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For Detective Inspector Bill Mitchell







   

If you are reading this then I am dead.









To know a person’s name is to conjure with it.







   

1


The green eyes were regarding him candidly. Mark suspected she was weighing him up and wasn’t sure she liked what she saw. Jeff, on the other hand, was having an easier time with the girl’s friend. Trust Jeff to strike it lucky, the bastard.


Mark took another slug of his pint. If the girls came as a pair, then the fact that green eyes didn’t fancy him might mean Jeff got the brush-off too, which would bring Mark no end of grief. As though reading his mind, Jeff threw him a look that urged him to try harder.


When Jeff had suggested he come through to Glasgow for a Friday night on the town together, Mark had jumped at the chance. True, he’d had to cover his tracks a bit with Emilie and make out he was playing five-a-side football with Jeff and his mates. She’d been a bit suspicious about that, until Mark had suggested she could come with him and watch if she liked. That had done the trick. Plus he’d promised to be back to take her out for lunch in Edinburgh on Saturday. A promise he meant to keep.


They’d been in four pubs before this one and Mark had lost count of the variety of drinks he’d consumed. None of the previous pubs had produced the possibilities of this one and he owed it to Jeff to play it out. Mark marshalled himself for one more go, but he didn’t get the chance.


‘So,’ she said suddenly. ‘Want to come back to my place?’


To say he nearly fell off the chair was putting it mildly. He shut his mouth, realizing it had dropped open, and tried to look nonchalant.


‘Sure thing.’


She immediately stood up. Mark expected the pal to get up too, but she didn’t. The two girls exchanged some unspoken message and the pal laughed. Jeff, equally surprised by the way things were going, looked askance and not a little jealously at Mark, who grinned in triumph, then followed green eyes to the door.


Outside, he offered to wave down a taxi.


‘No need. It’s just round the corner.’


Mark felt himself stir in anticipation. It looked as though Jeff wasn’t the lucky one after all.


She ushered him inside and shut the door firmly behind him. A black cat appeared from nowhere to rub itself against her ankle. When she lifted it, the purring grew louder. The cat fastened its eyes on Mark and he was struck by their similarity to the girl’s eyes. Through the alcoholic haze, sharpened by the coke he’d snorted in the last pub toilet, the scene took on a bright hallucinatory hue.


The long hallway was dimly lit and painted blood red. He identified a series of doors that shifted and merged until he closed one eye.


‘In here,’ she said, throwing open a door on his right. She gave him a slight push and he stumbled inside what was definitely a bedroom. The cat, discarded from her arms, mewed in annoyance and darted off, tail stiffly upright.


‘Take off your clothes,’ she ordered. ‘And lie down on the bed.’


Mark had experienced a variety of sexual encounters under the influence of alcohol and coke before, but he’d never been bossed about. He found he rather liked the experience.


‘Are you for real?’ he grinned.


‘Just do it.’


Her expression suggested if he didn’t do what was asked, he would be out the door. Something he definitely didn’t want.


Mark pulled off his shirt, then his jeans and stood in his boxers.


‘What’s your name?’ he said, suddenly feeling he should know what to call the girl he was about to have sex with.


‘You’re not here to ask questions.’ She ran the green eyes over him from top to toe. ‘Now the boxers.’


In a show of bravado, Mark exposed himself.


She studied him intently, then licked her lips. The result of which was a shot of an aphrodisiac he didn’t require.


‘Okay. Now lie down.’


Relieved that he had passed muster, Mark did as ordered.


The few clothes she wore were removed in seconds, then she stood before him in all her glory. Mark drank in the smooth white skin, the pink pointed nipples, the neat brush of auburn hair highlighted between the long smooth legs.


Who was the lucky one now?


When the cat suddenly jumped on the bed to spoil his view, Mark tried to sweep it aside.


‘Leave it,’ she said sharply.


Before he could protest, the cat had settled on his face, its silky warm body acting like a suffocating blindfold. The purring rose to a crescendo as its open claws kneaded his shoulder. Mark’s surprised cry was smothered in hot fur.


He could no longer see the girl, but he felt her climb aboard and firmly straddle him. As she lowered herself, pain and pleasure met and exploded in his head.


His stomach heaved, bringing him back to consciousness. Mark rolled onto his side and vomited a pool of warm stale beer on the carpet.


Where the hell was he?


He shivered suddenly in his nakedness. Flashes of memory began bombarding his brain. The girl staring down at him. The smothering action of the cat. The crazy coupling. He turned to check the other side of the bed but there was no one there. The luminous dial on his watch told him it was five o’clock in the morning.


Sitting up, he swung his feet out of bed, trying to avoid the wet patch caused by his vomit, but not entirely succeeding. He contemplated his next move, which should be to get dressed and leave as quickly as possible. Rising a little shakily, he located the pile that was his clothes. As he dressed, a pair of green eyes appeared suddenly in the semidarkness.


He recalled the cat settling on his face and the girl ordering him to leave it there. The memory brought a rush of pleasure. For a moment he was back there, wanting more of the same, then the whiff of his vomit reminded him it was wiser to leave. Now.


Dressed, he checked the corridor, found it empty and stepped out of the room to be presented with four doors leading off the hall, all of them closed. Mark stood for a moment, trying to recall last night and which door might be the exit point. Finally accepting that he had no idea, he chose one and attempted to open it as quietly as possible.


Immediately the cat tried to squeeze past his ankles, mewing loudly. Mark swore under his breath, attempted to stop it with his foot and tripped over it instead. The cat sprang into the room, tail bristling, with Mark stumbling headlong into the darkness in its wake.


He eventually righted himself and stood very still, praying the room, whatever its purpose, was unoccupied. Moments later, he decided it was, although something had definitely spooked the cat. Its mewing had changed into a high-pitched keening sound that reverberated through his brain and would eventually rouse anyone else who might be in the flat.


Which meant he should get out of here, and quickly.


Mark swung round, desperate now to make his exit, and immediately walked into a small hanging object. As spooked as the keening cat, he tried to sweep it aside only to have it swing back at him, and poke him in the eye.


Swearing under his breath, he caught the offending item in his hand.


In the faint light from the hall, he now saw it was a doll.


Naked, long-legged, with pert breasts and flowing silver blonde hair, it hung from the ceiling via a length of cord wound tightly round its neck.


Jesus. Last night had been weird, but this was even weirder.


Mark released the doll in distaste and it swung away from him, only to immediately collide with something else, setting off a series of eerie clicks and clacks accompanied by the creak of moving objects.


What the hell was that?


Mark stood stock-still, knowing he shouldn’t turn, but aware he would anyway.


When he did, he found that the doll wasn’t alone.


There were at least twenty of them, swinging in the light filtering through from the hall. Blondes, brunettes, redheads, naked, eyes glinting. All were suspended from the ceiling by a string tied round their necks, all set in perpetual motion by his action.


The swaying scene was grotesque, but not as terrible as what Mark now discerned beyond the hanging dolls, and the true reason for the cat’s distress.
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Rhona stared up at the ceiling. Beside her, the soft sounds of Sean’s breathing only emphasized how awake she was herself.


This is one of the reasons I prefer sleeping alone.


She threw back the covers, knowing leaving the bed wouldn’t wake Sean from his slumbers. Grabbing a dressing gown against the night air, she went through to the kitchen. The wall clock said 3.25 a.m., which meant she’d had about three hours sleep. Not enough to face a day’s work, but judging by her busy brain, she was unlikely to get any more.


She spooned some coffee into the filter and filled the water reservoir. If she was determined to be awake, there was no point in avoiding caffeine. She took up her favourite stance at the window as the coffee machine hummed into action. Three storeys down, and bathed in a soft spotlight, the statue of the Virgin Mary stood resolute against the surrounding darkness. Soon the lights of its neighbouring convent would spring on, heralding the nuns’ early start to the day.


In that respect, at least, I would make a good nun, Rhona mused as she poured herself a mug of coffee. She carried the coffee through the hall to the living room, pausing for a moment to glance in at the sleeping Sean. He had moved onto his back, losing the duvet in the process. Naked, his body seemed to gleam like marble in the moonlight that shone in through the open curtains.


If she chose to go back in there now and stroke him into wakefulness, they would carry on where they’d left off. Rhona contemplated the prospect, albeit briefly, before entering the sitting room and closing the door behind her.


Settling herself at the desk, she opened her laptop and logged on. As though on cue, Tom arrived to take up his place on her lap. She was never sure if the cat sought company or her warmth, or simply liked the comforting electronic hum to accompany his own soft purring.


Beyond the window, dawn was beginning to break over the great sleeping mammoth that was Glasgow. Unlike New York or London, Glasgow did at least appear to slumber, usually between three and five in the morning. Or it seemed that way from her vantage point, high above the green expanse of Kelvingrove Park.


Dispensing with this thought, Rhona turned her attention to the screen.


The case she was in the process of writing up hadn’t proved forensically challenging. A middle-aged man had visited a gay bar where he’d picked up a teenage foreign national and taken him home, only to be stabbed to death.


The perpetrator had dumped the knife in a nearby bin along with his backpack. Later, apprehended by the police, he’d confessed to the killing, stating that his victim had launched an attack on him during sex, and that he had retaliated.


As far as Rhona was concerned, the crime-scene forensics matched the perpetrator’s story. Deposits of both men’s semen and blood had been identified at the scene. The victim’s fingerprints had been retrieved from the perpetrator’s neck, suggesting he’d been throttled, perhaps during the sex act.


The knife cuts on the perpetrator’s scrotum had definitely been inflicted by a left-handed person, i.e. the victim. Furthermore, the stab wounds in the victim’s chest had been made by the same knife, wielded by a right-handed person, which the perpetrator was. The toxicology report suggested both men had been high on crystal meth at the time. The sexual game, perhaps begun by mutual consent, had ended in death.


Tragic, horrifying and almost inevitable, if the sad saga of abuse that had been the perpetrator’s life was true. It seemed that the victim had been seen by the young man who’d killed him as just one more abuser, against whom he had finally retaliated.


One life lost, another ruined, the path that had led to murder seemingly unavoidable. The darkest corner of her mind believed that, yet the ‘if only’ aspect still prevailed. What if the victim had treated the young man differently? What if he hadn’t tried to control him? Abuse and threaten him? What if they had shown respect for one another?


Both might be alive, and no one a murderer.


But that ‘what if’ was of no use now. The deed was done, recorded forensically to be shown in court.


Two hours later, her report complete, Rhona shut the laptop, just as a still-naked Sean appeared in the doorway.


‘Was I snoring?’ He looked apologetic.


‘No, I had a report to write.’


‘And you’ve finished?’


‘Yes.’


‘I’ll make us some breakfast.’


‘No, thanks. I’ve had coffee already.’


He regarded her with a smile. ‘So you still don’t eat breakfast?’


Rhona gave him a pointed look in return. ‘And you still make coffee looking like that?’


Sean glanced down, as though only just registering his nudity. ‘I’ll go and get dressed.’


Rhona rose, picking up her laptop. ‘Don’t bother. I’m on my way out, anyway.’


Sean looked a little nonplussed by that. ‘Will you be at the jazz club later?’


‘Not sure,’ Rhona said, determinedly non-committal.


A small smile played at the corner of Sean’s mouth. ‘Fine,’ he said and was gone.


Rhona heard the tap running, then the spurting sound of the coffee machine, accompanied by Sean’s distinctive whistling of a well-known Irish tune.


He hasn’t changed and neither have I. If it didn’t work the first time, why should it work now?


She and Sean Maguire had history. Lots of it. The Irish musician had walked into her life at the fiftieth birthday party of DI Bill Wilson, her friend and mentor, held in the jazz club which Sean part-owned. Sean’s dark hair and blue eyes, coupled with his Irish charm and musical skill on the saxophone, had been difficult to resist. In fact, Rhona hadn’t really tried. Sean had approached her with a bottle of wine when he came off stage and asked if he might be allowed to join her. She’d said yes. When he’d walked her home, Rhona had asked him up without hesitation.


Last night I did the exact same thing. Talk about history repeating itself.


As Rhona set about packing up her laptop, her mobile rang. A glance at the screen indicated it was not a caller she particularly wanted to speak to. Nevertheless . . .


‘DS McNab?’ she said.


‘Dr MacLeod. Top of the morning to you.’


The jibe, aimed no doubt at the reappearance of her Irish lover, only served to irritate Rhona, which is what McNab intended.


‘What do you want?’ Rhona said, keeping her voice even.


‘I’d like you to take a look at a suspicious death.’


‘Why me?’


‘DI Wilson suggested it should be you.’


Rhona bit off a further retort. If Bill wanted her there, then she would go. Of course McNab knew that, which is why he said it. Whether it was true or not was another matter.


‘I’ll send a car for you,’ he said before she could ask for further details.


‘Tell them to buzz when they get here.’


Rhona rang off before McNab could indulge in any more comments on her love life.


She quickly showered, then dressed in the bathroom, keen to avoid encountering Sean again, naked or otherwise. Maybe he had the same plan, because he didn’t reappear, although she heard the notes of his saxophone from the spare room.


The familiarity of that sound in the flat disturbed her, but she reminded herself that the instrument was only there because they’d come straight from Sean’s gig at the jazz club the previous night. Its presence in no way signified that Sean had become a permanent fixture.


She contemplated asking when he was leaving, but the buzzer sounded before she could bring herself to, so she made a swift exit with a shout of goodbye. Hopefully when she returned, Sean would no longer be there. Rhona was pretty sure he had got that message, although Sean had a habit of interpreting her responses in a way more suited to himself.


Now, outside the main door, Rhona realized the car McNab had ‘sent’ was in fact his own. It was a neat trick. He was well aware that had he indicated he would be the driver, she would have definitely declined. As it was, she now had little choice.


Rhona slid into the passenger seat without comment.


‘Chrissy’s on her way,’ McNab offered by way of an olive branch.


‘Good.’


He headed for town.


Travelling with McNab was never uneventful. He always drove as though he had a blue light flashing even when he didn’t. The one-way system didn’t serve as any deterrent. Glasgow city centre was as busy on a Saturday as during the weekday rush hour, which made the experience even more hair-raising than usual. Rhona was aware he was trying to provoke her into remonstrating with him, so she chose not to. In a show of determination, she didn’t even grip the seat.


He finally took a sharp right into a back lane, just off Hope Street, where a police van was already parked.


‘Okay?’ he said.


‘Never better.’


Short looks and few words were all they exchanged these days. The secret that they both shared lay uneasily between them. McNab had offered her the chance to ‘spill the beans’ to Detective Inspector Bill Wilson. Rhona hadn’t as yet, knowing that it might end McNab’s already shaky career. She’d told herself that was the reason, but was unsure if it was, and the longer she kept quiet, the more difficult it had become.


McNab gestured to an open door. ‘First floor.’


Rhona got out and began kitting up. The lack of conversation in the car meant she had no idea what she was about to walk in on, which could be an advantage. Forensically, the first image of a crime scene was a powerful and informative one. From her experience, the questions that immediately sprang to mind were often the most important ones. There was, of course, a routine to be followed, a structure to every investigation, to ensure nothing was forgotten in the emotional impact of the moment, but first impressions mattered. A lot.


The steps of the stairwell were well worn, the walls patterned with glazed green tiles. When she reached the first landing, she found the single door there standing open, an officer on duty.


Recognizing her, he stood aside to allow Rhona entry.


She tucked her hair under the hood and pulled up her mask, then stepped over the threshold onto one of the metal treads already laid out on the floor to avoid contamination, indicating that McNab was treating this suspicious death seriously.


The hall was painted red and poorly lit. There were four inner doors, three of which stood open. A swift look established that one led to a bedroom, another a kitchen, and the third a toilet and shower room. A crime-scene photographer was already busy in the bedroom. When he spotted her, he indicated the closed door was the one she sought. Rhona nodded her thanks and approached it. Then she heard a terrible sound, which made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. High pitched, almost a scream, she recognized it as a cat in distress.


‘It’s in there with the body,’ the photographer told her. ‘We haven’t been able to catch it yet. They’ve contacted the SSPCA.’


As Rhona cautiously opened the door, the suffocating scent of death escaped, her mask barely weakening it. She stepped inside and quickly shut the door.


The image that presented itself in the blazing light from two arc lamps shocked even her. Rhona had prepared herself for a body, and a mourning cat, but not for the curtain of naked Barbie-type dolls that hung from the ceiling.


The draught generated by her entry had set them in motion, the noise of their hard plastic limbs clicking off one another as disquieting as the sight of them. What was even more disturbing was what she glimpsed beyond the curtain of dolls.


The young woman was naked, her body suspended from a large hook in the back wall via a red cord wound round her neck. Her green eyes were wide open and staring, the tongue protruding between swollen lips. At her feet stood a large black cat, hair bristling, tail upright, the tip swishing back and forth in a warning.


Rhona met its green glare and knew that it meant business, and with the cat there, she had no chance of examining its owner. She didn’t even attempt the Here kitty routine. Her best chance, she decided, was to let it come at her, which it surely would, then do her best to catch it.


As she got closer to the body, the cat arched its back and hissed. Rhona braced herself, conscious that the flying claws might pierce her forensic suit. But it had given her too much warning and she was ready for it. With a practised hand she grabbed it by the scruff of the neck and held it away from her body, the paws and tail thrashing thin air.


Rhona made for the bathroom. The shower cubicle seemed the ideal place to corral it. She dropped it in and swiftly shut the door. The cat, further infuriated by its enclosure, clawed and spat at her through the glass.


Retreating, Rhona shut the door behind her, before warning the photographer of the menacing presence in the bathroom.


‘I’ve never seen a cat so mad before,’ he said.


‘Neither have I,’ Rhona agreed. ‘Let me know when the SSPCA arrive.’


Free of the enraged feline, Rhona re-entered the room and was struck again by the image of the dolls and the body.


Hanging was a fairly common method of suicide. Accidental hangings were less common, and homicidal hangings rare. True, murderers sometimes tried to cover strangulation by stringing up their victim afterwards, not realizing that the signs of each method of death were easily distinguished.


Most suicides, if determined to succeed, stepped off a raised object, such as a chair or a ladder. No such object existed in the room. In fact, the room was bare apart from the victim and the spooky dolls.


The body hung four inches above the floor. On closer inspection, the cord proved to be a knotted plait of a red silky material. Looped round what resembled a large meat hook, it was finally tied together at the right-hand side of the neck to fashion the noose.


The body appeared unmarked apart from two tattoos, consisting of a small Celtic cross in the middle of the forehead and a pentagram about two inches in diameter in the region of the heart. The hair was dark auburn, cut short, the body slight, the breasts small. There were no piercings apart from the earlobes, where the small silver earrings were the same design as the forehead tattoo.


The face was very pale; the green eyes had dilated pupils, their whites marbled red by tiny burst blood vessels. The protruding tongue was cyanosed – coloured blue by deoxygenated blood. All features of hanging.


In cases of suicide, the ligature mark generally followed the line of the lower jaw, before going upwards behind the ear, depending on whether a fixed or running noose was used.


The mark from the plaited cord was incomplete and above that normally seen in strangulation by ligature. The forearms, hands, legs below the knees, and feet showed evidence of lividity, which suggested the body had been suspended for at least three to four hours after death.


It had all the hallmarks of a suicide, but the question remained. How had the victim got herself onto the hook?


The door opened and Rhona turned to find Chrissy, her forensic assistant, eyes wide above her mask as she registered the dolls.


‘I used to have one of those,’ she said. ‘Two if you count Ken.’


Chrissy began zigzagging her way through the curtain of dolls, sending them into a paroxysm of stilted movements, their outstretched arms and legs glancing off one another like maracas. Finally she emerged to confront Rhona and the body on the back wall.


Chrissy ran a practised eye over the victim.


‘If it had been a man I would have taken a guess at auto-erotic strangulation, especially with the field of naked female dolls on view.’


A thought already contemplated by Rhona.


‘So what do you think?’ Chrissy said.


‘I think it’s a suspicious death.’ That’s all Rhona would commit herself to.


Chrissy looked about, obviously checking for the missing step.


‘There wasn’t one,’ Rhona said.


‘So she managed to hang herself without her feet touching the ground? Very suspicious, I would say.’ Chrissy wasn’t one to mince her words.


Rhona set Chrissy to work on the surrounding area while she concentrated on the body.


A little over an hour later, Chrissy had completed her forensic search of the room and Rhona had almost completed her sampling of the front portion of the body. A presumptive test for semen had indicated the likelihood that the victim had had sex prior to her death. Rhona had swabbed all orifices and taped the skin, locating two white fibres from the roof of the mouth.


The fingernails had also proved fruitful. This time the fibres were fine and red and may have come from the ligature, something she would check in the laboratory under the microscope. A presumptive test for blood under the nails had proved negative, so it didn’t look as though she had fended off an attacker. Neither did Rhona find evidence of obvious bruising anywhere on the body.


Although women were less likely than men to indulge in erotic asphyxiation, there was an outside chance this could be the reason for the hanging. If so, the victim would have needed help to suspend herself and someone on hand to rescue her after climax had been achieved.


If that had been the case, the sexual partner may have panicked and left when things went wrong, thinking it better to make it look like suicide than be blamed for her death.


Rhona set about recording the scene for herself. She wouldn’t remove the cord prior to the post-mortem, for fear of damaging evidence. Only when it was taken off could they be sure that there were no other marks on the neck indicating injury before the hanging.


By now the heat and the smell in the room were becoming overpowering, and Rhona could feel the trickle of perspiration constantly running down her body inside the suit. Thinking about a shower reminded her of the cat and she wondered if it had been removed by the SSPCA yet. She hoped not.


Emerging into the hall, she was rewarded by a cool draught from the open front door and the sight of an SSPCA officer heading into the bathroom. Rhona followed him.


The cat stood in the cubicle, hair bristling, defying anyone to approach.


‘Sorry, we’re a bit overstretched,’ he said, explaining the time lapse since they’d been contacted. He eyed the cat’s angry glare. ‘Well done in isolating it.’


‘It was standing guard over its mistress’s body.’


‘Unusual for a cat.’


‘Are you going to sedate it?’


‘It might be necessary. It’s pretty distressed.’


Rhona explained her thoughts on how the animal might provide evidence, if she could take some samples.


‘Okay, give me five minutes and ignore any screams from me or the cat in the interim.’


Rhona moved into the hall and shut the door, silently wishing him good luck.


Laid out now on the bathroom mat, the cat bore little resemblance to the furious creature she’d first encountered. Rhona focused on the front claws, where a presumptive test indicated the presence of blood. Under a magnifying glass, she also located skin particles. She had managed to avoid its claws, but it seemed it had succeeded in attacking someone, and recently.


Once the cat was safely on its way, Rhona checked with the photographer, who told her the cat had been in the room when he’d arrived.


‘Do you know who discovered the body?’


‘DS McNab said it was the postman. He found the front door lying open, heard the squealing cat, knew something was wrong and called the police.’


‘Did the postman or McNab enter the room?’


He didn’t know for certain. ‘You’ll have to ask the DS.’


Rhona had only glimpsed the bedroom in passing. Now she studied it in all its glory. Painted a midnight blue, the drawn curtains were similar in colour, patterned by silver stars and crescent moons. The room was dotted with candles and night lights, particularly round a mirror shaped like a five-pointed star. To add to the reflective possibilities, the wall behind the bed was occupied by a large ornate mirror, as was the ceiling above it and the opposite wall. The room smelt of vomit and sex, barely masked by the scented wax of the candles.


‘The bed’s covered in cat hairs,’ Chrissy informed her. ‘There’s evidence of blood in small quantities on the pillow and semen on the undersheet. And, of course, the watery vomit on the carpet next to the bed. Beer, I would say, but thankfully no diced carrots. Plenty of fingerprints. I retrieved a decent man-size bare footprint from the carpet, probably from inadvertently standing in the vomit.’


‘So more than just the victim in the room recently?’


‘I would say so.’


Rhona nodded, pleased at Chrissy’s thoroughness.


The body, released from the hook, now lay on the floor, the crooked stiffness of its limbs mirroring those of the surrounding dolls.


As the photographer captured this on camera, Rhona checked the victim’s back to find no obvious signs of cuts or bruising. She counted nine knots tied in the cord, including one at each end, probably to prevent fraying. The remaining seven were distributed evenly along its length. She would need to wait until the cord was cut free of the neck to study the noose knot in detail.


Whatever had taken place here, the red silk cord looked significant to the proceedings. If it was a suicide, then the victim had knotted the cord round her own neck. Easy enough to do that, then step off a ladder or a chair, but . . .


‘You nearly done?’ McNab’s voice came from the doorway. He was kitted up to match Rhona, only the blue eyes showing above the mask. ‘The mortuary van’s here.’


Rhona nodded. ‘I’ve left the rope in place until the PM.’


‘So you don’t think it’s a straightforward suicide?’


‘Do you?’


McNab looked up at the hook. ‘How the hell did she get herself up there? That’s what I’d like to know.’


‘Me too.’ They could agree on this at least.


‘Fancy a coffee when you’ve finished? I’d like to discuss this further,’ he added, as though to make things perfectly clear.


Rhona still brushed him off. ‘Let’s wait for the post-mortem, then we might have something to discuss.’


McNab’s eyes flashed back at her. He looked as though he might argue, then wisely chose not to.


‘I’ll leave you to it,’ he said curtly, then turned on his heel.


Rhona heard further murmured words and laughter and realized he’d moved on to Chrissy. Her forensic assistant held McNab in high regard and had reason to. He had saved her unborn son by taking a bullet in his own back. McNab was a hero in Chrissy’s eyes.


The memory of that night and McNab’s near-death experience didn’t make Rhona any more comfortable with the situation that currently lay between them.


Damn blast the man, for putting her in this position.


Taking down the dolls for transport to the laboratory was more time-consuming than moving the body. There were twenty-seven of them and, on closer inspection, they proved to have patterns drawn on them similar to the victim’s tattoos. Each one was attached to the roof with a large tack, via a length of standard household string wound round the doll’s neck.


They had worked out a method of getting them down which consisted of Rhona standing on a chair taken from the kitchen and Chrissy bagging each doll as she took possession of it.


‘My brothers used to pinch my Barbie and torture it,’ Chrissy informed Rhona as they worked.


This latest revelation about the male members of Chrissy’s family came as no surprise to Rhona. Chrissy had three brothers, only one of whom, Patrick, Chrissy had any time for. The other two were carbon copies of her father. Mean, spiteful, drunken, brutish pigs.


‘It used to reappear with a leg missing or an eye put out,’ she elaborated. ‘But I always got my own back.’


Rhona had to ask how.


‘Various ways. Mostly involving their prize possessions.’


‘Which were?’


‘Their pricks, of course.’ Chrissy grinned up at her. ‘Remember itching powder?’


She took a flame-haired doll from Rhona and slipped it into an evidence bag. ‘I always wondered why it was okay to give the female doll tits, but the male equivalent, Ken, had no dick.’


Rhona decided there was no answer to that.


Once the room was bare of body and dolls, Rhona settled down to write up her notes while everything was fresh in her mind. Now that the smell of death had been removed, other scents resurfaced, the predominant one being damp.


There was only one window in the room. Grimy with the dirt of the inner city, it looked out over the back lane in which she’d been deposited abruptly by McNab some hours before. Looking out, she suddenly registered exactly where she was. The block directly in front of her was the north side of the Lion Chambers, an art nouveau building, eight storeys tall, listed, but in critical need of repair. Originally designed and built as artists’ studios, it was an early example of reinforced concrete construction, waiting, she suspected, to be knocked down. Yet its countenance was still regal, even though the lion carvings were encased in wire netting.


Looking down into the lane, she noted that there was only one car there now, Chrissy having hitched a ride back to the lab with the dolls via the forensic van. The car, she suspected, was McNab’s. She pictured him sitting there, waiting for her to emerge, with an offer of a lift back, either to the lab or home.


Rhona exited the flat and the officer on duty closed the door behind her. She stepped out of the forensic suit, conscious of the stink of perspiration, chemicals and death about her person. Catching the tube or a taxi smelling like this was out of the question. She would accept a lift from McNab, regardless.


He was sitting in the driver’s seat, deep in thought. Rhona stood for a moment in the doorway, watching him, before he sensed her presence and turned. For a moment he smiled, that dazzling smile that had melted a few hearts before her own. Then the dark clouds were back.


Settled into the passenger seat, Rhona responded to his questioning look.


‘Home,’ she said quietly, then added, ‘please.’


The please slackened McNab’s taut jawline. He visibly relaxed and the return journey was considerably less fraught. He even slowed on approaching traffic lights as though hoping they would change before he got there. Still they didn’t speak until Rhona finally asked if he or the postman had fought off the cat.


‘The postman claims he didn’t go into the flat. The open door and the noise from the cat was enough to make him call us. He said the girl, Leila Hardy, treated the cat like a person.


‘I took a look in the room,’ he went on. ‘It was obvious she was dead, so I backed out to avoid the cat. No point contaminating the locus. Then I called you.’


‘You said you spoke to Bill first,’ Rhona said accusingly.


‘I knew you would agree if you thought the boss wanted it.’


When Rhona didn’t respond to his honesty, he said, ‘Why did you ask about the cat?’


‘I retrieved blood and skin from under its claws.’


McNab waved his unmarked hands briefly in the air. ‘Not guilty.’


The words not guilty escaped his mouth to hang between them like a bad smell.


McNab, sensing this, covered his dismay by suddenly upping speed, only to have to brake suddenly as a bus pulled out in front of them.


Rhona almost felt sorry for him in that moment.


Perhaps sensing this, McNab turned and said, ‘So, when do we go to the boss and tell him what happened that night in the stone circle?’


It was the question Rhona didn’t want to answer.
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McNab watched the door swing shut behind Rhona. He’d broached the subject for the third time and still received no answer. She’d just observed him with those eyes, examining what churchgoers might call his soul. McNab thought of it more as his Mr Hyde, although he wasn’t at all sure that his outer persona had ever reached the standards of Hyde’s better half, Dr Jekyll.


They had to eventually talk this through. He knew that. She knew that. The unspoken secret just kept getting bigger.


One option would be for him to go to DI Wilson alone and confess. After all, it was his actions that had created the problem. But, he acknowledged, Rhona’s inaction in not immediately revealing what had happened put her in the frame too. Which was, of course, his fault. He had gone against her wishes that terrible night barely two months ago in the stone circle. He’d let a killer die while she’d been trying to keep him alive. Let him die or made him die? Had he been Hyde that night or Dr Jekyll?


The circular nature of these thoughts frustrated him further and brought to mind a saying of his late mother.


When in doubt, do nothing.


It had been her way of encouraging him to think before he acted. Acting on the spur of the moment had proved his downfall on a number of occasions. She had been well aware of that and had often sought to persuade him to go more cautiously.


Well, he’d definitely been cautious on this occasion, and it had only made matters worse.


McNab turned the car round and headed back to the police station.


Shannon Jones was twenty-four years old, petite, blonde and very frightened. She’d arrived at the dead girl’s flat late Saturday afternoon, worried by the fact that her friend wasn’t answering her mobile. When she’d discovered the police presence, she’d had a nervous breakdown on the doorstep, which only got worse on hearing that her friend was dead.


McNab had asked DS Janice Clark to talk to her before he did. He couldn’t order Janice to do anything, since he was no longer her superior officer. In fact, this was the first time he’d had to engage with Janice since his demotion.


When he was first a DS, she was a DC. When he was promoted to DI, she was promoted to DS. In that particular game of snakes and ladders, he’d found himself quickly sliding down the snake, and was now on the same level as his former right-hand woman.


It wasn’t a comfortable place to be, but Janice, as always, strove to make it so. McNab hadn’t encountered any animosity or glee at his demotion from that quarter, although there were others, particularly Superintendent Sutherland, who obviously relished it. He continually wore the I told you so expression. Sutherland didn’t like officers who wouldn’t play the game as dictated by him, even if they got results. The search for Stonewarrior had been a case in point. McNab going AWOL had got a result. Two results in fact. They had caught the perpetrator and McNab had lost his promotion. McNab thought that a fair exchange. Sutherland regarded it as a personal triumph. Fortunately, their paths rarely crossed now that McNab was lower down the ranks again, which suited both of them very well.


Shannon brought the cup of coffee shakily to her lips. The movement reminded McNab of when he’d been drinking heavily and his hand had trembled just like that.


Not any more.


‘Tell me about Leila,’ he said gently.


They were seated in a side room which housed a coffee machine, a few easy chairs and a table. Used to give bad tidings, it wore the scent of absorbed despair.


‘She was funny and clever.’ Shannon wobbled a little on the past tense, a common reaction when the idea of someone being dead hadn’t quite registered. ‘She liked a laugh.’


‘And you were out having a laugh last night?’ McNab said.


‘We went out for something to eat and a drink after work.’


‘Where did Leila work?’


‘With me, at Glasgow University library.’


‘Tell me about last night.’


She cleared her throat as though about to make a speech. It sounded guilty but probably wasn’t. She was blinking a lot, but contrary to popular opinion that didn’t mean she was about to lie, just that she was stressed. Then again, people get stressed when they’re lying.


‘We ate pizza in the Italian in Sauchiehall Street near the Buchanan Galleries, then went for a drink at The Pot Still in Hope Street.’


McNab knew the place, mainly because of its extensive collection of malt whiskies. Many of which he’d enjoyed, probably too much. He nodded at her to continue.


‘Two guys started chatting us up. At first Leila didn’t look interested, but I knew she was playing him along, making him worry. Then she suddenly stood up, gave me a knowing look and off they went together back to her place.’ She halted, fear crossing her face. ‘He looked okay. He’d had a drink, but he wasn’t really drunk.’ She rushed on. ‘If I’d thought he would hurt Leila . . .’


McNab interrupted her. ‘We don’t know that he did.’


Shannon looked from McNab to Janice and back again.


‘I don’t understand. You said Leila was dead. How did she die if he didn’t kill her?’


‘She was found hanged.’


The shock of his words hit her face like a punch, draining it of blood. ‘Hanged?’ she repeated in disbelief.


‘We have yet to establish whether it was suicide.’


‘No way.’ She shook her head vehemently. ‘Leila would never commit suicide.’


If McNab had a tenner for every time he’d heard the friends and family of suicide victims say exactly that . . . He waited a few moments before continuing. ‘We won’t know for certain until after the post-mortem.’


The girl wasn’t really listening to him. ‘Leila took him home for sex,’ she said firmly. ‘That’s what she wanted last night. That’s what she did. For fun. No strings attached. That’s the way she liked it.’


McNab sat back in the chair and contemplated the young woman before him. He believed her when she said that’s what Leila did, but he wasn’t sure that was the whole story.


‘And what about you? Was that your intention too?’


Blood flooded back into her face, reddening her cheeks in embarrassment. ‘Maybe, but it didn’t work out like that.’


‘Why?’


‘After they left, the other guy went to the toilet and never came back.’


McNab looked at the girl before him, pretty and probably willing with a little wooing, and wondered why her suitor had given up so easily.


‘Why do you think your one bailed?’


It was a harsh question, indicated by Janice’s frown, but you couldn’t always be nice in this job.


Shannon said outright, ‘I wondered that myself. We were getting on well, better than Leila and his mate. He looked really pissed off when they left.’ She paused. ‘I think they had a bet on who would score first. And when it wasn’t him, he lost interest.’


‘Do you remember their names?’


‘It was noisy in the pub. I think mine said George.’


‘And the other one?’


She shook her head. ‘No idea.’


‘And you didn’t exchange numbers?’


‘We hadn’t got that far.’


‘Is there any chance he followed Leila and his mate?’


She looked startled by the suggestion, then took a moment to think about it.


‘Time-wise it’s a possibility. But why would he do that?’


McNab could think of a number of reasons. None of them pleasant. If there had been two of them, getting the victim onto the hook would have been easy. His imagination working overtime, he did a rerun of the previous night’s events. Leila taking guy number one back to her flat. Guy number two joining them there.


‘She definitely didn’t hang herself,’ Shannon said again. ‘Leila wasn’t suicidal. She had . . . beliefs.’


McNab’s ears pricked up. ‘What sort of beliefs?’


Shannon shifted a little in her seat. ‘New Age stuff. That life is precious. That we’re one with the universe. That sort of thing.’


‘What about bondage and sadomasochism?’ McNab said.


‘What?’ Her eyes widened.


‘Could Leila have hanged herself during sex?’


The face paled again. ‘No way.’


‘What about the room with the hanging dolls?’


There was a moment’s silence while she digested his words and tried to make sense of them. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


‘There were nearly thirty Barbie-type dolls hanging from the roof in the room where we found her.’


Shannon was definitely freaked by that. ‘No way. I never saw that room.’


McNab changed the subject. ‘Have you given Detective Sergeant Clark a description of the two men?’


Shannon looked a bit worried by this. ‘I did, but I was pissed to be honest, and it’s a bit of a blur.’


‘We need to contact Leila’s family. Do you have a phone number or address?’


‘She has a brother who lives in Glasgow. His name’s Daniel. He’s a musician. Plays in a band called the Spikes. They’re on Facebook if you want to contact him. I don’t have an address.’ She looked grief-stricken at the thought of him being told about his sister.


McNab gave her a moment to collect herself, then thanked her and told her she could go.


‘When will you know what happened to Leila?’


‘In a couple of days,’ he said, hoping it was true.


Janice was the one to show Shannon out, while McNab took advantage of the coffee machine. Strong coffee had replaced whisky as his stimulant of choice. The buzz wasn’t as good, but then again there was no hangover. He chose a double espresso, drank it in one go, then pressed the button for another.


When Janice came back he asked if she wanted one. She asked for a latte and he did the honours. He realized he felt easier in Janice’s company since his demotion. In fact, he felt better because they were now equals. He couldn’t boss her and she couldn’t boss him.


‘Well,’ he said. ‘What do you think?’


‘That she’s telling the truth. They had a drink and met two guys. Leila took hers home. What happened next, I don’t know. When’s the post-mortem?’


‘Scheduled for Monday morning, first thing. D’you want to come along?’


She nodded.


They sat in easy silence for a moment. McNab pondered this strange turn of events. That he and DS Clark should be comfortable in one another’s company. He stole a sideways look at her as she sipped her latte. Her expression said she was also pondering something. There was a small crease in her forehead and a faraway look in her eyes. She wore no make-up. She wasn’t pretty, but she was certainly arresting to look at. He thought of a younger Annie Lennox or Tilda Swinton.


When they’d first met he’d hit on her. She’d turned him down, which had irked at the time. So he’d put it about that she must be gay. DI Wilson had ordered him into his office and torn strips off him. McNab still flinched at the memory.


He’d retreated after that. Janice hadn’t held a grudge. In fact, if it hadn’t been for her support in the last case, he might have lost his life, rather than just his promotion. He contemplated whether he should offer to buy her a drink as a belated thanks, then remembered he was on the wagon.


‘What’s the plan, then?’ Janice said.


‘How do you feel about contacting the brother?’


It was by far the hardest of the jobs and she knew it.


‘Okay,’ she said.


‘I’ll speak to The Pot Still contingent.’


Janice raised an eyebrow, which suggested that word had got out about him being off the booze.


‘We can swop if you like,’ McNab offered.


‘No need.’


What she was really saying was that she trusted him, although in view of the Stonewarrior case, she had little reason to.


McNab felt a surge of respect for Detective Sergeant Janice Clark. When Janice climbed the ladder to detective inspector, she wouldn’t slide back down the snake, as he had done.
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The delicious smell of cooking met Rhona as she approached her front door. Her plan had been to order in food, for despite being in the presence of death most of the day, she was starving. But the aroma suggested that Sean, rather than leave, had stayed to cook for her.


She paused before putting the key in the lock, trying to decide how to deal with this. If she appeared welcoming, that might suggest she was glad Sean had stayed on. If she was annoyed, that might give the impression she didn’t want him there at all.


Neither way was how she felt.


On entry, the cat came bounding towards her. Tom was no longer the small furry ball Sean had bought after her first cat, Chance, had been killed, murdered by a psychopath as a warning to her. She’d been annoyed with Sean for making the decision about a new cat without consulting her, but had gradually warmed to Tom’s presence. Yet the cat, appearing now, simply reminded her of the psychological games her former live-in lover was wont to play.


Rather than seeking Sean out, Rhona dropped her forensic bag, removed her jacket and headed straight for the shower. Fifteen minutes later, smelling a good deal better, she entered the kitchen to find it empty.


The table was set for one, with a note on the waiting plate.




Food in the slow cooker. Should be ready by six,
 but won’t spoil. White wine in the fridge. Enjoy. Sean x





The wrath Rhona had nursed under the heat of the shower dissipated and she felt foolish, and then a little annoyed.


Why? Because he’d done what she’d wanted and left?


Rhona retrieved the wine and poured herself a glass. The slow cooker, bought by Sean when they’d lived together and which she’d buried in a cupboard when she’d told him to leave, was back in pride of place on the work surface and emitting the delicious aroma she’d encountered on the stairs.


Rhona decided not to ponder Sean’s motives or how she should interpret them, but rather just eat the food he’d prepared for her. The contents of the cooker turned out to be chicken casserole. That and the wine were definitely up to Sean’s usual standards and, she had to admit, better than the meals she generally phoned out for.


Hunger assuaged, she took her wine through to the sitting room and settled on the couch with her laptop. There was a message from Chrissy to say she’d logged the samples taken from the flat, including the creepy dolls, then gone home. As Rhona read this, another email pinged in, this time from McNab.


Rhona regarded it for a moment. The title ‘Monday morning’ immediately made her think he’d decided to confess to Bill Wilson. She hesitated, then opened it, and found it was simply alerting her to the post-mortem on the possible suicide.


Her relief at this irritated her. She wasn’t usually prone to indecision, but this case wasn’t usual. If McNab would just lay off the subject, she would make up her own mind what to do. Even as she thought this, she was aware that this line of reasoning was just a way of blaming McNab for her indecision.


Well, he’d put her in this position.


To take her mind off McNab, she fired up the photographs from the crime scene. Scrolling through them, she decided the images of the dolls were almost as disturbing as those of the victim.


Now, observing the dolls en masse, Rhona realized they were arranged in three rows of nine, and that each row was divided into three, by hair colour, making nine blondes, nine brunettes and nine redheads in total. Since the cord used in the hanging was also knotted nine times, it did seem that the number nine was significant in some way or other to the victim.


She decided to do a little online numerology research.


When she entered ‘the significance of nine’ into the search box, Wikipedia popped up first. The detailed and substantial entry provided a great deal of information on the place of nine in mathematics, including the simple fact that when you multiply any number by nine, then add the resulting digits and reduce them to a single digit, it always becomes a nine. Intrigued by this, Rhona tried a few herself just to make sure. It seemed, said the entry, ‘that from a numerological perspective, the 9 simply takes over, like the infamous body snatchers’.


There was also a mention of nine in Chinese lore and in Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings, with the nine companions of the ring and the nine Ringwraiths, matching good and evil. She learned quite a bit from her study of the number nine, but none of it offered an insight into the pattern of nine in the hanging dolls or the use of nine knots in the plaited cord.


Of course, should the post-mortem conclusion be that it wasn’t suicide, then the cord might have been the property of the perpetrator, rather than the victim. Which led Rhona to wonder if the presence of the dolls could also be the work of the perpetrator.


Her first thought when she heard the door buzzer was that it might be Sean returning, but she dismissed that as unlikely. At ten o’clock he would just be starting his set at the jazz club.


When she answered the intercom, there was a moment’s silence as though her visitor might have rung the wrong flat. Rhona was about to put the receiver down when McNab finally spoke.


‘Can I come up?’


‘No.’


‘Please? We need to talk.’


Rhona wanted to tell him to go away, but found herself unable to. Maybe he was right. Maybe they did need to clear the air.


Rhona released the door and let him in.


Michael Joseph McNab looked better than he had done for some time. Gone were the shadowed eyes. He’d shaved, and he definitely hadn’t been drinking. When she’d offered him a whisky, he’d turned it down and asked for coffee instead.


‘Make it strong,’ he requested.


Rhona did as asked then poured herself another glass of wine.


McNab sniffed the air. ‘Been cooking?’


‘I don’t cook. You know that.’


He smiled. ‘Smells good whoever made it.’


Rhona sipped her wine in silence. McNab swallowed the coffee and held the cup out to be replenished.


Eventually he spoke. ‘I’m in a better place now. Off the booze, for a start.’ When Rhona didn’t respond, he went on. ‘That night at the stone circle, I’d had God knows how many drugs pumped into me. I was high and mad and when I saw that bastard on top of you, I . . .’ He halted.


His words had conjured for Rhona a memory as vivid as when it had happened. Suddenly she could smell him again, feel his weight bearing down on her. She stood up and walked to the window and looked down on the tranquil scene below, trying to dispel that other image.


‘I’ve written it all down,’ McNab said. ‘Everything I can remember. You can read it if you want, before I hand it to the boss.’


Rhona didn’t turn from the window.


‘We were both debriefed. Neither of us told the full truth then,’ she said.


‘I’m going to tell it now,’ McNab said.


‘If you do, then I’ll be the liar. By omission.’


‘Not the way I’ve told it.’


‘Then it’s not the truth,’ Rhona said.


She turned and their eyes met and held for the first time since that fateful night in the dark, in the middle of the stone circle.


‘I have to fix this,’ he pleaded.


Rhona slowly shook her head. ‘It’s unfixable.’


McNab was trying to read her expression. ‘You want to let it go?’ he said, surprised.


In that moment, Rhona made her decision. ‘Yes.’


A flurry of emotions crossed his face, relief and hope among them. Rhona felt a little of both herself. McNab had offered on numerous occasions to reveal the last moments of the serial killer they had come to know as Stonewarrior, yet she had refused to discuss it with him.


Now that she had made a decision, it was as though the weight of the killer’s body had been lifted from her.


‘Can we change the subject now?’ she said.


‘Gladly.’


‘I’ve been studying the photographs from the suspicious death,’ Rhona said.


‘And?’


‘Did you notice the presence of the number nine?’


‘Not particularly,’ he said cautiously. ‘Unless you mean that twenty-seven dolls constitutes three times nine.’


Rhona beckoned him to follow her through to the sitting room and fired up the laptop again. She showed him the photographs she’d taken of the dolls. McNab’s recoil at that image reflected her own.


‘There are nine of each hair colour,’ she said. ‘Each row is made up of nine dolls, divided into threes.’ Rhona pulled up an image of the red cord still encircling the victim’s neck. ‘You’ll have to take my word for it until the PM, but there are nine evenly spaced knots in the ligature used to hang her.’


‘So what’s special about nine?’


‘Lots of things.’


She brought up the Wikipedia page and watched as McNab’s eyes glazed over.


‘For fuck’s sake. Don’t make it maths or we’ll have to bring in the nutty professor again,’ he said, alluding to Professor Magnus Pirie, criminal psychologist and McNab’s very own bête noire.


Rhona ignored the dig at Magnus. ‘I don’t think it’s anything to do with the maths properties, but it’s significant in some way.’


‘Her pal said Leila was a New Age believer, if that helps,’ McNab offered.


‘It might.’


Rhona tried a search on ‘nine’ and ‘New Age’. What appeared was anything but enlightening, unless you believed that the Masonic Lodge was behind the Twin Towers attack and that both the Bible and the devil used the number nine in their scriptures.


Rhona closed the laptop.


‘I didn’t think you would give up so easily,’ McNab said.


‘I haven’t.’ She looked pointedly at her watch.


McNab took the hint. ‘Okay. I’d better head for the pub, before it’s closing time.’


‘What?’ Rhona said.


He smiled at her reaction. ‘To talk to the barman on duty last night when Leila met her man.’


She didn’t return the smile, irritated at him for setting her up, but then again, that was the real McNab. She walked him to the door.


Rhona didn’t want him to bring up their earlier discussion and was keen for him to leave. Sensing this perhaps, he exited, but as she made to close the door behind him, he stopped her.


‘We are okay, Dr MacLeod?’ he said.


Rhona wasn’t willing to go quite that far.


‘Let’s wait and see,’ was all she could manage.


He appeared to accept this, because he nodded, then headed downstairs.


Rhona stood for a moment, listening to his echoing footsteps, hearing the main door slam shut behind him.


What the hell had she done? Whatever way you looked at it, she had bound herself to McNab by keeping the secret.


And secrets, she knew, had a habit of coming back to bite you.
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Mark checked his watch for the umpteenth time.


They must have found her by now.


He felt his heart quicken at the thought. Funny how he’d never noticed the speed of his heart before, not even when he was playing football. Now he heard every beat resounding in his head.


What the hell had he done?


The trouble was he had no idea. He remembered fucking her, the weird cat digging its claws into his shoulder, then nothing until he was sick. What happened in between? How had she got in that room and onto that hook? And the dolls. Those freaking dolls.


He suddenly registered Emilie calling to him from the bedroom.


‘Coming,’ he shouted back.


He observed himself in the mirror, then splashed his face with cold water. He needed to stay calm and focused. Emilie didn’t suspect a thing. He’d turned up at her flat as promised to take her to lunch. She hadn’t seemed interested in knowing about the football, but had regaled him with her own story of a meal out with friends.


After lunch they had come back to her place.


Emilie had been up for sex and he’d obliged, but only after he’d snorted a line to blot out last night’s lingering image. She’d spotted the cat’s claw marks on his shoulder, but appeared to buy the story of a fall during the football game.


Re-entering the bedroom, he gave an audible groan and even managed to limp a bit. Emilie was sitting up in bed, arms stretched above her head, her breasts eyeing him in the hope of a second round.


Something Mark didn’t think he could manage.


He groaned again.


‘What’s up?’ Emilie said.


‘My shoulder where I fell. Think it’s stiffening up.’


She eyed his penis, which definitely wasn’t.


He gave her a plaintive look. ‘Would you mind if I went home for a kip?’


This time suspicion did lurk in those baby-blue eyes.


Mark leaned over and kissed her. ‘I could come back later?’


Somewhat mollified, she stroked his hair. For some reason, that got a response where the pointed breasts had not. Noting this, she slid her hand downwards to massage his growing erection.


Mark blanked all thoughts of last night and got on with it.


He left Emilie at nine o’clock. After round two, she’d phoned out for pizza. Mark had eaten his quickly, after which he’d indicated just how tired he was by a series of yawns, and had eventually been permitted to leave.
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