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				About the Book

				Victim: Female. Twenty-two years of age.

				Reason for investigation: Missing person.

				ID: Alice Morgan. Student. Last seen at a remote religious shrine in Ballyterrin.

				Alice Morgan’s disappearance raises imediate questions for forensic psychologist Paula Maguire. Alice, the daughter of a life peer in the Home Office, has vanished along with a holy relic – the bones of a saint – and the only trace is the bloodstains on the altar.

				With no body to confirm death, the pressure in this high-profile case is all-consuming, and Paula knows that she will have to put her own life, including her imminent marriage, on hold, if they are to find the truth.

				A connection to a decade-old murder immeditely indicates that all may not be as it seems; as the summer heat rises and tempers fray, can Alice be found or will they learn that those that are hungry for vengeance may be the most savage of all?
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				Part One

				‘Alice had got so much into the way of expecting nothing but out-of-the-way things to happen, that it seemed quite dull and stupid for life to go on in the common way.’

				Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Prologue

				Belfast, Northern Ireland,
July 1981

				The corpse on the bed was still breathing.

				Hardly at all, in a harsh, erratic rhythm, so every few seconds you thought it had stopped. One. Two. Three. Four . . . Then it would start again and you’d drop your head in your hands and think: I can’t bear this. It got so bad you were counting the seconds of silence – one, two, three, four – just hoping in a terrible part of you that it would stop for good, just stop with this bloody agony and let it all be over, for God’s sake. Sixty-seven days of it. No one ever thought he’d be here after so long, still clinging on, still somehow not dead, while outside the walls the world marched, waved banners, howled insults. You wondered could he hear the racket, in this room with bars on the windows, or if his ears had gone as well as his eyes.

				He’d gone blind ten days ago, his eyes turning milky, and then a sort of black colour that was terrible to see. He was stretched out on a sheepskin rug, the waterbed under him wobbling obscenely with each snatched breath. His skin would crack and split if he moved, opening in red, sore mouths that quickly turned black. At the foot of the metal bed, like a bad joke, sat a plate of bread; white, with the crusts cut off. Some beef spread; three apples, dried up. Just in case, they said. In case what? He was too far gone now to eat – a bite of that apple would kill him straight off.

				You felt a hand drop on your shoulder. It was Rambo. Or so they called him, anyway; a tiny wee rat of a man. Sort of a bad joke. ‘Seen enough, son?’

				You couldn’t answer, so you just nodded. You’d not expected this. You didn’t know what you’d expected, but not this. The hospital stink of shit and bleach, the skin so pale you could nearly see the blood struggling underneath, the black, gaping gums – Christ. It was all you could do to keep a lid on it, and you knew suddenly that if you tried to speak you would burst out crying like a wean.

				The doctor, who hadn’t said a word or looked at either of you the whole time, took the corpse’s pulse again. Every hour at this point. Checking. Counting. You were waiting, he was waiting, all the crowds outside and watching around the world were waiting for the last moment, where the long, slow slide towards death finally ended, hardened into something permanent. When he finally let out his last breath. You could almost feel the hands on the triggers. The match held to the touch paper.

				‘’Mon.’ The other man gestured and you got up, numbly, and followed him out to the corridor. It was less like a hospital out there and more like what it really was – a prison. Your DMs echoed on the stone floor and you blew on your hands. When you’d touched him, he’d been cold as ice, and you just couldn’t get the feeling off your skin. The man was dying. He was dying right in front of your eyes and you weren’t doing a thing to stop it. Somehow, you hadn’t understood that until now.

				Rambo lit a roll-up, breathed in. ‘It’ll be soon, they said. Next three days. But it’s not too late – if they get an IV in him—’

				‘They can help him?’ It didn’t seem credible. The man was so near death you could feel it in the room, see it moving up his body with his slow blood.

				‘Aye. I know he’s far gone. But there’s still a chance to bring him back. They sometimes ask for it, when they’re near the end. When they don’t know where they are.’

				You’d heard that. About the families who’d had to swear not to feed their sons at the end, as they screamed in broken voices for someone to take the pain away. Swear to just stand by and let them die.

				‘And if he doesn’t go – well, you know how it’ll be. It’ll all be called off. The whole hunger strike. If he stops, they’ll all stop.’

				‘But—’

				‘The demands. They still don’t agree.’

				‘But I thought we were close.’

				Somewhere across the water, in leather-lined office rooms and under green shaded lights, people were deciding the fate of this man. Mrs T and her top men. Whether they should bring him back. What would happen if they let him die. Suicide, they’d been calling it, but to the people outside the walls, it was murder.

				‘Aye, they’re close. Not close enough. Yet.’ It had gone so far now – the man drawing in death with every breath, the Army outside, the world watching. The Brits couldn’t be seen to back down, give in to terrorists. Your lot couldn’t accept less than they’d asked for at the start. Not when six men had already starved to death.

				‘So . . .’

				‘Word has it they might give in. Brits never thought it’d go so far. And there’s your man down in Ballyterrin calling for an end to it. People listen to him. If word gets out we’re close to an agreement – well, you see what’ll happen. They’ll take all the fellas off the strike. It’ll be over, and we won’t get what we started this for.’

				And the man in there on the bed, the corpse, they could bring him back from the brink. Lazarus, walking out of his tomb.

				You didn’t understand. ‘So what—’

				‘Son. We need you. Are you ready to do your duty?’

				At first you thought they were asking for this – your life, your body, the slow pain of starving to death over months. But then he spoke again, and you saw it wasn’t that they were asking for at all. It was worse.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter One

				Ballyterrin, Northern Ireland,
July 2013

				‘There now,’ said Pat. ‘Isn’t that lovely?’

				‘Lovely,’ agreed the salesgirl, whose eyebrows had been so over-plucked she always looked like she was first glimpsing the prices of her own merchandise. ‘Add in some wee shoes and a veil, it’d be gorgeous, so it would.’

				‘Gorgeous,’ Pat echoed. ‘What do you think, pet?’

				Paula regarded herself in the mirror. She’d lost some weight since Maggie’s birth two years ago, but the lace dress was still cutting into her ribs, with its complicated architecture of hoops and boning and petticoats. Above it was her face, irritated by the overheated shop and confection of fascinators, shrugs, white satin shoes, and general frippery, none of it costing less than two hundred pounds. ‘It’s . . . nice,’ she tried.

				‘It’s beautiful!’ the girl urged. ‘Handmade lace. French.’

				‘Hmm. Yeah, it’s nice, but . . .’

				‘If you’re not sure we can try more. There’s plenty more!’ Pat was giddy, overjoyed that her difficult son was finally marrying his childhood sweetheart, who was also, as of two years ago, her own stepdaughter. Paula herself felt some more complicated things about the situation. She’d have liked Aidan to be there, to examine the handwritten price tags, and give out a low whistle at the cost, and raise his eyebrows at her when the girl gushed about two grand being ‘nothing at all’, not for the ‘most special day of your life’, while telling dire tales of brides who’d ordered their dresses for cheap online and sure wasn’t the wedding ruined when it never turned up? Pat ate all this up, adding in ‘she never’ and ‘God love her, what did she do then?’ at the right moments.

				The dress was lifted off by the woman’s claw-like hands, and Paula stood in the narrow cubicle, looking at herself in her M&S pants and bra, legs unshaven, toenails unpainted. Her red hair was scraped back in a plait, already plastered to her forehead with sweat, because for once the Irish summer was actually a summer. Her body had scars too – a neat one from the Caesarean that had birthed her daughter, a puckered white one where she’d once been stabbed. Paula thought of Maggie for a moment – toddling on the beach with Aidan, if he got organised enough to take her, in a little green swimsuit, her red hair in chubby bunches, Aidan lifting her up to splash over the waves. She wished she was there with them, not stuck here in womanland.

				She wriggled back into her jeans and T-shirt, rattled the curtain. ‘That’s me changed so. Better get back to Mags, I’ve been ages.’

				Pat said, ‘Oh, she’ll be grand. Aidan dotes on her, so he does.’

				‘With her daddy for the day!’ twittered the girl. ‘Ah, isn’t that nice, he’s babysitting.’

				Normally Paula would have retorted that it was hardly babysitting when it was your own child, but Pat’s sudden interest in a cabinet of costume jewellery was a sobering reminder that they could play dress-up weddings and happy families all they liked, but it didn’t change the fact no one knew if Aidan was actually Maggie’s father or not.

				She allowed herself to think of the other, just for a moment – his straight back, the fair hair brushed off his face, his English accent clipping on the edge of words – and then she cut it off. There was no use thinking about Guy, because he was gone.

				She drove up the road, afternoon traffic snarling the town, horns blaring in the unexpected swelter of the warm day. She’d taken off work to try on those dresses. What a waste of time, when she could have been doing something useful.

				Opening her front door, she was greeted with a cloud of dust and a strange man in paint-stained overalls and a face mask. ‘Sorry, love. Be out in a minute.’ The builder was extracting a cigarette from his pocket. She was torn between wanting him gone so she could get into a cool shower, and the need for them to actually finish the work they’d been contracted for. The kitchen had been unusable for weeks now, since the builders had thoughtfully ripped out the cooker and sink then disappeared on other jobs, leaving most of the brown seventies cupboards still attached to the walls. Some of them had missing doors, like gaping teeth in a beaten-up face. Paula’s childhood home would soon look like a different place – somewhere that wasn’t haunted by memories.

				Paula averted her eyes from the dust sheets and tools left in her kitchen, a place that used to be just for her, and pushed out through the old-fashioned fly curtain to the garden behind. The garden had been her mother’s place, where she’d pegged out roses in the square of uninspiring soil, until the search team had dug it up in 1993. Looking for her body. Paula couldn’t be out there and not remember watching white-suited techs as they pulled up each long-nurtured plant. Wondering if they’d find anything. Hoping against hope they wouldn’t. This was before she’d got to the point of just wanting an answer, even if it meant knowing for sure her mother was dead.

				‘Hiya.’

				Aidan and Maggie were on a blanket on the dry, yellowed lawn. The last rays of the day filtered down between the roofs of the terraced houses. He was wearing khaki shorts and a Springsteen T-shirt. His forearms were tanned from the summer; bits of the paper were spread about him. Bustling around, Maggie ferried sand from her little pit in the corner to another pile by the back wall. She wore a yellow sundress, clashing wildly with the red hair that was already curling over her ears. What with the hair and the milk-pale skin, she looked nothing like Aidan. Not even a bit.

				‘Did you put cream on her?’ asked Paula.

				‘Nah, I thought I’d let her get skin cancer, like. Course I did.’

				‘Sorry.’ She collapsed down beside him in her jeans and T-shirt, kicking off her sandals and digging toes into the parched grass.

				‘So are you all kitted out in the frock of your dreams?’

				‘Don’t. I can’t cope with much more of this. I’m having an allergic reaction to the lace, look.’ She held out her arm to him and he rubbed it absently, engrossed in the paper.

				‘Offer it up, Maguire. It makes my ma happy, anyway.’

				‘I know.’ As usual his touch was enough to make her curl into him. Even after two years she didn’t take it for granted, having him there every day when she turned her key in the lock. ‘What are you doing there, Mags?’ she called out.

				‘Sand,’ came the succinct reply.

				‘I can see that. You’re making a bit of a mess, pet. Come here till I see you.’ She scooped up the toddler onto her lap, breathing in the smell of warm skin and sun cream. Aidan had indeed slathered the child with it.

				‘Where were you, Mummy?’ Maggie twined her hands in Paula’s loosening hair, like a little monkey.

				Aidan said, ‘Mummy was away getting a big nice dress for her wedding to Daddy. And you’re going to be flower girl, aren’t you?’

				‘Yessss!’ Maggie had no idea what being a flower girl entailed, and Paula had no desire at all for a big nice dress, or for any of it. But it seemed important to Aidan, to Pat, to Paula’s father PJ, who’d been married to Pat for the past two years. So she was doing it. The church, the big nice dress, the works. She rubbed her finger, where her engagement ring chafed in the heat. White gold, diamond and emerald. Not huge, but respectable. Something she’d never thought to see on her own hand. But there it was, there she was, there they all were, a happy family of three.

				‘Can I’ve some juice, please, Daddy?’ Maggie tugged on his hair. Dark – so unlike her own.

				‘Juice? Well, I don’t see why not. On you come.’

				She watched Aidan walk to the house, Maggie trotting after him in her green Crocs, holding up a hand, trusting. He was her daddy. That was all she knew. It could be true. They were making it true, with every day together and this wedding coming up. And although Paula was trying, so hard, not to search the child’s face for hints of resemblance – a breadth to the forehead, a turn of the cheek or mouth – she still found she could no more put the other out of her mind entirely than she could stop herself picking up Maggie into her arms whenever she was near.

				She paused in the garden with her arms curled round her knees, alone for a moment, feeling her mother around her in the pretty tiles on the wall, a plant that had survived the police digging, and wondered how that trip to the wedding shop would have been if things were different. If everything was different. But it wasn’t.

				Aidan stuck his head out through the fly curtain. ‘Will I go for a takeaway? I’m not cooking in this mess.’

				She pushed herself up. ‘Yeah, OK. Do you reckon they’ll ever finish?’

				‘God alone knows. He just told me he has to knock off early as he’s getting a “wee tickle” in his throat.’

				‘I’m getting a bloody massive tickle in my throat from all the dust they’ve left everywhere. It can’t be good for Maggie. Is there anything we can do?’

				‘I dunno. Now the recession’s over they’ll be off doing someone else’s bathroom if we let them go. He said they’d maybe be finished this month.’

				‘In the meantime we’ve no hob and we have to wash the dishes in the bath.’

				‘We could always move in with Ma for a bit.’

				That really would be it sealed, her and Aidan and Maggie and their respective parents. A family. And she wanted that, she really did. It was just the wedding throwing her into a panic, the dresses, the fuss. The finality of it. That was all.

				Paula heard her phone trill on the counter, and got up and moved to the door, going inside to the cool of the kitchen.

				‘Leave it,’ said Aidan, with his head in the fridge.

				‘But—’

				‘If it can’t wait till tomorrow they’ll ring you. Now, do you want Chinese or pizza or what?’

				Paula looked at her phone. It could be work. Someone missing, needing to be found and put back in their proper place. As a forensic psychologist, these were the cases that kept her up at night. She felt little hands round her leg – Maggie, toddling over. ‘Mummy, will you read me a story?’

				She reached down and picked the little girl up, feeling small legs and arms wrap around her. ‘Of course, pet.’ To Aidan she said, ‘Get fish and chips. We had to bust that Chinese last week for immigration violations.’

				He picked up the car keys. ‘Right so, fish and chips and mushy peas it is.’ The door slammed. Paula remained in the kitchen, standing by the sink in the last place she’d ever seen her own mother, her daughter in her arms, before Maggie started to wriggle down.

				‘Mummy, I want a story now.’

				‘OK, sweetheart, go and get one.’ The phone stayed on the side, ignored.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Alice

				He’s watching me through the door.

				Please go away, I ask.

				He doesn’t move or speak.

				Please. I’m getting upset again. I need to go . . . please don’t watch me. Please.

				I know there’s no point in asking. It’s the rules. He has to watch everything I do. Pissing, showering, crying, bleeding – there are no doors in this place. Nowhere to hide.

				That’s what I want more than anything. A door. I’d give everything I have for one, even though I don’t have anything, not any more. I’m crying now. Or I would be if I had any liquid in my body. There’s a lot of that in here – dry crying. Squeezing more out of something that’s totally empty. I’m making a sort of huh-huh sound, like a dog after it’s been out in the rain. I’ve got no choice. I need to go, and he won’t leave.

				I cry as it starts to run out of me. I can hardly bear for anyone to see me like this, so I shut my eyes tight and imagine how it would be to totally disappear.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Two

				‘Morning, Maguire.’

				Paula banged her pass over the entrance to the police station, looking up at the familiar face. Gerard Monaghan, now Detective Sergeant, in a newly sharp suit to match. ‘Well, Sergeant. How’s Avril? I never see her these days.’

				‘They have her on nights. Making her work for it, like.’

				‘Any word on whether she’ll make CID?’

				‘Dunno. The new boss’s not such a fan. He reckons we were all too matey with you-know-who.’ She and Gerard passed through another door. He swiped the pass which hung around his neck, waiting for it to work. ‘Fecking thing. You ever miss the old days?’

				Paula sighed. ‘All the time. But no point in looking back.’ She was willing Gerard not to say the name that went with the face in her head, and he didn’t, and they both shifted off to their desks with desultory goodbyes. The PSNI station on the hill was a very different place to work from the missing persons unit she’d started out in. There were rules, and rotas, and phones were always buzzing and people shouting out codes. But she had to be there. There was no more unit now, just her and Gerard up here, Bob retired, Fiacra back in Dundalk with the Gardaí, Avril training as a PC, and – that was all she could think about.

				‘There you are.’ A woman was sitting at Paula’s desk; fair-haired, in her forties, wearing a grey trouser suit. Helen Corry had retained the designer outfits from her days as Head of Serious Crime, even though she’d been demoted back to DS.

				‘Here I am, yes.’ Paula put her bag down.

				‘Fun time wedding shopping?’

				‘About as much fun as stapling my eyes shut.’

				‘I remember. Want something juicy?’

				‘Yes, please. If I do one more internal assessment I’m going to scream.’

				‘I’ve got a missing persons. Right up your street – a student from out at Oakdale College.’

				‘Female?’ This was Paula’s area of expertise – missing women, lost girls. Trying to find them and bring them back.

				‘Yep.’

				‘Tell me the circs?’

				Corry spread out the missing persons form, complete with a grainy photo of a blonde, very slim girl. ‘Alice Morgan. Twenty-two, doing research into holy relics and Irish folklore. English. Her dad’s Tony Morgan.’

				‘Should I know him?’ Paula picked up the photo.

				‘You would if you were in uniform. He’s a life peer, high up at the Home Office. Lord Morgan, I should have said. Alice has been over here studying for a year or so.’

				‘Oh, right! So it’s all hands on deck on this one?’

				‘Yep.’ Corry stood up, straightening her suit. ‘Don’t take your jacket off, you’re coming straight out with me.’

				‘Did Willis OK it?’ Usually, Paula was not supposed to go to crime scenes.

				Corry made her usual face at the mention of DCI Willis Campbell, their new boss. It was like someone chewing on a pickled egg. ‘Oh yes, nothing’s too good for Mr, sorry, Lord Morgan’s daughter.’

				‘When was she last seen?’

				‘Yesterday. It just came in this morning.’

				At least she hadn’t missed it by ignoring her phone last night. ‘Wait, what are you not telling me?’ Ordinarily, a missing person’s case wouldn’t be dealt with so quickly. She looked at the photo of Alice. A little slip of a girl. It was back, the pulse, the spark. She could do this, at least. She could find people when they were lost.

				Corry had started walking. ‘She was last seen in that church with the relic. You know, Crocknashee. She’d been working there. And they found blood.’

				‘How much blood?’

				‘Enough. Come on, let’s go.’

				‘Right. We’re meeting Willis at the scene, he’s already there, and then we’ll search Alice’s cottage.’

				Paula had never heard Helen Corry talk about her demotion. Two years ago, there’d been a leak in a major case. A forensics expert had falsified evidence, and Corry had been sleeping with him at the time. People had died, and the fallout from it had knocked her off her hard-won perch. Outwardly, she was enjoying being in a more hands-on role, and only the look on her face when DCI Campbell was mentioned ever betrayed her.

				When they got to the site, which was some way out of Ballyterrin, the man himself had left his Mercedes, a car that cost more than a one-bed flat, right across the gate of the church. ‘Typical,’ muttered Corry. ‘I’ll just park mine on the road. I mean, it’s only a Fiat, clearly doesn’t deserve the room.’ She pulled up. ‘How much do you know about this place?’

				‘A bit, I suppose. From school. They were trying to get away from that side of Catholicism when I was wee. You know, this kind of – idolatry.’ For years Paula hadn’t known what religion Helen Corry was. It didn’t matter, of course, but somehow you did need to know, you had to be sure where to put people. Never English friends, she’d no idea what religion most of them were. When they’d started working together properly, Paula had learned that Corry was indeed a Catholic name, but that her mother was Protestant, and they’d tried to bring their children up with no religion at all, in the cauldron that was seventies and eighties Belfast. Corry had gone to that rare thing, an integrated school, and so she often displayed strange gaps in her knowledge.

				‘This land belongs to the Garrett family,’ said Corry, opening her door. ‘Mother and son, they live in the big house over there. But the church is owned by a trust which the son chairs. I just want to know if we’ll be treading on any religious toes.’

				‘I think it’s deconsecrated now, so we should be OK.’

				She and Corry went up the path to the church. It was another close July day, a sigh of wind rustling dry blades of grass. The graveyard was full of ancient stones, collapsed like drunks, and the eroded faces of stone angels watched the two women as they slogged up the hill. Paula took off her jacket and carried it over her arm. ‘He’s here already then, Willis?’

				‘Of course. There’ll be TV cameras. He’s not going to miss that.’

				‘What is it you hate so much? Is it the hair?’ Streaked and bouffant as it was, Willis Campbell had more hair than any man of forty-eight had a right to.

				‘That doesn’t help. Or the suits.’ Handmade, the paisley linings always prominently displayed as Campbell whipped his jacket off in order to patrol ‘the shop floor’, the suits were a source of great amusement in the station. When he was well out of earshot, of course. Corry went on, ‘But no, mostly it’s a Belfast thing. Every time he talks I just hear that posh Malone Road accent.’

				Fair-haired, well-dressed, smooth on TV – but for the upbringing, Willis wasn’t a million miles from Corry herself. Not that Paula ever would have said it.

				The door of the church was open. It led into a low-ceilinged drystone space, an old chill stippling Paula’s arms with gooseflesh. A dark smell of damp, and maybe something worse. She pulled her jacket back on as her eyes adjusted. Below her feet were stone slabs marked with names and dates. They were walking on graves.

				DCI Campbell himself was up near the cordoned-off altar, talking to someone in a white boiler suit. ‘Ladies.’ He advanced on Paula and Corry, smoothing back his hair with one tanned hand, his wedding ring glinting on a well-fed finger. He was married to Greta, a well-turned-out woman who worked as a primary school headmistress as well as bringing up four clever, musical, sporty children. Paula knew all about it from the Christmas round-robins they liked to send.

				Corry said, ‘I’ve brought Dr Maguire along – she has a lot of experience in this kind of case.’

				He gave Paula the kind of look he might give a man-made fibre. ‘Well, I suppose I don’t mind you consulting. This could be very high-profile, given who her father is.’ That explained why the Head of Serious Crime was at the scene of what was on paper a medium-risk missper.

				Corry was looking at a glass display case someone had installed near the entrance desk. Its door was closed, but it was empty. ‘That’s where it was? The relic?’

				‘Was is the word. It’s gone, but the case is still locked and the alarm’s not gone off.’

				‘And Alice is gone too?’ asked Paula.

				He gave her another pained look. ‘It seems that way. She was seen by a volunteer – a Mrs Mackin, she’s in the vestry – at around six last night. This morning Mrs Mackin came in to find the place lying open, no sign of Alice. So she went to get the chair of trustees, Mr Garrett, who owns the surrounding land, and they find the relic gone, and this mess on the steps.’

				‘Can we have a look at the blood?’ Paula tried to see behind him.

				He gave her another look. ‘Let’s see if the techs have finished.’

				Behind him, steps led up to the altar of the church, which was carved all over in religious symbols, twisting sheaves of corn and crowns of leaves. Above the tabernacle, the face of Jesus had been painted onto the stone wall in odd lurid colours, his eyes looking up to Heaven. Below him, the steps were splashed in dark red blood, several small pools of it, dried and clotting. A suited tech was crawling about the space, taking pictures. Campbell waved him aside. ‘Let the ladies see, please, there’s a good lad.’

				The man stood aside and took down his hood. ‘Kemal!’ said Corry. ‘Couldn’t tell it was you in that get-up. How are you?’

				‘Very well, thank you, ma’am.’ Kemal, an Egyptian who had somehow fetched up in rural Ireland, always spoke in polite RP tones. He nodded to Paula, who gave him a smile, which quickly faded as she looked at the floor.

				‘This is all you found?’ Corry asked Kemal.

				‘Yes, just like this, spattered as you see.’

				Campbell was growing impatient. ‘So what do you think, Dr Maguire? I hear you can diagnose everything just by looking at a crime scene.’

				Behind his back, Corry was rolling her eyes. Paula didn’t rise. ‘I’d have to find out more about Alice. Anything that might make her disappear – boyfriend issues, mental health problems, if she’d ever tried to kill herself . . .’

				‘You think this could be self-inflicted?’ He pointed at the blood. It had partially dried, but you could see there’d been a lot of it. Too much for a small injury.

				‘It’s possible. But then there’d be a body, wouldn’t there?’

				‘Should we be treating this as high-risk, is what I want to know?’

				In other words, did he leave it with Corry and the missper team, or did he take it for Serious Crime and himself? If it was likely to be a messy one – no easy solve, no obvious answers – he wouldn’t want it. Paula said her usual spiel. ‘Well, for someone her age, the most likely thing would be she’s gone off voluntarily. But when people do that they don’t leave blood everywhere, and they don’t tend to take priceless holy relics with them. Alice was working here?’

				‘She was doing her dissertation on the place, and she ended up with the caretaker job.’ Corry was examining a rack of postcards as she spoke, the usual Irish scenes of cows, churches, crosses. On the reception desk was a collection box for Trócaire, the Irish hunger charity.

				Campbell was wincing. ‘We have to keep a lid on the relic angle. Otherwise we’ll be overrun with every tree-loving hippy in Ireland.’ He looked at Corry. ‘Did you tell her the rest?’

				‘No. I wanted to see what she’d make of this first.’

				‘What rest?’ Paula glanced between them.

				Corry said, ‘We didn’t want to tell you until you’d seen it yourself, but this has happened before. In this exact spot.’

				‘What, a missing girl?’

				Campbell clicked his fingers to Kemal, who handed him an evidence bag. Inside was a photograph, smeared in blood. For a second Paula thought it was Alice, but it was just a strong likeness – this picture was of a different blonde girl. Not recent.

				‘This was found on the steps,’ he said. ‘Does the name Yvonne O’Neill mean anything to you?’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Three

				‘Who’s Yvonne O’Neill?’ said Paula.

				‘You didn’t come across her name down the road?’

				When the unit first opened they’d been dumped with all the unsolved missing person cases in Ireland – the ones that made things messy, the ones they couldn’t close. Ones with no body, where the person was simply gone forever, leaving in their wake day after day and night after night of unanswered questions. Now it was shut and the remaining files were all in a storage locker. Paula tried to think. ‘Nope. No bells ringing.’

				Corry sighed; she hadn’t wanted to be telling this story. ‘Yvonne was twenty-six – bit older than Alice. Pretty girl. Teacher. She was very religious – in fact she even started training as a nun. But she met a man, got engaged instead. Then the man was killed. Car crash.’

				‘That’s rough.’

				‘It gets worse. She used to come here a lot, to pray. She only lived down the road. That farm we passed on the way in, you know. Her mother’s still there. Well, one day Yvonne tells her ma she’s away down to the church. She’s walking – it’s a nice day. An elderly neighbour was driving past, saw her on the road. She waves hello, goes up the path. No one ever sees her again.’

				Paula frowned; that didn’t make sense. ‘Why didn’t she go round the back way? Would that not be quicker?’ A path looped round the back of the church, linking the O’Neill’s farm, the Garrett home, and the cottage where Alice had been living.

				‘Apparently she didn’t like to walk past the Garretts’ house. The families were having some dispute over the land. And yes, before you ask, they looked at the son back then. He was alibied.’

				Paula digested this. ‘So – she was also last seen at this church?’

				‘That’s right. Same as Alice. They searched everywhere round here. They even took in cadaver dogs – they alerted in the church, but the place is full of old bones, so that didn’t help. No sign of her. Yvonne had a look of Alice too – wee and blonde, like she wouldn’t say boo to a goose.’

				‘When was this?’ Why had she never heard about it?

				‘1981.’

				That explained it. The year of the hunger strikes, when every day someone else was being killed in the North. No surprise if Yvonne got forgotten. ‘Ah.’

				‘Yeah. So, everyone was a bit distracted, shall we say. People getting shot all over the show. Everyone thought the UVF got her, or the UDR maybe. Retaliation for the hunger strikes. Yvonne nearly being a nun, you know.’

				‘But you don’t think so?’

				Corry shook her head. ‘Why no body? If they wanted to make a point, they’d have left her where the RUC could find her. No, I think she just got lost in the chaos. No one cared, when there were ten men starving themselves to death.’

				‘So. We have a missing girl, same spot, same look, thirty-two years apart. You reckon that’s significant?’

				Corry sighed again. ‘Maguire, there’s more. Yvonne went missing on July the thirty-first, 1981.’

				‘Shit. Same day?’

				‘Same day. Lúnasa – the old Celtic fire feast, right?’

				Paula bit her lip. ‘Right.’ Sacrifice. Fires on the hillsides. Blood in the soil.

				Corry gave a grim ghost of a smile. ‘I told you this one was juicy.’

				Willis Campbell had been listening to their discussion, and was again looking like a man with severe heartburn. ‘As I said, we need to stay away from the pagan angle – it could just be coincidence. But we’ll do everything we can on this one. Dr Maguire, I’m redirecting you to this case full-time.’ Clearly he had decided that this would be a messy one. ‘Maybe if we find Alice fast we can keep the press out of it. Can you manage?’

				‘If you like, sir.’ Thank God – something real to work on, instead of dull-as-ditchwater psychological assessments.

				A knock at the church door, and a nervous uniformed officer. ‘Sir . . . DCI Campbell? There’s a reporter here, they said—’

				‘Christ, the word’s out already.’ Smoothing his hair again, Willis rushed off.

				‘Hope he’s brought his Touche Éclat,’ said Corry. ‘Come on, we need to talk to the person who last saw Alice.’

				‘This is a disaster. It’s a priceless relic!’ The chair of the Crocknashee Church Trust, Anderson Garrett, was wringing his hands as he paced around the nave of the church.

				‘Don’t be getting on so, Anderson,’ said a grey-haired and grim-faced lady, who was sitting bolt upright in one of the pews. She was dressed in lemon-yellow slacks and carried her handbag on her knee like an offering. ‘Just tell them what happened.’

				‘It’s Mrs Mackin, is it?’ Corry looked at her.

				‘Mrs Maureen Mackin, and I’ll need to get away soon, I’ve to pick my grandchild up from nursery.’ She peered over her glasses at Corry in her suit and heels, and Paula, somewhat less groomed with her hair falling out of its plait and slightly-too-short summer skirt (she’d grabbed it out of last year’s clothes, not realising it had shrunk from too many washes). ‘You’re from the police, are you? Well, I told the ones in uniform everything.’

				‘You were the last person to see Alice, as far as you know?’

				She nodded. ‘She said she’d close up last night, so I went off – I’d to make my husband his dinner, he goes to his Rotary meetings on Wednesdays. Then this morning, the door’s lying open.’

				‘So you went to get Mr Garrett?’ Corry turned to the man, who was still pacing. He was about sixty, with an oddly stiff gait and a belly that must have been five feet around.

				‘Really, you have to find it,’ he said. ‘You’ve no idea how valuable it is, I . . . It’s been stolen, I’m sure of it. Lots of relics are being stolen these days, you know, there was one in Dublin just the other month, and—’

				‘Mr Garrett, we’re going to do our best to find Alice. And the relic.’ Corry’s tone could have cut glass. ‘It would be very helpful if you could tell us the relic’s history.’

				‘It’s irreplaceable.’ He stopped walking for a moment, a sort of tremor of panic going through him. Through the gap in his strained shirt buttons, Paula could see his pale flesh. ‘It’s really . . . I can’t explain. There’s nothing like it.’

				‘Yes, but why? What is it?’ asked Corry.

				He turned, resuming his fevered pacing. Paula wished she could ask him to sit down. ‘It’s the finger-bone of Saint Blannad. Verified by the Pope.’

				‘Assume we’re not Catholic for a minute,’ Corry said drily.

				Maureen Mackin tutted under her breath and Garrett expanded: ‘Saint Blannad was the abbess of a convent in five AD. She helped convert the local chieftains to Christianity.’

				‘And why’s she a saint?’

				At her question, Garrett glanced at Paula, distracted. ‘Because of the miracles, you see, she . . .’ He stopped, taking in air with a kind of gulping noise. ‘The relic. It can perform miracles.’

				‘Such as?’ asked Corry.

				‘It made the harvests multiply. Fed the hungry. During the Famine people prayed at the shrine, you see, and the area was spared.’

				Paula was sceptical. Everyone knew South Down had largely avoided the potato blight, but this was likely due to its ring of protective mountains. ‘Anything recent?’

				‘Many people find it a source of great healing and comfort,’ Mrs Mackin said, glaring at them over her handbag. ‘We get visitors from the missions all the time. Places where the wee black babies are starving, you know. They pray for food.’

				‘OK, but . . .’ Corry was giving Paula a look, so she subsided. ‘Can you tell us about Alice, Mr Garrett?’

				It didn’t seem to have occurred to him. ‘Alice? Miss Morgan started coming here several months ago. She was interested in the relic.’

				‘Very interested,’ added Maureen Mackin.

				‘Meaning?’

				‘She used to be in here every day God sent, staring into the wee case. We’d have to chase her out when we were locking up.’

				‘But you gave her a job?’ asked Corry.

				Garrett was working his hands together like he was kneading a piece of dough; over, under, over, under. ‘We set up a caretaker post to run the place, put on events and so on—’

				‘Weddings,’ Mrs Mackin chipped in, ‘though I don’t think it’s right, having civil weddings in what used to be a holy Catholic church.’ She was that kind of speaker, fussy, correcting. The type that made useful witnesses.

				‘And how was she as an employee?’ asked Paula, looking at Garrett.

				‘Oh, she was, she was . . . diligent, yes. Though I didn’t like her habit of staying late in the church. It should have been locked every day at six, I told her that.’ Corry gave Paula a brief look; that might be worth checking out, if she’d been here alone at night.

				‘But apart from that?’

				Mrs Mackin conceded, ‘Aye, she wasn’t so bad. Not that any of these young ones would know a hard day’s work if it came up and hit them in the face.’

				Corry pressed on, mild irritation seeping into her tone. ‘So it would be out of character for Alice to disappear.’

				Garrett was pacing again. ‘I don’t know. I didn’t know her very well.’

				‘So let me get this straight,’ said Corry. ‘The relic is missing. The case has been locked up again with the code.’

				‘Yes. And only Alice knew it.’

				‘Apart from you?’

				He made a gesture of annoyance. ‘Of course, apart from me.’

				So it was possible she’d been forced to open it. Corry said, ‘And where were you, Mr Garrett, overnight? I gather that’s your house on the road that runs behind here.’

				‘My mother, I care for her, you see, she had a fall so I took her in to Ballyterrin Hospital. We were there till about eleven, then I took her back and put her to bed.’

				‘Did you see anything at the church, or at Alice’s cottage?’

				‘No. No, it was all quiet. All dark.’ He kept staring over at the empty case. ‘I can’t believe it’s gone. It’s really priceless, you must find it!’

				Corry said, ‘I’m a bit more concerned about Alice right now. Especially with the previous disappearance from this church.’

				Garrett looked blank for a minute. ‘This is nothing to do with that.’

				Maureen Mackin looked up sharply. ‘Oh aye, wee Yvonne. That was a long time ago. You don’t think it’s connected?’

				‘It’s a big coincidence if not. So we’ll need to examine the building, of course.’

				‘What?’ Garrett turned pale. ‘We can’t have you, you, swarming all over the place. It’s bad enough that forensics man’s been in here with his brushes, touching everything . . .’

				‘Ah now, Anderson,’ remonstrated Mrs Mackin. ‘He’s respectful enough for one of those Muslim fellas.’

				Corry shot Paula a quick glance. ‘Mr Garrett. We will need to search the church. You must see that.’

				‘But the relic’s gone. It’s not here. Why would you search the place?’ His hands were wringing again. Up, over, down, around. Of all the things that were lost, the relic seemed to be the only one he cared about.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Alice

				Today’s one of the days we aren’t allowed up. We wake up, we go to sleep, and in between we have to just lie here, looking at the ceiling. If you make a fuss, if you turn over in bed too much, then you get the bands.

				That makes them sound nicer than they are. Cuffs is what they are. Restraints. They’re made of a kind of Velcro that’s soft, but impossible to break. You don’t want to be in them, so you lie really still, but he’s always watching. Even a flicker of an eye, or breathing too deeply, or moving to scratch an itch, and he notices. Then you can cry and scream and beg and promise all you want, but it’s the cuffs. The woman helps him. We think she’s in love with him. She stinks of cheap perfume and sweat, and when he’s here her eyes follow him round the room. I can smell her breath as she straps me in. She doesn’t care if she hurts me.

				Please, I say. Please. I’ll be good.

				I might as well have said nothing. She doesn’t even look at me. Now my arms are pulled up over my head, my chewed fingers hanging over the cold metal bedhead. If I’m very bad, if I move or complain, it will be the ankle cuffs too. So I shut up. I stare at the ceiling and the brown stain where water has dripped through. It looks polluted. Ruined. It’s all I’m allowed to look at for the next ten hours, until it gets dark and we just look into the blackness with dry open eyes.

				Down the room, someone starts to scream. I can’t see who; my shoulders have seized up. The man and the woman rush to shut her up. I’ve already lost all feeling in my hands. It’s been ten minutes. There’s eleven hours and fifty more minutes to go.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Four

				‘So Alice didn’t live on campus?’ They were walking down the hill at the back of the church, Corry’s heels getting stuck in the parched grass.

				‘She did till about six weeks ago.’

				It seemed an odd place for a twenty-two year old. Your nearest neighbours would be the skeletons in the graveyard, and the yews around the church rustled and chattered, almost like they were whispering. Alice Morgan clearly didn’t scare easily.

				The lintel of the cottage was so low that Paula, at five foot ten, had to stoop to go in. Gerard Monaghan was loitering at the door, stabbing at his BlackBerry. Corry eyed him. ‘For the love of God, Monaghan, would you put your tie on right. Your neck’s not that thick.’

				They were technically the same rank now, which neither of them could get their heads around, but Gerard hadn’t lost the habit of deferring to her. He twitched his tie. ‘Nothing here. I’ve had a wee look in already.’

				‘Well, let’s see anyway.’

				The cottage was just a living room with an open grate, in it a small pile of ashes; a modern kitchen, cold and ugly, and a sliver of bathroom with terrible seventies fittings. It reminded Paula of a bad B & B in the west of Ireland, the kind of place her parents used to take her on their holidays. Before everything. Alice seemed to have spent most of her time in the bed, which was dragged up to the fireplace in the living room, and heaped with books and paper. Baggy tracksuits and jumpers, even in the relative warmth of July. Paula glanced at one of the books. ‘The Paleo diet?’

				Corry rolled her eyes. ‘My Rosie came home the other day talking about that. She’s fourteen years old, for God’s sake. Here, don’t touch anything.’

				She took some gloves from her jacket. Paula snapped them on, examining the books more carefully. They were on two main themes – Irish history, or dieting. ‘Alice wasn’t overweight, was she?’

				‘Hardly. Her description has her at five foot two and seven stone.’

				‘Eating disorder?’

				‘Most wee girls seem to have one now.’ Corry moved into the kitchen as Paula’s eye was caught by another book. Hunger in Ireland: From saints and visions to the famine and the hunger strikes. ‘Wasn’t there some story about Saint Blannad?’ she called. She was trying to remember back to school, the drone of her RE teacher on a soporific afternoon. ‘She was starved, wasn’t she, and she had holy visions or something like that, and . . .’ She turned over another book. The Body as Power. A history of the 1981 hunger strikes. Same year Yvonne had gone missing. Had Alice known about the other girl?

				Corry’s voice echoed as if she was looking in a cupboard. ‘Come in here,’ she said.

				Paula moved towards the kitchen – there was barely room for the two of them. ‘What?’

				Then, she saw.

				The kitchen units and doors and fridge were entirely covered with pictures. Torn out of magazines and papers. Female bodies. Torsos, legs, arms – the faces cut or ripped off. Here and there were actual photographs of another female body. One hand could be seen holding the camera phone, the other lifting up whatever she was wearing. In some, a hank of blond hair was visible, but the face was always missing. ‘Is it her? Alice?’

				Corry nodded. ‘Selfies, is that what they call them?’

				‘God, she was thin. Is there any food at all here?’

				With her gloved hands, Corry opened the fridge – nothing but a wizened apple and some dark nail polish. In the cupboards were some stale-looking packets of cereal and dried fruit and that was it. Even houses during the Famine probably had more to eat in them. ‘Her Facebook page is like this too – she posts one of those selfies every day. Even yesterday.’
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