their stumps. It was good practice for managing woodland, but they overdid it here and lost a lot of the trees. Around the mid-eighteenth century they replanted but there are still little glades like this one here and there, a legacy of the coppicing. In the main, though, Glendalough is filled with deciduous woodland – that means the trees are so thick overhead that there’s competition for light and space to grow. So the plant life in these woods has adapted. It has stratified.’


‘Go on,’ said Tom, still at a loss as to where this was heading.


‘Well, you’ve the trees at the top – the canopy layer. Then there’s the shrub layer, holly mainly. There’s a ground layer of mosses. The grass-height plants are called the herb layer. These have to be clever to survive in such a fierce environment. You still with me?’


‘So far, and kudos for your extensive knowledge of Glendalough greenery,’ the inspector replied, wryly. ‘What’s the point, though?’


Mark produced an evidence bag and withdrew from it a delicate blue flower. Soil still clung to its roots.


‘This, in layman’s terms, is blue-eyed grass. I found it amid the loose soil covering the victim. It was a genius choice. Whoever planted it here knew their flora. Blue-eyed grass will thrive in damp soil and we’re near a lake, but this plant is native to marshes and wetlands in the west of Ireland. Not here in the east and not in Glendalough.’


‘So, somebody brought it here and placed it on the grave?’


‘No. As I said, it was planted,’ Mark replied.


‘But you said . . .’


‘Look at the ground around us, Tom,’ Emmet interrupted.


The inspector frowned and examined the earth under the trees. As he scanned the glade, his stomach lurched.


One, two, three, four. Five, counting the mound of earth disturbed under the tent.


Tom counted five separate patches where the same delicate blue flower was blooming. And then he saw it. The unnatural plots, too tidy, too cultivated compared to the unruly foliage that covered the forest floor beyond the circle. In some areas, the blue flowers had taken hold and were spreading, and yet they still appeared contained, as though they were being cared for.


Somebody had cleared the earth of its natural layer and sown their own flowers.


In five places.


Five graves.




Chapter 3


Una, 2011


The effects of the alcohol were starting to wear off.


Una realised now how stupid she’d been, but she still thought there was a way out of all this. She clung to it.


She didn’t realise that, while it was her first time being kidnapped, it wasn’t his first time to kidnap.


She didn’t know about the others. Yet.


It had all started with one careless decision. She’d stormed out of the nightclub determined to walk home on her own. Una wasn’t used to rejection, which, as it turned out, tasted bitter. And to come second to Mairead Towell . . . Jesus. They were friends and all, but what had Mairead got over her? Minus the three inches of slap and Wonderbra, she was a dozy cow with no bloody eyebrows and an A cup.


Not that dozy, though. It wasn’t Mairead trapped in this car.


Underneath it all, Una had just been hurt. She’d fancied the newcomer, even though he was older. She’d flirted outrageously, worn her lowest top and highest heels. The men had fallen over themselves trying to get into her knickers, as usual. But all she’d wanted was him.


So, when he’d so overtly chosen Mairead, ramming his tongue down her throat in the middle of the dance floor, it had been like a punch in the gut. Una knew from the sideways glance he gave her that he was playing mindgames, looking to provoke a reaction.


Una refused to play and stomped out of the venue, gasping for the fresh air at the front door and shrugging off her friends’ concerns. Zipping up her hoodie, she’d started off through the town. She knew she was being reckless and silly, but didn’t give a shit. She needed to pound off the embarrassment.


Some lads had leered at her on the main street as she tottered along it in increasingly painful heels, her skinny jeans chafing her thighs. They had given her a fright, reminding her that, angry as she was, she was vulnerable. She’d turned down a quiet side street to avoid the catcalls.


When the car had pulled up, she’d been grateful to see it. The fresh air had sobered her up and she wanted to go home.


She hadn’t been alarmed at the start. He’d driven in the direction of her house, while she rested her head on the cool glass of the window and berated herself for her over-reaction. A heady mix of vodka and her bloody ego. She needed to calm the hell down and stop going out so much. Even her friends were getting pissed off with her these days. They hadn’t a clue. They all had something going for them. College degrees, job prospects, relationships. All she had was her looks and she had to make them work for her. Her parents were sick of her living at home, tired of her dropping out of courses and frustrated that she couldn’t hold down even crappy jobs in shops and offices.


She needed a bloody man earning a decent salary who considered it a privilege to take care of her. What was the point of being a looker if she couldn’t secure that basic necessity?


Una had looked up when the car passed the entrance to her housing estate and pointed out that he’d missed the turn.


He didn’t answer. So she said it again, louder, this time with a little fluttering of butterflies in the bottom of her stomach. Still, she didn’t think she’d anything to be really nervous about. He was probably just chancing his arm.


‘Hey!’ she cried. ‘I said you missed my turn. Stop the car, will you? I’m not interested in going anywhere with you. Just bring me home.’


But he didn’t. So she’d tried to open her door, even with the car moving. He’d locked it from his side.


‘Where are you taking me?’ she pleaded, quietly, panic building. And he continued to ignore her.


It was like she was already gone.


She’d stopped talking then, trying to figure out what to do. Slowly, she reached her hand into her bag, praying he wouldn’t notice. Her phone was at the bottom. If she could dial a number – anybody – and start talking, they’d know she was in trouble. Maybe they could trace her mobile.


Without even looking at Una, he’d slapped the bag from her hands, then held her firm against the seat with one hand as she strained to reach it. When she’d bit him hard on the arm, he stopped the car and thumped her in the face. Once the shock of the pain subsided, she’d fought him, yelling and scratching at him with her nails.


‘You won’t be getting out of the car,’ he spat in her face, and clamped his hand around her throat until she stopped resisting.


Now she was numb, watching the passing woods, wondering what the hell was happening. If he was going to rape her, she’d go along with it. She’d let him do whatever he wanted as long as she could get out of this car and survive this ordeal.


She’d figure a way out.




Chapter 4


They worked late into the night.


All involved, from the ordinary uniforms to hardened senior officers, were shocked at the scale of the discovery.


Tom stayed on site, overseeing operations and offering his unit leadership and support. As the hours wore on and fatigue set in, he and Laura made their way to the café by the lake to source coffees for the team. Its owner had stayed on with the kind offer of supplying the guards with sustenance.


They stood on the shore, the water lapping at their feet, as they waited for the order to be made up. Laura’s long chestnut curls lifted softly in the gentle, early evening breeze.


‘I can’t get my head around this,’ she said, hushed and appalled. ‘This is Ireland! I still remember when one murder could keep the public horrified and enthralled for months. I know things have escalated since then, but a serial killer? Here?’


In her early thirties, Laura was the youngest member of Tom’s team. She’d already seen far too much for her years but nothing came close to what they’d found this day.


‘We’ve had cases before of people who killed multiple times,’ he answered. ‘Remember Kilcross? But, no, there’s been nothing like this. Not that we didn’t suspect it was coming. Too many women have vanished into thin air over the years.’


He reached down to pick up a smooth stone from among the pebbles at their feet and tossed it into the water, watching the ripples before looking up at the mountains that met at the top of the lake, still visible in the half light of the summer night.


‘When we were children, we used to come up to Dublin to see the Kerry footballers playing in Croke Park on match day Sundays,’ Laura said. ‘When Dad could get a Saturday off, we’d make a weekend of it. Our parents would take us here or to Powerscourt. I remember this great sense of freedom. Running up and down hills, climbing trees, ice creams if we were lucky. Being here as an adult . . . well, you realise how peaceful it is, don’t you?’


She let out a sigh and pulled her cardigan closed against an imaginary chill.


‘It’s hard to imagine violence here. You can see why the monks chose this spot as a centre for prayer. It’s like –’


She paused.


‘What?’ The inspector asked.


‘I . . . I was just thinking it’s so magnificent, it’s like God pressed his thumb on the earth to mark this place out.’ She flushed red.


Tom smiled at her candour, thinking he couldn’t have articulated it better. And he was as much, if not more, of an atheist.


Her words had stirred an idea into being.


‘Hmm,’ he said.


‘What are you thinking?’


‘I was wondering, why here? Why not some place where he could have gotten the car that bit closer, even if it was nighttime when he buried them? Maybe the religious resonance of Glendalough is important to him.’


‘There’s a cemetery down at the monastic ruins, isn’t there?’


Tom nodded. He’d been there many times, squinting at the names on the old stones, trying to make out dates, marvelling at the similarities in the inscriptions for those who died in 1750 and those in 1950. Earth to earth, ashes to ashes. Everyone equal in the end.


‘So, he made his own graveyard, nearer the lake,’ Laura remarked, icily. ‘Maybe it was his way of making peace with what he’d done. Bastard.’


Chief Superintendent Joe Kennedy arrived shortly after they returned to the site. Tom had been expecting him sooner, but he’d forgotten his boss had been attending a meeting with his counterpart in Belfast.


‘How the hell did it go unnoticed?’ Kennedy asked, as he rocked on his heels, hands clasped tightly behind his back. ‘Five bloody graves in Glendalough. How come they weren’t disturbed over the years?’


‘It seems like the rumours were true,’ Tom shrugged.


‘What do mean?’


‘That there’s a serial killer operating in Ireland. I suppose nobody wanted to believe it. And now . . .’


‘And now it transpires that the Garda Síochána have been letting a dangerous individual operate with impunity for all these years, without the first clue of what was happening, who he is, or how to stop him.’


Tom bristled and flashed his boss a sharp look.


‘If any of one of those bodies had been discovered, we would have thrown everything at finding the killer. We can’t launch murder investigations into missing persons.’


Kennedy raised an eyebrow.


‘It’s not what I think, Inspector Reynolds. I’m just saying out loud what the talk-show hosts and op-eds will be spouting for weeks and months to come. We’re facing a media onslaught.’


No shit, Sherlock, Tom retorted silently.


‘I presume you’ll be looking at the ground staff,’ Kennedy continued. ‘People who know the area and have frequent access? We have to say we’re following definite leads.’


The inspector nodded, trying to suppress his growing irritation. Sean McGuinness would have pointed out the obvious course too, but he’d earned the right. Kennedy was a few years short of Tom’s fifty and had gone into the desk-jockey end of policing early. He had very little on-the-ground experience, the sort that mattered.


‘We’ll look at the staff,’ Tom said, patiently. ‘But this is a public park. There’s no entrance fee, no teams of security guards patrolling at night. The priority is to establish the victims’ identities and then trawl through the details of their lives to see if anything connects them.’


‘Hmm,’ was Kennedy’s reply, dissatisfaction coming off him in waves. The inspector wasn’t being reassuring enough. The new chief superintendent wanted his lead man to be confident to the point of arrogance and to promise a speedy result. He didn’t mind hearing Tom bullshit if it sounded convincing and could be then parsed and delivered to the press in comforting sound bites.


As the night wore on, the thorny issue of resources arose. The chief was in the middle of outlining what he thought he could get, versus what Tom needed, when Emmet McDonagh approached. Kennedy gave him the briefest of nods and left. The two department heads didn’t see eye to eye and Emmet was winning in the war of cool looks and snarky asides. Tom should have felt sorry for his boss; Emmet was a formidable foe. But Kennedy’s knack for rubbing people up the wrong way meant he must have done or said something to the Tech Bureau chief to warrant such treatment.


‘We’ve done all we can here,’ Emmet said, his wide shoulders sagging. ‘The bodies have all been removed from the ground and will be transferred to Moya’s lab shortly. She’s flying over a couple of colleagues from London to assist. We need to date them. None of the cadavers are fully decomposed, so we reckon they go back a few years, not decades.’


It was to Emmet that Tom voiced the concern that was plaguing him.


‘Where’s Fiona Holland? She’s not one of those bodies, but has he struck again? Has she been taken by a serial killer?’


Emmet sighed. He wasn’t the most tactile person, but he patted the inspector’s back in solidarity as the two men stared in the direction of the clearing where the five bodies lay.


‘I don’t know, chara. Maybe she’s run off with a fella. Maybe she’s done herself in. Who knows . . .?’


They left the rest unsaid.


‘You need to go home,’ Emmet insisted. ‘Get some rest.’


Tom glanced at his watch. It was nearing midnight. To give Kennedy his due, he’d stayed there all day, refusing to deal with the massive media presence outside the car park until they had a handle on the number of bodies and could make an informed statement.


Tom didn’t want to leave. He knew he wouldn’t sleep. How could he when there was the possibility they were working against the clock to save Fiona Holland’s life? His team would work alongside him without stop, if he asked them to.


Yet he knew that was the least sensible course. After a few hours’ rest, they would all meet in HQ, their brains more alert, ready to begin this unprecedented investigation.


‘You should, you know,’ Emmet said, about to launch into a lecture about the need for sleep.


Tom smiled grimly and cut him off.


‘I know. I’ve delivered that advice often enough myself, old friend. You go, too. Let your team finish up here and come at it fresh tomorrow. We’re all going to need our wits about us for this one and the site will be secured for as long as we want.’


‘Do me a favour, Tom?’


‘What?’


‘Say a prayer with me.’


Tom blinked, surprised at the Tech chief’s request. He hadn’t pegged Emmet as a religious man. But standing there now, the bodies of the murdered women yards from their feet and the hour late, the inspector suddenly felt that praying was absolutely the appropriate reaction.


So he bowed his head and closed his eyes as Emmet intoned a Hail Mary, summoning the mother of Christ to help them find a killer. And when he’d finished, Tom, feeling like an utter hypocrite, silently made his own plea to a God he’d long stopped believing in. He prayed for the families of the murdered women and then he prayed that he’d never have to live through the grief that they were about to experience.


*


Willie drove the inspector home to his house on Blackhorse Avenue, a road that ran along one side of the sprawling Phoenix Park in west Dublin. They didn’t speak. Tom rested his head against the back of the seat. He felt like he’d been holding his breath all day and now, away from the scene, he was exhausted.


Willie sat erect in the driver’s seat, every now and again shaking his head and coughing to clear his throat. He’d chain-smoked as he hung around Glendalough, giving up his spare time to be on call in case Tom needed him. He too had been horrified as the news filtered out about the multiple bodies.


At home, Tom looked in on his daughter and granddaughter before going to bed.


Maria had taken Cáit in with her. The two faced each other on the pillow, one small head nose-to-nose with a bigger one, their features a mirror image bar their size. His daughter’s auburn hair fanned out on the pillow behind her. His granddaughter’s fairer hair was stuck to her head in sleep-damp curls.


The inspector felt his throat constrict as he looked at his sleeping beauties. They were safe and happy, oblivious to the evil that existed outside their dreams, unaware of the malevolence that he felt clung to the threads of his clothes after where he’d been.


Maria was twenty-one. They didn’t know the ages of the women they’d found today but Tom expected them to be all of a grouping. Late teens, twenties, maybe early thirties. Una Dolan was twenty-four. Fiona Holland, nineteen.


There was usually a type.


Tomorrow they’d start with the lists of missing women and the process of identifying their victims.


There were five families out there, six if you included Fiona Holland’s, waiting for news of a daughter, a sister, a girlfriend. Each of the victims had been loved by somebody, had been held at some point with the same devotion that Maria felt for Cáit and Tom felt for both of them. When each woman vanished, the loss and anguish felt by their parents and loved ones must have been indescribable.


Now, five families would receive the worst possible news.


Tomorrow, Tom sighed. Tomorrow.




Chapter 5


The bodies had been taken to the Mater Hospital in Dublin’s city centre, under the direction of the state pathologist. The Victorian-fronted complex housed a large mortuary and a state-of-the-art forensics laboratory. Moya Chambers had summoned both of her deputies and had been joined by two colleagues from the London Metropolitan Police Service. Several senior laboratory staff members had also been reassigned to supplement her team.


The pathology unit had worked through the night and the Mater was the inspector’s first point of call that Sunday morning.


‘You’ve brought in the real experts, then.’ Tom nodded at the new foreign personnel.


‘They flew in last night. Sure, all I know about serial killings of this nature is what I’ve picked up watching CSI.’


‘Jesus. I was kidding. You look tired.’ He handed the pathologist a coffee offering.


‘Do you want an award for stating the blindingly obvious?’ Moya retorted, lowering her facemask. She winced at the scalding hot styrofoam cup in her hand. ‘Christ. They used to have little cardboard yokes you could put around these things so you wouldn’t burn the hand off yourself. How much do you think the monkeys in accounts saved by getting rid of that luxury? Tight bastards.’


‘I’d have bought everybody a cup but at € 2.50 a pop it seemed a bit over and above.’


Moya waved her hand dismissively at her team.


‘Don’t worry about the minions. I’m letting them go up for breakfast now, anyhow. Rubber sausages and burnt toast that’ll probably cost half a day’s salary. Come on, I’ll talk you through what I’ve found so far.’


The lab cleared out at her command, leaving just the pathologist, the inspector and five cadavers in varying states of fetid decomposition.


‘Our biggest problem,’ Moya said, ‘is that they were buried in damp soil. He wrapped them in plastic sheeting, but that wasn’t enough to keep the little critters out. You can see yourself – the maggots have had a field day with the earliest victims.’


‘I’m trying to digest my own breakfast,’ Tom groaned. He’d taken the precaution of rubbing Vicks under his nose before entering the lab. There was no way anybody would be mistaking him for a hard-as-nails copper who wasn’t fazed by the smell of rotten, putrid corpses freshly dug out of the ground and cut open.


She shrugged. ‘I can’t sugar-coat this for you, my love. Anyhow, between the insects and the damp, it’s impossible to put definite dates on the deaths more specific than the approximate year for some of them. I can tell you for certain that Una Dolan was killed less than twelve months ago. So, you were right. He kept her for a while. That must be his M.O.’


‘Most likely,’ Tom said. ‘Go on.’


‘We’ve extracted DNA samples and made dental X-rays, so you can use those to ID them. I’d estimate that we’re going back about five or six years to the first victim. There’s still some residual flesh and membranes; none of the bodies are entirely skeletal yet. We can confirm they’re all women and make an educated guess that they were all young enough. Under forty, in any case. That’s a guess, mind. And I’m pretty sure they’re all of Caucasion race. I gave that lass on your team that bit this morning to help with the missing persons match-ups. Again, I’m confirming as I go. If you put a rush on the DNA and get names, some of this will become redundant.’


‘Five years for five victims,’ Tom remarked, through gritted teeth. ‘So, what – Fiona Holland is number six in year six?’


‘That’s how it appears, but you don’t sound convinced.’ Moya liberated her peroxide perm from its tight knot, massaging the point on her head where a clip had held the curls fast.


‘Linda McCarn is coming in to help,’ the inspector answered. ‘But I suspect she’ll say it’s unusual for a serial killer to be so structured and controlled. They usually escalate their acting out, if they’re not caught.’


Linda was the State’s leading criminal psychologist. The inspector had worked with her on numerous occasions and had always respected the woman, even if he found her eccentric personality a little excessive. But bringing her in on cases wasn’t without its difficulties. She and Emmet McDonagh had once been engaged in an affair that had ended terribly. For a long number of years now, they’d been treating each other with open contempt and were more than happy to drag unwilling bystanders into battles of ‘whose side are you on?’


Tom had previously taken an embarrassingly stereotypical approach, siding with his fellow man. Last year, though, he had discovered the tragic truth behind their break-up and knew Linda hadn’t had it easy.


‘I think it would be wise to consult her,’ Moya observed. ‘The London crew suggested you bring in a criminal psychologist. Anyway, back to the here and now. Just because I can’t give you exact dates of death doesn’t mean I’m completely useless. Come over here.’


She led him to the most recent body, the one they assumed was Una Dolan.


‘We think we’ve established cause of death and – bearing in mind that most serial killers repeat methods – it was probably the same M.O. for the rest of them. Look here.’


Moya sipped from her cup while poking at the neck of the cadaver with a gloved finger.


Tom crouched down to see what the diminutive pathologist was trying to show him. He didn’t have her medical eye. Nothing leapt out at him.


‘What am I looking at?’ he inquired, too long in the tooth to feign an expertise he didn’t have.


‘Even with the decay, you can see the discolouration of the skin at the neck,’ Moya replied. ‘And the trachea is crushed. See?’ She prodded at some moveable lump beneath the skin.


Tom recoiled.


He stood up.


‘He strangles them?’


‘Yep. Manually. Violently. Like this. Jesus, bend down again, we’re not all genetically modified giants.’


The inspector leaned forward and Moya pulled off her gloves and placed her hands around his neck, thumbs on his vocal cords. Up close, he smelled coffee and the bitter tang of cigarette smoke on her breath.


‘Her killer throttled her with so much force, he broke her windpipe,’ Moya explained. ‘She was probably unconscious at that stage, anyway. She would have fought for breath when he started and used up most of her oxygen struggling against him. The pain and burning in her lungs would have passed after a few seconds and she’d have felt light-headed. Then she’d have blacked out. But he’d have kept squeezing. If her eyes hadn’t been eaten out of their sockets, they’d be bulging right now. It’s a very nasty way to murder somebody. Very intimate. And it takes real strength. I couldn’t strangle you even if I was off my face on crack cocaine. It’s more likely my thumbs would break as you resisted. Of course, she may have already been unconscious when she was strangled, which would have made it easier.’
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