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Bi glic, bi glic (Gaelic)

Be wise, be wise

‘Consistency is all I ask!’

‘Give us this day our daily mask.’

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead

Tom Stoppard

When devils will the blackest sins put on,

They do suggest at first with

heavenly shows

Othello Act 2 Scene 3

Shakespeare






PROLOGUE

The dark-skinned man leaned forward and picked up the salt cellar then, without looking at his companion, sprinkled it liberally over the food on his plate. If he had been observed by other diners, which was not the case on this particular occasion (the dining room being furnished with a single table set for two), they might have noted him for his finely tailored suit and watered silk tie in shades of pink, matching handkerchief peeping modestly from his breast pocket. His face might also have given them pause for thought, the hooded eyes glancing up from time to time as if to capture an errant moment in another’s life. It was a face not easily forgotten: downturned lips that looked incapable of smiling, firm jawline that hinted at more than mere strength; there was something dangerous about this man and he was not afraid who saw it.

His dining companion was a person who seemed far less significant by comparison, a man one might easily miss in a crowd. His tweed jacket had seen better days, though was admittedly clean and without any visible blemish, the tie, if he was wearing one, unseen beneath the linen napkin tucked into his shirt collar.

‘We were so pleased to see you here again,’ the tweed man said, his knife and fork momentarily held above his dinner plate. ‘It has been good to …’ he paused as if searching for the right phrase, ‘to understand one another’s preferences.’ He gave a slight laugh and looked at the man across the table whose jaws continued working, eyes never leaving the food on his plate.

Was that a tiny grunt in reply? Perhaps, but what did it signify; agreement with the words spoken by his dining companion?

For a few minutes neither man spoke, the business of eating taking precedence over conversation. It was only when the man with the pink tie laid down his knife and fork, askew on his plate (unlike the tweed man who had lined up his own with six o’clock precision) that he wiped his mouth with the napkin and began to speak.

‘It was worth my while coming here, if that is what you mean,’ he began. ‘What you have outlined, I agree that it involves less risk, but it does seem to have given your people a lot to do.’

The tweed man smiled. ‘Ah, just leave that to me. Yes, it would seem that simply eliminating a person is the easiest way to solve our particular problem. But sometimes it is better to look at the bigger picture.’

‘Meaning?’ The man with the pink tie narrowed his eyes as if he sensed some criticism in the fellow’s words.

‘Meaning you can only kill a man once.’

‘But you said—’

‘Ah, you were paying attention. Good. I like that. Yes,’ the tweed man mused. ‘Think of it like a game of chess. I hear you are rather good at that, incidentally,’ he added. ‘There is often a necessity to put some of our pieces back into the box, keep others for future moves. Sometimes sacrifices must be made in order to win the game.’

The man with the pink tie nodded, his lips parting in what might have passed for a grin but was more of a fleeting show of very white teeth.

‘You see, to achieve our objective,’ the tweed man continued, ‘we must take pains to understand our opponents. See which of them is expendable, which can still be used to further our objectives.’ He showed his teeth in a smile that did not reach his eyes. ‘Of course, there are a few whose elimination would be desired sooner rather than later.’

The man with the pink tie sat back, setting his hands on the damask tablecloth, staring at his host.

There was silence between them for a moment, then, as if some unspoken agreement had been reached, his companion leaned across the table.

‘Dessert?’ he asked.




CHAPTER ONE

Sunlight filtered through the trees reminding him of early mornings out in the bush, impala grouped around the waterholes, tails swishing as the flies began to bite. African dawns could be colder than some mornings in Scotland before the sun had burned off the early mist. But today there were no watchful creatures ready to make a dash for cover, only rows of uniformed officers, with friends and family somewhere behind them.

There was a momentary hush in the parade ground, his fellow cadets standing motionless, arms folded behind backs, waiting as the top brass began to settle on the platform. There would be occasions in the future when they might have to endure this sort of thing, one of the lecturers had advised: standing firm against a tide of rabble-rousers or quietly guarding different individuals during important events, full kit weighing them down in all sorts of weather. From his current position Daniel caught sight of one familiar figure as she took her seat. He had met the chief constable during training: Caroline Flint was a no-nonsense sort, her firm handshake and concentrated look impressing him as much as the fact that she was a good friend of Lorimer’s. She was there now, in the centre of the row, talking to a tall officer Daniel had never seen before today. One of the divisional commanders, perhaps, from the braid on his uniform cap?

A figure with a red sash across his uniform and matching cap band strode purposefully in front of them. A command to ‘quick march’ then the band struck up. It was a relief to begin their well-practised routine after standing so still. Once this part of the parade was over, some officers would be called forward to receive one of the shining cups displayed on a table draped in dark blue, emblazoned with Police Scotland’s insignia, Daniel amongst them, receiving an award for top marks in First Aid. It isn’t fair, one of the other cadets had complained. You’ve been a cop before. Daniel had shrugged that off with a smile and agreed that it ought to have been given to someone else but the superintendent had been adamant that PC Kohi deserved the recognition. After all, he wasn’t the only trainee to have had experience in a different country, the senior officer had pointed out.

Daniel’s thoughts flitted back to the previous time he had completed a training course, standing in a dusty parade ground in the sweltering noonday heat, his new uniform already damp with sweat. If he had known then what the future held … He swallowed hard, banishing the vision of crackling flames and choking smoke.

A voice from the platform called him back to the present, the chief constable addressing them. He listened as first she thanked them for taking on the responsibility of serving their communities then continued to emphasise the importance of the values that had been instilled into them over the past few weeks. Daniel concentrated on her words, determined to lock them into his mind.

‘A training, in my view, second to none … maintain those standards when you go back into the community … we are there to serve … you will have multiple challenges ahead … you are the custodians of this service …’

His friends would be there, watching, listening to these words, and Daniel made a silent promise not to let them down. Later there would be goodbyes as the new officers, on the brink of their careers, made their way from this peaceful place with its swathes of green, far from the bustle of Scotland’s largest city. He moved into line as the first name was called out, waiting his turn to march forward.

Lorimer felt his arm being squeezed as he looked out of the doorway at the scene beyond. He glanced down at the older woman and smiled as Netta nodded towards the crowded parade ground where the latest class of police cadets was assembled. They had watched the display of marching, listening to the piper to whose tune they had kept perfect time and heard the chief constable’s wise words, but now all were still, eyes fixed on those about to go up to the rostrum to receive a special prize and commendation.

It was a perfect day, the sweet smell of newly mown grass, the cry of gulls as they swooped across pale blue skies and ripples of applause as each prize-winning officer held their trophy aloft. He could see their friend in the distance, waiting to be called forward, his dark face momentarily obscured by a shadow from the ancient birch trees that framed the grounds. How did Daniel Kohi feel right now? Proud of what he had achieved since his arrival in Scotland so many months ago? Or sad because none of his family could be here in Tulliallan to witness his success? We’re Daniel’s family now, Maggie had told Lorimer when he had expressed the same sentiment at breakfast that morning. And perhaps PC Daniel Kohi would find a new family within Police Scotland.

‘Oh, if only his mum was here …’ Netta whispered, wiping away a tear with a lace-trimmed handkerchief that Lorimer guessed was kept for special occasions like weddings, funerals … and the passing-out parade of a man she’d come to love like her own son.

‘You can tell her all about it in your next letter,’ Lorimer reassured her quietly. Back in Zimbabwe, Janette Kohi kept up the pretence that her son had perished in the house fire that had killed her grandson and daughter-in-law, fearful of any reprisals that might come from the murderous people who had driven Daniel away. She wrote regularly to her ‘penfriend’ Netta Gordon, knowing that all her news would be read by her dear son.

‘Aye,’ Netta replied, her eyes following a woman’s progress as she marched back into formation, disappearing behind other lines of cadets. ‘No’ sure how often I’ll get tae speak tae Daniel now, mind. A’ thae long shifts, night times an’ all.’

Lorimer nodded silently. Daniel Kohi was the old woman’s neighbour in one of the city’s high flats, her warm-hearted welcome to the refugee something that Lorimer knew Daniel greatly valued. Netta would have felt the loss keenly if Police Constable Kohi had been allocated to a division far from the city. But Govanhill near the national football stadium was where he would be posted, a short drive from his current home in the heart of the city.

Netta’s grip tightened on his arm as Daniel strode up to receive his award. Then, as he turned and held it up to shouts of acclamation, Lorimer felt a shiver down his spine. There he was, a former inspector of the Zimbabwean Police, now a brand-new recruit in his adopted country. More than a friend, now; a fellow officer, comrade in arms, though it was unlikely that their professional paths would often cross.

As the head of the Major Incident Team based in Govan, Lorimer and his select team of officers could be required to attend serious crimes in any part of the country. Perhaps one day, if he delayed his retirement a few years, he might see Daniel join CID and even his own officers in the MIT. Lorimer shook his head and gave a rueful smile at the notion. Today was for celebrating, seeing his friend commit to a new life within Police Scotland, forging new friendships and perhaps finding a purpose that would help lessen the pain of what he had lost.

A piercing cry made him look up to see a flash of black and white. A pair of oystercatchers, the symbol of Tulliallan Police College. What did they see from their aerial vantage point? Lorimer mused. A mass of bodies, dark against the grey tarmac, then shades of green as they headed across the leafy grounds towards the river.

As the detective watched their flight, he could not have imagined the events that lay ahead, nor the twists and turns that were to blend his fate with that of PC Daniel Kohi.




CHAPTER TWO

It was the sort of night that Netta would have called dreich, the persistent drizzle and chill something that Daniel Kohi had come to associate with Scotland’s west coast. Perhaps it was the weather, the fact that he was tired and hungry, no time for food during that late shift, so a takeaway had been an easy option. They’d been warned by their PE instructors up at Tulliallan to avoid too much fast food, reminded that lack of fitness came at a cost. Chasing criminals with fourteen pounds of kit strapped to your body was challenging enough without piling on any excess weight. Still, it was just this once, he told himself, the smell of vinegar from his pack of fish and chips hard to resist. And it was a comfort to have instant hot food straight after coming off his shift at Aikenhead Road police headquarters.

Daniel Kohi gave a sigh as he stepped out of the warmth of the chippie, fingers eagerly unwrapping his supper, paying little heed to the puddles beneath his thick-soled boots, the taste of hot, vinegary chips ridding him of any guilty feelings. He walked steadily from the brightness of the chip shop, stopping for a moment to savour the mouthwatering batter on a piece of fish before turning into a narrow lane that was a shortcut back to his car.

Then his attention was caught by something that made the hairs on his neck stand on end.

It was a familiar sound, that cry in the dark, causing Daniel to peer through the gloom and slanting drizzle, fists unconsciously crumpling the wrapper. He blinked once, wondering if it had been a cat. But no, that wasn’t what he had heard, Daniel decided, his lips tightening.

Unless he was very much mistaken, that was a human cry.

Daniel’s torch soon played along the cobbled lane, flicking this way and that as he stepped carefully now to avoid the puddles.

The place smelled bad, putrid food mingling with the stink of piss, making him wrinkle his nose in disgust. This hidden back lane was the rotten side of Glasgow, part of what he’d signed up for, Daniel reminded himself.

And then, under the torch beam, he saw what looked like a bundle of clothing tucked between two industrialsized bins.

The noise began again, thin, mewling cries that tore at Daniel Kohi’s heart. He’d heard such sounds night after night, so long ago …

Daniel was there in moments, fish supper cast aside as he crouched down, hands out to pull back the thick blanket.

A pair of tiny eyes squinted under the glare of the torch and the infant’s mouth opened, wails redoubling in protest.

‘Oh, no!’ he whispered, gazing down at what he had found.

The woman was lying on her back, one arm embracing the baby, the other tethered to a tight band, needle still fixed in place.

She might have been sleeping, her pale face serene, but as he knelt to touch her neck there was no pulse, Daniel’s fingers meeting skin that was already cold.

His first instinct was to pull the dead woman’s arm away and lift the screaming infant. The baby was wrapped in a blue hand-knitted shawl, its tiny fists raised in protest as raindrops splashed against his face. Daniel tucked in the edges of the shawl, cradling the infant in the crook of his left arm as he had done with his own son …

He swallowed down that sudden memory and stood up, ready to call it in, but for a moment Daniel Kohi could only stare at the body lying on the ground like so much discarded rubbish. This would be imprinted on his mind, something that was a curse at times, but useful to be taken out and examined once the initial shock had worn off.

He had a vision of Chipo cradling their baby, making the sort of soothing noises that came naturally to women. Then he became aware of his own voice shushing the tiny baby, feeling his body rocking back and forth.

‘You’ll be all right, little one,’ he promised, watching the eyelids close and hearing the shuddering sigh that signified sleep. With his free hand, Daniel reached for his mobile, regretting that this discovery had been made so soon after he had packed his kit inside the lockers, his radio silent until the next day’s shift. Now it was as if he was a mere civilian again, fingers tapping out 999.

He leaned against the rough stone of the wall, the slight overhang of the tenement roof their only shelter, and watched the entrance to the lane. Soon they’d be joined by the night shift, other officers taking over, dealing with whatever had happened here.

‘Police and an ambulance, please,’ Daniel told the operator, then gave brief but succinct details of the location and what he had found. It would not be long, he knew, till members of the emergency services turned up. Till then, he would look around to see what else he could see that might give a clue as to what had happened in this cold and dirty place, committing it to his memory.

Still clutching the baby, Daniel bent down gingerly to pick up his unfinished fish supper and tossed it into the nearest bin, then cursed himself as the lid’s hollow clang reverberated in the damp air. The child gave a start, but thankfully did not awaken.

From the light of his torch, he could see a gentle mist slanting downwards, the rain easing now as he turned his attention back to the woman on the ground. For a moment it seemed as though tears glistened on her pale cheeks. Yet in all probability she had died in a moment of bliss, the drug filling her veins before casting her into oblivion. Once more he bent slowly forward, careful not to disturb the child tucked in his arm.

Heaving a sigh, he pulled the damp wool back over the dead woman’s face, questions already in his mind.

How had she come to be in this filthy lane?

And whose hands had first covered mother and child with that blanket?
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