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The final hymn drew to a close and Amy took her seat. Around her, the bustle of a hundred people ceased and a silence of expectation fell.


She pondered again why she’d agreed to accompany her friend to a spiritualist church on a Sunday morning. She hadn’t been inside a church in years. Any church. She still prayed, that habit had endured. Usually last thing at night, before she dozed off, she said the Lord’s Prayer, more from habit than religion.


The minister had moved to one side and a young man took his place on stage. With his shiny cheeks and open-necked shirt, he reminded Amy of a rather earnest salesman, who’d recently tried to persuade Alan to buy a car he couldn’t afford. She recalled how kind Alan had been to the man, and felt a sudden surge of love for her big student son. Second year at university studying engineering and doing well, even if he was always short of money. He’d turned out all right, despite not having a dad around. She smiled, thinking of Alan’s amused expression when he’d heard where she was going that morning. ‘Don’t ask Aunt Bella to get in touch from beyond the grave. She terrified me when she was alive,’ he’d said.


The medium moved nearer the front and gave them a tentative smile. He looks so young, Amy thought, and gullible. He introduced himself as Patrick Menzies and wished them ‘God Bless’. Then he explained that mediums like himself were able to communicate with those who had passed over. However, he couldn’t summon the departed.


‘They come to me,’ he said, ‘but only when they are ready, willing and able to do so.’


At this, the medium inclined his head as though listening to a silent voice just behind his left shoulder.


A ripple of excitement swept the room.


‘This is it,’ Doreen whispered beside her.


He spoke so quietly that Amy strained to hear. ‘Yes. Welcome. I can hear you. God Bless.’ He nodded a few times. ‘Who do you want to speak to?’ Pause. ‘Yes. I understand.’


A small sob caused Amy to glance along the row to where a young woman was silently mouthing ‘Please’.


The medium gathered himself and, opening his eyes, focussed on the audience. The tension in the room was palpable. It wasn’t only the young woman who was desperate to be singled out.


Amy sat back in her seat. Alan was right. This was all nonsense. Yet she seemed to be the only person in the room who thought so. She checked on Doreen, who appeared as intent as the rest. Who did Doreen think might get in touch? Her mother, dead these past ten years? Amy heard an intake of breath from the young woman on her right as the medium began to speak.


‘Is there anyone here called Amy?’ His eyes swept the audience.


‘I’m Amy.’ Her young neighbour shot to her feet.


The medium looked puzzled, then turned and listened again. ‘God Bless. Yes, I understand.’


The young woman interrupted this exchange in excited anticipation. ‘It’s my Gary, isn’t it? Gary, can you hear me?’


Amy found her own heart pounding as all eyes turned from the other Amy to the medium.


‘I’m sorry, I don’t believe this is Gary coming through.’


‘You asked for Amy. I’m Amy.’


The medium seemed perplexed by this and resumed his conversation with his silent visitor. Eventually, he said, ‘I’m sorry, but this definitely isn’t your Gary.’


The young woman gave a moan and slumped to her seat in despair. Amy felt a rush of sympathy, mixed with anger. How cruel to come here hoping desperately to talk with a loved one and for this to happen.


Meanwhile, the medium was cradling his head as though in pain. The minister hurried to his side and whispered something.


‘No. No. I’m fine,’ the medium insisted, straightening up again.


Amy was shocked at how white his face had become.


He looked upwards for a moment as though in prayer, then inclined his head to the left and listened.


‘Oh no. That’s terrible.’


The disquiet that resonated at his words silenced the murmurs surrounding the stricken younger Amy.


‘I must ask the audience again. Is there an Amy in the hall?’


When Doreen touched her arm, Amy shook her head. ‘It’s nothing to do with me,’ she said under her breath.


‘It might be,’ whispered Doreen, excited by the prospect.


Amy had no intention of raising her hand. She didn’t want to hear some message from Aunt Bella, or anyone else for that matter.


‘Please,’ the medium pleaded, ‘the Amy I seek is in the audience. Will she please reveal herself.’


Amy gripped her hands together and tried to ignore Doreen’s whispered encouragement.


‘Okay, I’ll tell her. God Bless.’ The medium turned to the audience once more. ‘The spirit has asked me to say that it isn’t Aunt Bella.’


Amy’s heart stopped, and fear in all its forms swept over her. She opened her mouth to speak but no words came. Then she heard Doreen’s voice.


‘My friend’s called Amy.’


The medium swung round and locked eyes with her. ‘Are you Amy?’


‘It can’t be me you’re looking for. I don’t know anyone who passed on recently.’


The medium regarded her with concern. ‘You know an Aunt Bella?’


‘She died two years ago. My son Alan said I wasn’t to speak to her,’ she added, not knowing why.


‘Your son’s called Alan?’


‘Yes. When I told him I was coming here this morning, he made a joke about his Aunt Bella. He said he hoped she didn’t try to contact us. He was terrified of her when she was alive.’ Amy’s attempt at laughter died in the heavy silence.


The medium looked taken aback. ‘You last spoke to Alan when?’


‘An hour ago, just before I came here. He always comes over on a Sunday for . . .’ Amy tailed off as she registered the medium’s face. He looks like a ghost, she thought.


The medium, obviously distressed, was speaking to one side again.


‘God Bless. Are you sure?’ He turned his attention back to Amy. ‘I am so sorry, Amy, but this is Alan I’m talking to.’


His announcement was followed by uproar in the hall. Amy shouted through it, ‘That’s nonsense. I spoke to him before I left.’


The noise abated as the audience strove to hear the medium’s reply.


‘Alan has asked me to give you a message.’


Amy rose to her feet, a rushing sound in her ears. She wanted the stupid man to shut up. She wanted him to disappear with his shiny cheeks and his ugly words. She shouted ‘Stop it!’ at the top of her voice, then turned on her heel and made for the door.
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She was sitting in the minister’s office, a cup of cold tea on the desk in front of her. Beside it lay her mobile. Amy had already left three messages for Alan, none of which he’d responded to. She’d tried the house phone as well, which wasn’t answered either.


Alan has simply gone out, Amy told herself. It was Sunday after all. He often took the dog for a walk, or cut the grass for her. If the mower was running he wouldn’t hear the phone. Maybe he was at the pub. He sometimes went for a pint on a Sunday, met up with some of his old mates, before the two of them had dinner together. The thought briefly consoled her. She glanced at the door, willing Doreen to appear and tell her she’d brought the car round and was ready to take her home.


But it was the medium who opened the door instead.


His shiny cheeks had reddened. He looks like a clown, Amy thought cruelly.


‘Mrs MacKenzie. May I speak to you?’


‘I think you’ve said enough.’


He seemed to shrivel under her glare. Amy wasn’t naturally unkind and immediately felt a little sorry for him. He obviously believed in the rubbish he peddled, as did most of his audience. Since she had been part of that audience, he would assume she did too.


 ‘I don’t believe in this stuff,’ she said. ‘I just came along with a friend.’


He’d picked up on the conciliatory tone and as a result felt able to enter the room properly and shut the door.


‘It would help me if we talked.’ His request sounded completely sincere.


Amy contemplated the idea that he might be suffering from a mental illness. If that was the case then she shouldn’t be mean to him.


‘You’ll have to be quick. Doreen’s just gone to get the car.’


He glanced at the mobile on the desk. ‘Have you called your son?’


‘He’s out at the moment.’ Amy said this as though she knew it for definite. ‘What do you want to talk about?’


‘This is very difficult. I don’t want to alarm you, but Alan gave me clear instructions.’


‘Stop this!’ Amy shouted angrily and rose to her feet. ‘There is nothing wrong with Alan. He was in perfect health when I left him—’


The medium interrupted her before she could reinforce this further.


‘I’m so sorry, Mrs MacKenzie. Alan told me to tell you to go to the police. I think your son may have had a violent death.’


Amy felt the hysteria rise and there was nothing she could do to stop it. ‘You’re mad, or ill. I don’t know which. I’ll go to the police all right, but it will be to make a complaint about you – and this place.’ As the final words emerged, the door swung open and Doreen appeared.


‘Take me home,’ Amy cried as she pushed past her friend, desperate to get away from the shiny red cheeks and the soft mouth that had uttered those terrible words.


Doreen made one attempt to speak on the way home, but Amy swiftly cut her off. She had no intention of repeating what the medium had said in that office. Her anger at the man was growing swiftly into fury. How dare he tell her those things. How dare he tell anyone that he could speak to the dead. It was appalling that a church allowed him to appear like that, frightening people. All the time she raged internally, a small but insistent voice reminded her that the medium had known about Bella. How could he have known about her sister? How could he have known about her conversation with Alan about Bella? The thought brought a chill to her heart and a desperate need to get home. To open the front door and call Alan’s name. To see him emerge from his old room and ask her why the hell she was looking so worried.


When the car drew up outside the house, Doreen quickly offered to come in with her, but Amy wouldn’t hear of it.


‘I’ll give you a call tomorrow. Let you know what time I’m coming round on Friday,’ she said.


Doreen nodded, playing along with Amy’s attempts at normality.


She waited on the front step until Doreen drove away, before slipping her key in the lock.


‘Alan, I’m back,’ she shouted. When the dog didn’t come running and Alan didn’t answer her call, she said out loud, ‘He’s out with the dog,’ as though that settled everything. When she found a note on the table in the kitchen telling her he’d gone out with Barney and would be back around five, she said I told you so to herself. After she put the kettle on, she tried Alan’s mobile again. When she heard its ring tone coming from the sitting room, she felt absurdly pleased. Alan had a forgetful nature and had left his mobile here more than once before. Beginning to feel less concerned, Amy spooned two large scoops of tea into the teapot and added hot water. This cup of tea she would definitely drink.


She was fine until four thirty. She’d busied herself until then doing tasks she would normally have left until Monday. When Alan visited, they usually spent time in the garden. Him cutting the grass and her pottering. Occasionally they went for a pub lunch. In fact, had she not agreed to go with Doreen to that silly church, they might well have been walking back from the Cumberland Arms at this very moment. Amy tsked in annoyance.


By five thirty she had started to pace the house, pretending to do things that didn’t need doing. The chicken she had stuffed and roasted had been lifted out and was now rapidly cooling. The roast potatoes Alan loved had been cooked to a crisp, the broccoli turned to mush. By six o’clock Amy had taken to standing at the front window, looking out periodically, trying to conjure up Alan’s tall figure, Barney at his side, coming along the road. She would give him a good telling-off when he did arrive, she decided. Especially if he’d stopped off for a pint and not called to warn her he would be late. But he doesn’t have his mobile, she remembered.


She hadn’t been able to eat her own meal, the gnawing sensation in her stomach having nothing to do with hunger. By seven she was frantic and could no longer pretend normality. Using Alan’s mobile, she called everyone in his contacts list, asking if they had seen him. Most of them sounded bemused to have been phoned by Alan’s mother. None professed to having seen him that day, except a girl called Jolene who admitted she’d been with him that morning. She sounded mildly embarrassed at revealing this and Amy wondered is she was a girlfriend, but was too worried to ask.


‘If he gets in touch, tell him to call me,’ she said.


‘I thought he was coming to see you today,’ the girl said, sounding wary.


‘He did. He took the dog for a walk and isn’t back yet, Amy told her. She knew she sounded like a fussing mother, so left it at that and hung up.


Doreen called her at seven thirty.


When Amy heard her voice she almost put the phone down. Rightly or wrongly, she found herself blaming Doreen for what had happened in the church. And for what was happening now.


When Doreen asked outright if Alan was okay, Amy told her he had gone for a walk with the dog.


‘He was in when you got back?’


‘He left a note.’


‘But that was hours ago. Have you called him?’


‘He left his mobile behind,’ Amy told her.


There was a short silence while Doreen decided what to say. ‘Maybe you should call the police. Just in case.’


Amy didn’t answer, although inside her head she was screaming.


‘Do you want me to come round?’ Doreen asked.


 ‘No,’ Amy said sharply. She could not bear to look at Doreen, to remember her eager face as she’d urged her to respond to the medium’s call. Amy put the phone down.


She stood for a moment, her instinct yelling at her that something was wrong. Terribly wrong. A suffocating pain clutched her chest, her head swam, no air filled her lungs. She sat down heavily on the chair beside the phone table. Please. Please. She felt the pain and despair that had swamped the other Amy when it hadn’t been her Gary, and knew then that neither of their prayers had been answered.


She stuck it for another hour before she made up her mind to go out and look for him. Anything was better than sitting around here worrying. Being midsummer, it was still light. Amy put on her coat even though the evening was warm and lifted her handbag. She was at the gate when she realized if Alan came back he would wonder where she was. So she went back inside and wrote him a note, telling him she had his mobile and to please call it when he got home.


Outside she hesitated again, with no idea which direction to take. She tried to think where Alan would go with the dog, then a thought struck. If something had happened to Alan, surely Barney would have come home alone? The idea seemed a distinct possibility which relit her hope.


Now where would he head? Probably the country park. Even as she acknowledged this, Amy knew what she was doing was pointless. The park was huge. There was no way she could find him there, yet she kept on walking in that direction.


She was nearly at the entrance when the mobile rang. She grabbed for it, her heart leaping.


‘Alan? Where the hell are you?’ It was the young woman Jolene from earlier.


Before Amy could interrupt, the girl went on. ‘I’ve had your bloody mother on the phone. And you were supposed to meet me at the flat half an hour ago.’


‘It’s not Alan,’ Amy finally managed to say.


There was a strangled sound of embarrassment then Jolene said, ‘He’s not shown up yet?’


‘No. I’ve gone out looking for him.’


‘Could he have gone for a drink with one of his old mates?’


‘I don’t think so. We always eat at the same time when he visits and he wouldn’t be late without calling.’


‘He is usually good about that,’ Jolene conceded. ‘What do you think we should do?’ Her tone was verging on fearful, which Amy immediately registered.


‘You think something’s happened to him?’ Amy said.


 ‘There’s bound to be a simple explanation, and if he doesn’t have his mobile, he hasn’t been able to contact you.’


It was the same excuse Amy had been using to quell her own fears. ‘You don’t understand. That man at the spiritualist church told me Alan was dead,’ she blurted out. ‘And he knew about Bella. How could he know about Bella?’ She was babbling now, but couldn’t stop herself.


 ‘I don’t understand.’ Jolene sounded shocked.


Amy had reached the park entrance. The summer evening had brought local residents out to enjoy the late sunshine. The scene looked so normal. If anything had happened to Alan in the park, surely someone would have helped him? A collie was running and fetching a ball. Just as Barney would have done. Amy felt a catch in her throat. ‘I’m going home to wait for him,’ she said and rang off.


When she got back, the house was in darkness. Once inside, she picked up the house phone and began by calling all the hospitals with Accident and Emergency departments. When she had no luck there, she called the police.
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According to the GPS reading, the geocache was definitely somewhere near this tree. Steve checked the massive trunk, running his hands over its surface, looking for a crack or fissure he might have missed.


Then a thought struck him. What if the cache was buried? He hadn’t noticed any disturbed earth, but maybe someone had hidden it by covering it with leaves?


He set about clearing the ground in a two-foot circle round the trunk. On the opposite side from where he’d been sitting, the soil was disturbed. Excited now, Steve took his trowel from the backpack and began digging.


By the time the trowel had revealed the presence of something long and canvas-like, he was already unsure. Most caches were reasonably easy to find once you reached the GPS reading. It only needed enough space for an interesting object and a logbook for you to sign. It looked as though he was unearthing a holdall.


Slightly worried, Steve stopped to glance about him. The wood was deserted. Few people came this high, preferring to stick to the lower woodland paths and open spaces. He hadn’t seen anyone from the moment he started his climb.


The holdall was clear of soil now. It looked too big for a geocache, but then again, he’d found one buried in a small suitcase before. He located the zip and cautiously pulled it open.


Inside were clear plastic bundles, bound up with rubber bands.


Steve immediately shut the zip and began throwing earth back over it. Jesus, Mary and Joseph. What a fucking fool! He should have realized as soon as he saw it that it was a holdall. Jesus, they would have scouts out checking on it. They might even have someone coming to pick it up at this very moment.


When he’d scrabbled enough soil back in, he covered it with a thick layer of leaves, shoved the trowel in the backpack and stood like a rabbit caught in headlights, his heart crashing in his chest.


What the hell should he do now? Forget it ever happened? Or call the police and tell them what he’d found? For fuck’s sake, there must have been twenty packets in there. How much was it worth? He buried that idea as quickly as it came to mind. You didn’t steal from drug dealers, not if you wanted to stay alive.


He took another look about. He could make out a few strollers below, some with dogs, but up here among the trees there was no one but himself. He checked his GPS, registering where he had found the cache.


He would have to call the police. Tell them about the drugs. But he didn’t fancy using his mobile. And he didn’t fancy doing it from here. He should find a payphone and call them anonymously. Where the hell would he find a payphone? They didn’t even have them in the pubs now. Everybody had a mobile.


He could go to a police station and report it. He contemplated that for a moment. Then again, if it went to court, he might have to appear as a witness. Not a happy thought. And he knew what happened to folk who grassed up drug gangs. Somebody would find him out. Then he’d pay.


Steve moved away from the cache, his heart still racing, his mouth dry. He wanted to tell the police about his find, but he was sufficiently scared of the consequences to be unsure. What if they thought he had something to do with the drugs, or had seen someone plant them there? It would be easier to just walk away and forget it. He wasn’t responsible for doing the police’s job for them. Then another and more horrific idea struck him. What if the police were watching the stash and had seen him dig it up? Maybe even caught him on camera? They would think he was the guilty one.


He had to get the hell away from there. And fast. Steve took off, heading directly downhill. That’s when he found the dog, or more correctly, tripped over its body in the long grass. It was a black cross-breed and it was dead, blood staining the ground around its opened neck.


It wasn’t the first time he’d seen a dead animal on the hill, although they tended to be cats, often stoned to death. The creeps that came up here to drink and get high thought killing a cat was fun. Creeps like the ones who’d buried the drugs.


All the more reason to get out of there. The path he was following split, one side heading towards a small hill surrounded by a ditch. He’d been here before in his rambles. It was a popular spot to use for a geocache. There were five upright stones on the hill’s summit, all around waist height, like a miniature stone circle. He skirted the hill. Normally he would go to the top for a last view before leaving the park, but he had no wish to do that today.


That’s when he saw a hand on top of one of the stones. At first he did not – dared not – register the fact that it was not connected to an arm. His immediate thought was that it couldn’t be real. But why would a fake hand be sitting on top of one of the standing stones?


Rather than climb the hill to check, he moved up the outer bank for a better look. From here the second hand was visible on the opposite stone. Between, lay a male figure, face down. Steve immediately linked this image to what he had discovered under the tree and had two thoughts. Maybe the man had interfered with the drugs stash and this was his punishment. And what if whoever did that was still here and watching him?


He took off then, fear and adrenaline coursing through his veins, galloping down the hill, dodging the trees and springing like a frightened deer, as though death bit at his heels.
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Rhona stopped in her uphill climb and turned to look back. At 600 feet above sea level, Cathkin Braes Park was renowned for its panoramic views over the city of Glasgow, even as far as the craggy summit of Ben Lomond, clearly visible today under an azure sky.


She took a deep breath of fresh upland air, rich with the scent of the ancient woodland she had climbed through. A good day to be up on the Braes, even if the reason for being here was much darker.


She had been having a late Sunday lunch at Brel in Ashton Lane when the call came through. McNab had sounded bad-tempered. Not unusual for him, but Rhona guessed a weekend hangover was as much to blame as a call-out. Saturday night they had been celebrating his promotion to detective inspector, something McNab and many others had never thought possible. He’d confided to her in a drunken moment that, having reached this rank, he didn’t really want it.


‘You deserve it,’ she’d countered. ‘You’re one of the best cops they have. Awkward, opinionated, self-centred, rude . . . but good.’


He’d tried to process the mixed message in his drink-fuddled brain, his face eventually brightening to a winning grin as he decided she had given him a compliment. Rhona remembered thinking she had missed out arrogant and over-confident from the list.


She looked up, catching the drone of a police helicopter, hovering like a monstrous bluebottle above a corpse. The crime-scene manager had already raised a tent on the summit and a cordon had been erected on the outer side of the surrounding ditch. Chrissy, her forensic assistant, had opted to arrive by helicopter rather than walk from the lower car park. Rhona watched as the helicopter touched down and Chrissy jumped out, ducked the blades and gave the pilot the thumbs-up, before making her way towards the cordon.


McNab disengaged himself from a huddle of boiler-suits near the incident tent on Rhona’s approach and came striding towards her. Despite last night’s celebrations, he looked his usual self, with his distinctive dark auburn hair and stubbled chin, although at closer quarters the vivid blue eyes were shadowed from lack of sleep.


‘Dr MacLeod. Glad you could drag yourself away from your lunch.’


‘At least I wasn’t still in bed.’


He gave her a sympathetic look. ‘I take it you didn’t pull then?’


‘Unlike you, you mean?’


McNab couldn’t resist a self-satisfied smile. ‘Making DI has its compensations.’


She’d seen the young woman watching McNab in the pub. It was shortly after Rhona had rejected McNab’s romantic overtures. Unabashed, he’d made directly for his more ardent fan. Rhona had watched as the young woman gazed up at that distinctively roguish face, a fact not missed by the object of her admiration.


McNab caught her thoughtful look and added accusingly, ‘You turned me down, remember?’


She hadn’t always turned McNab down. At his best, the former DS was a very pleasant way to spend an evening. Although anything more permanent was definitely out of the question. She was spared thinking of a suitable retort to express this sentiment by Chrissy’s arrival. Her forensic assistant, already suitably kitted up, looked from Rhona to McNab and back, instantly assessing the situation.


‘You two on speaking terms?’


‘As always,’ McNab assured her with his signature grin.


By her expression, Chrissy didn’t buy that, but decided not to pursue the matter any further, which was unusual for her. Instead she turned her attention to Rhona.


 ‘Okay, boss, wait till you see what’s in that tent,’ she said excitedly.


Dressed now in the regulation boiler suit, Rhona pulled back the flap and stepped inside. The scent of death was immediately familiar, the death scene not so common, for the tent enclosed what resembled a miniature stone circle, consisting of five upright stones, half human height. Rhona stood for a moment absorbing the scene and registering its smells. She’d asked Chrissy to wait outside, much to her assistant’s chagrin. She wanted to form her own impressions, register her own questions about what had happened here, without Chrissy’s excited commentary.


The victim was male. He lay on his front, his arms outstretched in what seemed to Rhona an unnatural manner. His face was turned to the right, his eyes closed. He looked to be in his late teens or early twenties. There were no obvious wounds on the body apart from the wrists, from which the hands had been severed.


The right hand lay atop the eastern stone, the left hand on the western one. Rhona circled the stones, using the metal treads laid down on the grass, observing the body from all directions, before stopping to look more closely at the hands. Just as the arms had appeared to be placed in position, the hands too had been ‘shaped’. The index finger on each was extended, the other digits curled into the palm. The index finger on the right hand was pointing, she estimated, south-east, the left north-west, but they would know better once R2S, the Return to Scene specialists, had captured everything on video and stills and entered it in the crime-scene software.


She approached the right hand for a closer look.


The weapon of choice among Glasgow gangs was a blade, which could range in size from a flick knife, via a machete, to a samurai sword. The one thing they all had in common was how sharp they were. The hand had been severed cleanly and, judging by the wound and blood loss, it had been removed post-mortem. She checked the left hand and found the same, suggesting both hands had been amputated after death, when the heart had stopped pumping.


Rhona stepped inside the stone circle and got down on her haunches next to the body. At close quarters, she could see no obvious signs of struggle, nor the means by which he had died, although the natural process of decomposition had already begun. The arms, exposed below the T-shirt, and the legs below the shorts, showed signs of lividity as gravity pulled the blood downwards, producing a dark pink discoloration, similar in appearance to bruising. The areas under pressure, including that part of the face pressing on the ground, were free of hypostasis, suggesting the body had lain here since death occurred. The eyelids were also free of petechiae, tiny haemorrhages under the surface of the skin, characteristic of strangulation or crushing which sometimes gave the appearance of hypostasis.


Rhona took a series of photographs for her own use. The official stills together with a 360-degree video would be made available on the crime-scene software, but she liked to study her own shots at leisure. Concentrating on the face, she registered that the mouth, partially open, had something wedged inside. Investigating further, she extracted a small flat stone, on one side of which was scratched what looked like the number five.


Chrissy had decided she’d waited long enough.


 ‘Can I come in now?’


Rhona nodded at the eager face in the doorway and Chrissy was in like a shot.


‘What have you got there?’


Rhona handed her the pebble. ‘It was in his mouth.’


Chrissy examined the stone closely. ‘That looks like a five.’ She glanced about her. ‘And there are five stones in this circle.’


Rhona gave her a warning look, designed to suggest she should refrain from jumping to conclusions.


‘I know it’s unscientific,’ Chrissy said, registering the look, ‘but you have to admit it’s weird.’


Rhona, not to be drawn, reclaimed the stone and put it in an evidence bag while Chrissy examined the nearest hand, which happened to be the right one. ‘You don’t suppose there’s anything in the hands too?’


It was a possibility that had already occurred to Rhona. And it might explain why the hands had been made into a fist. Extracting the stone from the mouth had been relatively easy despite the onset of rigor mortis. Forcing open the hands was a different matter and best left until the post-mortem. Rhona said as much.


Chrissy looked disappointed, her mind already set on further ‘weird’ discoveries. ‘So, what do you want me to do?’


Rhona set Chrissy to work on the immediate surroundings, while she began the detailed process of taking samples from the body. McNab had indicated that the duty pathologist had already visited by helicopter and established a suspicious death. It was her role now to collect as much evidence surrounding the death as she could, before the body was removed to the mortuary.


At such a remote location it would be easy to keep the public and media at bay, but its remoteness generated other problems associated with the length of time necessary to process the scene of crime – such as eating, and going to the toilet. She could only hope the crime-scene officer was on the ball on that score.


Dead bodies, in whatever state of decay, had little effect on Chrissy’s appetite. In fact, the ‘weirder’ the circumstances, the hungrier she became. In a previous case, where a murder victim’s head had exploded inside a metal skip as the result of a fire, it had been Chrissy who had scraped the residue from the walls. Despite this, she had sent a nauseated constable for a double smoked sausage supper halfway through the proceedings. Chrissy had her weaknesses, but a queasy stomach wasn’t one of them.


Two hours later, it was McNab’s face at the opening. Rhona gestured that she would join him outside. It was warm in the tent, the run of June sunshine continuing unabated, which was both good and bad. In this temperature the body would decompose more rapidly. But from the point of view of crime-scene personnel, it was easier to be up here on the Braes in midsummer, rather than midwinter in a freezing gale.


Rhona stepped outside, pulled down her mask and took a lungful of fresh air.


‘What?’ she said in answer to McNab’s look.


‘Come see what we’ve found.’ He gestured her to follow him across the ditch onto the hillside, where a couple of SOCOs were standing.


‘Looks like we have more than one victim.’


The dog’s body was hidden by the long grass, coated by flies that rose in a buzzing frenzy at their approach. The throat had been cleanly severed, the earth sticky beneath. It was a cross-breed, well cared for, black with a Labrador-type face. Around the neck was a red collar without a name tag.


‘Whoever killed our victim got rid of his dog too?’ McNab tried.


The state of the dog’s body suggested a similar time frame. Rhona said as much.


‘Have we any idea who the victim is?’ she asked. There had been nothing in the pockets to identify him, mobile or wallet.


McNab said no.


‘How was he found?’


‘A guy called the station today, early afternoon. Sounded drunk or terrified or both. Said he saw what looked like a human hand on a standing stone on top of Cathkin Braes. The duty sergeant thought it was a hoax, but sent someone up to check anyway.’


‘Did you trace the call?’


‘It came from a public phone box south of the park.’ McNab turned his gaze directly on her. ‘Want to know what I think?’


He wasn’t really asking, so Rhona didn’t bother with a response.


‘I think the victim pissed off some Castlemilk drug baron and had his hands chopped off to teach him a lesson.’


It was a good enough theory. Except for the fact that she believed his hands had been chopped off after death. Rhona told McNab so.


That surprised him. ‘So how did he die?’


‘I don’t know yet, but he wasn’t stabbed.’ The usual method of dispatch in gangland.


McNab read her puzzlement. ‘What is it?’


‘There was a stone in his mouth with the number five scratched on it. And I think the body was placed in a particular position after death. The hands too.’


McNab thought for a minute. ‘Gangs have signature patterns and habits.’


‘I haven’t seen this one before,’ Rhona said.


Neither had McNab by his expression, then he rallied. ‘High on drugs, they’re capable of anything.’


That was true too. Rhona changed the subject. ‘Chrissy’s going to moan about eating soon.’


‘There’s a food van down in the car park. When can we remove the body?’ McNab tried his luck.


‘When I’ve finished with it,’ Rhona told him firmly.


Rhona sat on a camp stool next to the body and wrote up her notes by the added light of an arc lamp. Alone, Chrissy having departed for home, Rhona relished the quiet she shared with the dead. It was her habit always to write her notes this way. For practical reasons as much as anything. No one wanted to be in here, making it the quietest part of any crime scene. And communing with the dead brought a measure of peace, if not for them, then for her. Her purpose as a forensic expert was to ask questions and to collect evidence, to remain detached and analytical, but it was also in her remit to show respect for the victim, regardless of the circumstances of their death. These quiet moments allowed her to do that.


Studying the body in detail had produced a picture of a young healthy male, well nourished with no apparent signs of drug abuse. There had been no obvious evidence of recent sexual activity from the swabs she’d been able to take. She hadn’t removed his clothing, deciding to leave that to the post-mortem, lest she disturb the wrist wounds more than necessary. A study of the hands had convinced her that their shape was intended, but why a perpetrator would choose to point the fingers or for that matter place the hands so precisely on the stones left her at a loss. The awkward shape of the body also perplexed her. There was a ritualistic feel to the scene. McNab was right, gangs had their structure and their modes of punishment, often as ritualistic as they were cruel. Burning, maiming, stabbing. Power and control were everything and the greater the fear, the more the control. But what was the reason for the stone in his mouth? And why the number five?


When she finally emerged from the incident tent, the sun was heading for the horizon. Being close to midsummer, it would not be gone for long. The mortuary team were on standby awaiting her departure. She watched them load the body onto the helicopter but refused their offer of a lift, choosing instead to make her way down the hill to the car park by means of a torch and the last rays of the setting sun.


Below her twinkled the lights of Castlemilk. From a distance Glasgow appeared peaceful, a slumbering giant of a city, spreading west and north, straddling the wide expanse of the Clyde from which its industrial might had been born. Yet a few miles to the north, you encountered Ben Lomond standing sentinel over the highlands.


The night air was soft and still; no breeze rustled the surrounding trees. She stood for a moment beside her car, revelling in the quiet, with the sudden thought that she was in the calm centre of a maelstrom yet to come.
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McNab savoured his first whisky of the day. It hit the back of his throat then his chest with the intensity of a shot in the arm. He savoured the moment and its effect, already sorry that it didn’t last long enough.


The bar was full despite it being a Sunday night, or maybe because of it. McNab wondered what the comparison figures were between pub-goers and church-goers. He’d read somewhere that twice as many people went to church than to football matches. It was a startling statistic that he wasn’t sure he believed.


‘To Detective Inspector Michael Joseph McNab,’ he said under his breath as he took another swig. But for how long? was his silent retort. When he’d challenged Rhona about his promotion she had been characteristically adamant that he deserved it. A catchphrase attributed to a former Old Firm manager immediately sprung to mind: ‘Maybe’s aye. Maybe’s no.’


He waved at the barman for a refill as his mobile vibrated. The screen presented him with the name Iona. He contemplated it for a moment then slipped the phone back in his pocket. Iona, a holy isle where St Columba first landed, bringing Christianity to Scotland. Iona, a nineteen-year-old, posing as older, eager and willing to bed a recently promoted DI. He’d been eager too, once Rhona had turned him down. He wasn’t so keen now.


He cursed himself for having given out his number. Never a wise move whatever the circumstances. Always sound willing as you mentally switch a few digits round. Then they think you meant it but were just that wee bit drunk and misquoted the number. Or tell them you can’t give out your number, police policy to keep you safe, then take theirs and promptly delete it.


He’d been high on success the night of his party, not a little drunk and stupid into the bargain. Stupid enough to take her home with him. He pondered whether to ignore the call or send her a sorry message, maybe even claim to be married. Be cruel to be kind.


The second whisky had less effect. No searing heat and rush of energy, this one brought instead a mellow warmth. While experiencing it he felt a rush of . . . what? Affection? Desire again for the young body he’d played with the previous night? Whatever it was made him question whether he should ditch her quite so swiftly. Maybe he could string her along, call her when he felt like it. After all, that’s how Dr Rhona MacLeod dealt with him.


A sexual hunger he’d thought he’d assuaged reared its head again. Iona had, despite last night, only exacerbated that hunger. He purposefully put Rhona MacLeod from his mind and decided to do nothing. Iona, like the island, wasn’t going anywhere. And he had the perfect excuse for keeping her waiting. A murder.


First a strategy meeting for all involved. Rhona would say her bit along with the pathologist. For the first time it wouldn’t be his previous boss, DI Bill Wilson, who would lead the side. He took another swallow, relishing both the whisky and the thought of his new role. No longer snapping at heels, but leading a pack. The thought excited him. The chance to deal with the murder did too. Even if it was just another gangland killing.


His mobile buzzed once more. He ignored it, telling himself he was off duty, but he couldn’t resist a look. Iona’s name flashed up again. God, she was keen, desperate even. Had he been that good? He allowed himself a moment’s satisfaction. Now if it had been Rhona’s name that had appeared, he might just have been tempted.


McNab ordered one more for the road, grateful that he was a short walk from his flat, where at least a half-bottle awaited him.


Heading for home, he was seized again by the familiar fear that had courted him since Kalinin’s trial. His appearance in London as a witness for the prosecution had sealed the Russian oligarch’s fate. It had also sealed his own. To be forever looking over his shoulder. Forever awaiting the reprisal. But then, didn’t that go with the territory anyway? He was as likely to be a target for some Scottish psycho he’d locked up as for a Russian one.


The night streets were quiet and for the most part deserted. By the time he reached his flat, he would have welcomed the prospect of meeting another human being, just to be sure he wasn’t invisible. He’d spent so long trying to stay unseen while awaiting the trial, he’d become paranoid whenever anyone looked at him. Now he wanted to be noticed, because it proved he was alive.


As he turned the key in the lock, his mobile rumbled again. He waited until he was inside then answered without looking at the screen. For a moment he wished for Rhona’s voice, but got Iona’s instead. In the shadowy emptiness of the flat, the smell of the previous evening still ripe in his nostrils, he didn’t hang up. Hearing him answer, her own voice became tentative. She suggested a drink somewhere. He suggested here and now. She could get a taxi, come round. He repeated the address just in case she’d forgotten. It was hardly romantic, but she accepted. When he rang off, he cursed himself for a stupid bastard. Last time, he thought. From tomorrow it will be work twenty-four seven. I’ll tell her that.


He looked about, trying to imagine what her eyes would see in the cluttered mess of his life. Then reminded himself she’d been here last night and was willing to come back. His one concession was to jump in the shower. As he re-emerged from the bathroom, he heard the taxi purr to a halt outside. McNab, naked and ready, went to open the door.


She undressed quickly while he watched, focussing not on her face but on her breasts, then her thighs and the hairless mound between. He’d registered the piercing there the first time, and the one on her left nipple. Neither had excited him, but touching them had excited her. He thought it a pity that she should puncture her beauty in this way, but said nothing.


She in turn had been fascinated by the scar where the bullet had pierced his back. She’d touched it as she’d approached climax, panting her excitement. He wondered what she was thinking in those moments. Was she visualizing the bullet penetrating his skin, the pain and the blood? Or was she celebrating his survival?


She came to him now, pressing her body against his erection, exploring his mouth with her ringed tongue. He lifted her and entered the moistness with one hard thrust. She arched her neck and moaned, anchoring her ankles in the small of his back, pressing him deeper, whispering in his ear what she wanted.


McNab turned and threw her onto the bed. Now it was his turn to arch his neck, his arm muscles taking his weight. Her tongue darted in and out between her pink lips, mimicking his thrusts, urging him on, the silver ring glinting.


Immediately it was over, he rolled off and onto his side. He knew if he gave the slightest indication he wanted more, she would be eager and willing, so he shut his eyes. Moments later, he felt the studded tongue circle his scar, once, twice, three times.


‘No!’ he rasped.


She gave a small sound of disappointment then conceded and curled alongside him. Eventually McNab heard the soft sounds of her sleep. This, he decided, would be the last time.


By the open window, her laptop on the table in front of her, Rhona ran a slideshow of her photographs of the crime scene. It didn’t provide the quality of the 360-degree set of images R2S would provide, but each photograph highlighted something that had caught her eye or raised a question in her mind. As she watched, she was back there, the smell strong in her nostrils, the sound of the world outside the death bubble in the background. Even Chrissy’s ‘weird’ conjectures replayed in her head. McNab’s suggestion of a gangland killing had some validity, but somehow she didn’t see them taking their victim to the top of Cathkin Braes to carry out the deed. And displaying the body in such a way didn’t match either. As for the stone in his mouth? An image of it came up on the screen and she paused and enlarged it. The stone looked like red sandstone, common in Glasgow tenement building, but not naturally found on Cathkin Braes. The scratch on the surface definitely looked like a five.


She turned her attention to the manner of death. She had examined and sampled the body in as much detail as possible before its removal to the mortuary. Apart from the hands, she had found no other wounds. No blunt force trauma to the head, no stab wounds, no obvious needle marks. No evidence of strangulation or suffocation.


All the evidence she had was related to what had happened after death.


She checked over her notes once again, then closed the laptop. The air in the room was balmy, more like the Mediterranean than Glasgow. According to the weather forecast, the warm spell was set to continue. June in Scotland was traditionally drier than July or August, but this year had been exceptional.


She headed for the kitchen, poured a glass of chilled white wine and took it to the window. From here she had a fine view of the ordered garden of the adjacent convent. Bordered by scented flower beds, the centrepiece of the lawn was a statue of the Virgin Mary bathed in a rosy light. Whatever happened in her life, that peaceful view never changed. If it ever did, she would have to move house, she decided for the umpteenth time. Despite the late hour, she wasn’t ready yet for bed. The long hours of northern daylight had disrupted her internal clock. That, and a brain not yet willing to give up processing what she had seen today on Cathkin Braes.


Rhona settled herself on the window seat to await the dawn.
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McNab was startled into wakefulness by the drill of his mobile alarm. Glancing at the screen, he realized he’d set it to snooze at least thirty minutes ago. As he rose from the bed, a sudden memory of the night before came flooding back. Fuck. He’d done it again. He glanced at the body curled behind him, her face hidden by a curtain of hair.


This had to stop, he told himself as he headed for the shower. Both the whisky and the sex. The water beating the top of his head did little to relieve the pain that throbbed inside his skull. He consoled himself with the thought that true alcoholics never experienced a hangover, because they were never sober.


Once dressed, he shook Iona awake. She looked up at him sleepily, her mascara smudged, her lipstick faded. Without the carefully applied make-up she looked far too young to be in his bed.


‘What age are you, really?’


‘Old enough,’ she said with a knowing smile.


 ‘But too young for me.’


‘You didn’t think so last night, or the night before.’ The pout only accentuated her youthfulness.


‘I have to work round the clock now on a murder enquiry so this can’t happen again.’


‘But I thought . . .’ she began.


‘I warned you I was in a relationship,’ he reminded her.


She sat up abruptly, exposing her breasts. McNab kept his eyes firmly on her face.


‘With that woman at the party?’ she said dismissively. ‘I saw her turn you down.’


McNab headed for the door. ‘Feel free to use the shower before you leave.’


Once outside he took out his mobile. He deleted Iona’s number and blocked her calls, aware all the time that he knew the number by heart, anyway.


At McNab’s entrance, the desk sergeant looked pointedly at the clock. ‘Detective Inspector.’


McNab wasn’t sure from the sergeant’s expression whether the marked rendition of his new title was a jibe or a compliment.


‘I was just about to call your mobile.’


McNab waited to hear the reason why.


‘A Mrs MacKenzie has identified the Cathkin Braes body as her son. She’s waiting to speak to you. Has been for the last hour.’


McNab swore under his breath. The band of steel encircling his forehead tightened. The throb behind his eyeballs upped speed. He’d planned coffee and maybe a couple of paracetamol from DS Clark before facing the day. He hadn’t anticipated the bereft mother of a mutilated corpse. Chances were she’d only viewed her son’s face for identity purposes and he’d have to tell her about the hands.


DS Janice Clark threw him a sympathetic look when he entered the incident room.


 ‘Where is she?’


Janice gestured to his new office. ‘She’s pretty upset. Do you want me in with you?’


It would have been sensible, but McNab rejected the offer. If he messed this one up, he’d rather no one was around to see, especially DS Clark.


The woman was seated with her back to him. She was so still she might have been fashioned from stone. Dealing with a crime scene, no matter how gory, was nothing compared to dealing with those whose lives had been shattered by the crime itself. McNab took a moment to compose himself before entering, wishing he hadn’t drunk so much whisky the night before, or that he could have one now before facing her.


DI Wilson had been good at this aspect of the job. Compassionate and caring, with a determined manner that suggested it was only a matter of time before he caught the bastard that had done this to their loved one. It generally was.


On his entry, the woman turned and rose stiffly to her feet. McNab held out his hand, taking refuge in the formalities of introduction. Once completed, he suggested tea, although a full mug sat in front of her, its surface cold and scummy.


She shook her head. ‘No, thank you.’


McNab took his place on the other side of the desk.


 ‘I’m sorry for your loss, Mrs MacKenzie.’


She looked stunned, as though his words had suddenly reminded her of why she was here. McNab hurried on in case she should break down in front of him.


‘I understand you reported your son missing yesterday evening.’


She nodded briskly, smothering a wave of emotion with practicality.


‘Alan always comes round on a Sunday. He’s a student, you see—’ She halted, unnerved by her use of the present tense. She gathered herself and continued. ‘I went to . . . church. When I got back he was out with the dog.’ She stared into nothingness. ‘He didn’t come back.’


Her pain swept towards McNab like a wave. He felt it break over him and retreat to swamp her again. She sagged and caught the edge of the desk with her hand to steady herself.


‘We’ll find whoever did this to your son, but I’ll need your help, Mrs MacKenzie.’


She looked up, searching his face for the truth in what he’d said.


‘Will you help me?’ McNab said gently.


She steeled herself. ‘Can I have a fresh mug of tea? And I’d like to visit the Ladies.’


Ten minutes later, sipping tea, she told McNab the story of a good son who worked hard at university, came home to visit her regularly and who possibly had a girlfriend. None of which outwardly matched McNab’s notion of a gangland member who’d broken the rules.


‘You haven’t met Jolene?’ he asked.


She shook her head. ‘I spoke to her on the phone when I was looking for Alan.’ She opened her bag and extracted a mobile. ‘This is Alan’s phone. He forgot it when he went out with the dog.’


‘That’s very helpful, Mrs MacKenzie. Thank you.’ He’d been about to ask about Alan’s circle of friends, and anyone who might have wished him ill. The mobile was manna from heaven. ‘One more thing, Mrs MacKenzie,’ he said. ‘How was Alan financing his degree?’


‘He had a part-time job in a bar,’ she said defensively. ‘And . . . because of our financial circumstances, he was eligible for a maintenance grant.’


‘Can you give me the name of the bar he worked in?’


‘The Thistle – it’s near the university.’


‘Thank you.’


McNab rose, signalling the end of the interview, but Mrs MacKenzie seemed to be toying with the idea of saying something else.


‘What is it, Mrs MacKenzie?’


She hesitated, then shook her head. ‘Nothing. It’s nothing.’


‘Why not let me be the judge of that?’ McNab said encouragingly.


‘There was a man who told me Alan was dead,’ she rushed on. ‘I didn’t believe him. But it was true.’


‘What man?’


‘It was on Sunday at the spiritualist church on Sauchiehall Street.’ It all came tumbling out, like a desperate confession. ‘I didn’t want to go but my friend Doreen persuaded me. The medium called out my name. He said he had a message from Alan. He said Alan was dead and that I was to go to the police.’ Her eyes were filled with horror and bewilderment.


McNab was equally astonished. ‘What time was this?’


‘Sunday morning about eleven. Alan was in the house when I left. Then this man said he was dead.’ She stared at McNab. ‘How could he possibly have known that Alan was dead?’


McNab wanted to know the exact same thing.


 ‘Who is this man?’


‘His name is Patrick Menzies.’
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McNab regarded the sea of eager faces. He had been one of those faces, listening to the boss at the start of every murder enquiry. Sitting out there, you knew you counted, but you weren’t responsible. You were led in the right direction. You weren’t required to set that direction. DI Wilson used to tell him to think with his guts as much as his head. His head and his guts had told him this death was gang related. Most murders in Glasgow occurred within a domestic setting, usually through drink, or were the result of turf wars involving drugs, prostitution or gambling.


Most, but not all.


He raised a hand for silence and the chatter faded. He stood aside as an image of the crime scene appeared on the screen. McNab let those who had not yet seen this take time to absorb it before continuing.


‘The victim, identified as nineteen-year-old Alan MacKenzie, was last seen by his mother around ten o’clock on Sunday morning. As far as we know, Alan took the dog, also found dead at the scene, for a walk on Cathkin Braes, while his mother was at church. In the early afternoon, an anonymous caller reported seeing a human hand near the summit, on a standing stone. When he investigated, he found Alan’s body. The caller was agitated and refused to give his name. He also indicated he’d found a buried stash of cocaine uphill from the body. When we checked, the stash had been retrieved although the evidence was that it had been at the GPS reading he gave. He said he’d been geocaching and that’s why he’d dug at that spot.’ McNab looked around the room. ‘Anyone here into geocaching?’


The heads swivelled round looking for someone brave enough to admit to this. Eventually someone did. DC Stevens, a young woman with a defiant look, put up her hand, to a titter of laughter.


‘Right, Stevens, it’s your job to find out the identity of our caller, via your geocaching contacts.’


The detective constable gave the surrounding and surprised team a triumphant look.


McNab continued. ‘The victim’s hands were removed after death and displayed on the stones. We don’t know yet exactly how he died, although Dr MacLeod believes the hands were removed after death. Post-mortem is later today.’ McNab paused. ‘One more thing. The victim had a stone in his mouth with the number five scratched on it.’


He allowed for a few minutes’ discussion as the troops absorbed the details, before calling them to order.


‘Does anyone know anything about the spiritualist church on Sauchiehall Street, and a medium called Patrick Menzies?’


If he’d got down on his knees and asked someone in the team to marry him, he couldn’t have had a more amazed reaction. A babble erupted.


McNab let them talk for a minute then posed the question again. It was his turn to be surprised when DS Clark raised her hand.


‘I do, sir.’


‘Then I’d like to speak to you in my office, Sergeant.’


She nodded, surprise evident on her face. McNab chose not to enlighten her. ‘We have the victim’s mobile, which he left behind at his mother’s house. The Tech boys are downloading his contacts, texts, emails and web history. I want every lead there followed up. If Alan MacKenzie has any connection with the missing cocaine, I want to know about it.’


McNab dismissed them and, nodding to DS Clark to follow, headed for his office. Shutting the door firmly behind them, he indicated that she should take a seat.


He and Janice Clark went back a long way, her career path not that far behind his own. She was, in effect, his replacement as DS. Janice had always been immune to his charms, despite McNab’s best efforts. After a third rejection, his ego bruised, he’d wondered out loud whether DC Janice Clark might be the other way inclined. The boss had given him a roasting for that, which he’d deserved. Janice’s relief and joy when he’d survived the shoot-out at The Poker Club had made McNab feel even more of a heel.


‘Well, Sergeant?’


‘My mother goes to the church, sir. I’ve gone with her on occasion.’


McNab had expected some official connection, like dealing with a complaint from an angry member of the public about charlatans.


‘Why would you go there?’


Janice seemed unfazed by his tone. ‘My father gets in touch sometimes.’


Another surprise.


‘Your father’s dead, I take it?’


‘He died of cancer two years ago.’


‘And he talks to your mother through Patrick Menzies?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘And you believe that, Sergeant?’ His tone had moved from sarcasm to total disbelief, causing her to hesitate.


Then she came out fighting. ‘At first I didn’t, but after going there a few times . . .’ She stopped and met his eye. ‘I believe the only thing we know is that we don’t know, sir.’


McNab sat back in his chair. ‘That’s a good line, Sergeant.’


‘Yes, sir.’


His intimidating style didn’t seem to be troubling DS Clark. McNab considered again how much they had in common. A fleeting thought also crossed his mind that Janice would make a good DI one day. Probably a better one than him.


‘Anything else you wish to tell me, Sergeant?’


‘I’m a member of the Scottish Society for Psychical Research, sir. Patrick Menzies has spoken at a number of our events.’
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