

      

         

            

         

      






Also by Douglas Lindsay


 


The Barney Thomson series


The Long Midnight of Barney Thomson


The Cutting Edge of Barney Thomson


A Prayer For Barney Thomson


The King Was In His Counting House


The Last Fish Supper


The Haunting of Barney Thomson


The Final Cut


The Face of Death (novella)


The End of Days (novella)


 


The DS Thomas Hutton series


The Unburied Dead


A Plague Of Crows


The Blood That Stains Your Hands


 


The Pereira & Bain series


Cold Cuts


The Judas Flower


 


The DCI Jericho series


We Are The Hanged Man


We Are Death


 


Stand Alone Novels


Lost in Juarez


Being For The Benefit Of Mr. Kite!


A Room With No Natural Light


 


Politics


From #Indyref To Eternity




Song of the Dead


 


 


DI Westphall Book 1


 


 


Douglas Lindsay


 


 


[image: Mulholland_PB]


 


 


www.mulhollandbooks.co.uk




First published in Great Britain by Freight Books in 2016


 


This edition first published in Great Britain in 2019 by Mulholland Books


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © Douglas Lindsay 2019


 


The right of  Douglas Lindsay  to be identified as the Author of the


Work has been asserted by him in accordance with


the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,


stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any


means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be


otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that


in which it is published and without a similar condition being


imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance


to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


ISBN 978 1 473 69692 1 


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.hodder.co.uk




For Kathryn




Chapter 1


Friday afternoon. Standing in a queue at the supermarket, staring at the floor, the basket weighing heavily in my right hand. Dinner, milk, wine, water, orange juice.


I’ve chosen the wrong queue again. We don’t always choose the wrong queue, we just never notice choosing the right one. Glance at the old woman fumbling with change, counting the coins out slowly, as though she’s still converting from pounds, shillings and pence. There’s another younger woman behind her. Looking at her phone.


Almost dark already. Too late to go for a drive. Tomorrow maybe. I can head off, then get out the car, walk some way up a hill. Nothing major. Nothing that requires a backpack. Up Strathconon, stop long before the end. Sit on the grass, watching the day crawl over the land, the deer mingling at the foot of the hill.


My phone rings. Much too loud. Set on full volume to make sure I never miss it. The three women beside me all glance disapprovingly. Their censure vanishes as I press the green button and put the phone to my ear.


‘Need you back in here, sorry.’


It doesn’t matter who says it, does it? The voice from the station: that weekend that you were about to start enjoying is going to have to wait. My plans hadn’t amounted to much anyway.


I contemplate risking the wrath of someone anonymous at the supermarket by placing my basket on the floor and walking out, but instead I take a minute to walk round, putting my dinner and the drinks back on the appropriate shelves.


 


Five minutes and I’m closing the door behind me and sitting down in front of Chief Inspector Quinn. He’s on the phone, but he waved me in. He’s writing as he listens. When he’s finished, he thanks the person he’s talking to and hangs up.


‘Need you to go to Tallinn,’ he says.


He looks across the desk. Humourless. Good at his job, respected. But totally humourless. Which means he isn’t joking.


‘Estonia?’


As opposed to where, I wonder, as soon as I’ve asked the question. Maybe there’s a Tallinn, Idaho or a Tallinn, North Dakota.


‘Yes.’


‘I don’t . . .’


‘You’re booked on the eight-thirty Gothenburg ferry from Aberdeen, so you’ll need to get going. Train from there to Stockholm, overnight ferry Stockholm to Tallinn, gets you to Estonia, more or less, for start of play Monday morning.’


He looks at his watch.


‘Sorry, Ben, but you’re the best man for the job, given your background. They’re not intending to do anything with it over the weekend, so Monday should be fine.’


‘What’s up?’


‘There was a case twelve years ago, before your time. It was news around here, but wasn’t too big nationally. A young couple went out to the Baltics, aiming to tour around. The chap, John Baden, went missing in Estonia. In the south, in a place called Tartu. It was in the papers for a few days. Then his body washed up on the shores of the lake that forms much of the border between Estonia and Russia.’


‘Murdered?’


He pushes a file across the desk.


‘Read it on the ferry.’


‘Was there anyone here who went out there at the time?’


‘Rosco.’


I nod, lean forward and lift the file. We don’t talk about Rosco.


‘So, there’s a new lead? That’s why they want someone to go out?’


No dramatic pause. The Chief doesn’t do drama, just as he doesn’t do humour.


‘John Baden, or someone claiming to be him, walked into a police station in Tartu this morning.’


Just as the boss doesn’t do drama, he doesn’t like to see his officers overreact. I remain expressionless. It was going to be something interesting, or else they wouldn’t be sending anyone out there.


‘The Embassy are involved?’


‘Of course.’


‘Is there anyone working there who remembers the case?’


‘Doesn’t appear to be.’


‘They’ve spoken to the Estonians?’


‘Everyone’s on board. Baden’s been taken to a military hospital. They’re going to keep him there over the weekend, try to get to the bottom of it on Monday. You should arrive just in time.’


‘And his partner from twelve years ago? Has she been notified?’


‘We’re trying to find her. However, at the moment we just want to know where she is and what she’s doing. We’re not telling her yet. Presumably . . . presumably this isn’t him. Look at the file. He was dead, his body was identified by at least three different people. This was an open-and-shut case.’


‘Except someone just opened it again.’


‘Yes.’ He nods towards the door. ‘You’ve just got a passenger booking, no need to take your car over. Mary’s got the details.’


I lift the folder, and get up. ‘You’ll let me know if you find out where the partner is?’


‘Of course.’


I walk from the office, closing the door on my way. I’m glad I’ve got nothing to cancel this weekend, but I’d be lying if I said that there’s anything I’d likely be doing that was going to be more interesting than this.


I go back to my office, lift my watch off the desk, and am strapping it onto my wrist as I get to Mary on my way out. She’s ready for me and holds out a few pieces of paper, clipped together, as I approach.


‘Have a safe trip,’ she says.


‘When am I coming back?’


‘Open booking,’ she says.


I nod and walk out the station.




Chapter 2


I was in Goma in 2007. Was supposed to spend six months there, give or take. The kind of operation that some people might find exciting. Me too, probably, a few years previously. By the time I got to Goma I’d had enough. Too many games, too many times looking at myself in the mirror and not recognising the person looking back. Yes, that’s a cliché, but it was right on. Who was that guy? I couldn’t tell the colour of his eyes or whether there was any life behind them.


I’d shut something down when I joined the security services. I wasn’t a natural actor or liar. Could only play the game by being nothing, letting nothing out. Nobody knew who I was. The people who’d known me before wondered who I’d become and what it was I was doing now. Gradually I lost touch with them all.


Goma was the end of it. I’d done two tours in Helmand, been in Kabul and Islamabad, and run some guys in Baghdad for a few months. Goma was always going to be the last. They knew. They knew I needed to be back in London for a few years. At any rate, I was thinking I’d be back in London for a few years; they were probably thinking that they’d wring one last drop of effort from me, and throw me on the scrapheap. At least it wasn’t the seventies, when the scrapheap meant a bullet in the back of the head so no one would ever be caused any embarrassment.


Goma was me being thrown into the midst of the Rwanda–DRC border conflict that’s been ongoing since ’ninety-four. It was us, the United Kingdom, still trying to be a player. Still trying to influence events. I don’t blame our government, not at all. You think we’re just going to screw up everything we touch? You should see everyone else.


There was a night, about four months in, when I was due to meet a couple of guys on the edge of town. A small shack that had once been a teahouse, but which hadn’t been much used the previous few years. Now it was nothing. An empty building, home to spiders and insects and small animals. You’d think someone would have moved in, but no one had. Maybe they knew. Maybe it should have been a warning.


I’d met them a few times previously. As many as five or six. I was trying to groom them to be our guys on the inside of the FDLR. They weren’t supposed to know who I was working for. As far as I remember, I genuinely thought they didn’t. They probably saw through my lousy South African accent the first time I sat down opposite them in a bar.


Such a stupid game. I mean, really? A fake South African accent? And me as well, trying to carry it off by saying as little as possible.


They arranged a meeting for me about half an hour by plane into the jungle, due north, heading towards Uganda. The fact that they didn’t let this get any further was a pointer to their amateurishness. They could have played me for far longer than they did. They could have milked the UK government for far more than they did. Maybe they were worried that I would get too close. I don’t know. Never will.


The plane was a small four-seater, a basketcase, there was no faking that. I took one look at it and wanted to run. Had had my share of horrible flights in war zones the previous few years, of planes that could barely take off, and helicopters taking evasive action under fire. But what was one more flight?


I could tell there was something happening. They were more nervous than usual. But I’d been in enough tough situations to not doubt my ability to extricate myself from it. Don’t second-guess, just play along and deal with whatever happens.


We took off, the two of them in the front, me sitting next to a couple of black plastic bags in the back seat. They wouldn’t tell me what they were. Turned out they were parachutes. Five minutes in, when we’d risen steeply away from the edge of the city, out over Nyiragongo, I had a gun at my head and they were tying me to a chair. They took the money I’d brought along, as though that was it, that paltry sum was all my life was worth, they put on the parachutes, left the plane pointing straight ahead, lodged the stick against the control wheel and jumped.


It was dark. The plane juddered and dipped. I couldn’t see anything, and there was no radio to try to contact anyone, even if I’d been able to get my hands free. Did they intend that I should fly on until the plane came to the Ugandan border, and then it would get shot down? If they thought that might cause some sort of diplomatic incident they could try to exploit, they’d have been wrong. There was no way the British government were going to acknowledge my existence.


The plane never got as far as the border. I struggled with my bonds, but couldn’t break them. At some point, the plane started to skirt the tops of trees. I couldn’t see anything, but I could feel it. Feel the underside of the fuselage flirting with the roof of the jungle canopy.


I was scared then. I’d been through a lot by that time and something was going to scare me sooner or later. And that was it. Sitting in a plane, no control, knowing that it was about to crash.


The left wing must have caught the top of a tree, and the plane was hurled round. I was thrown into the side wall, still tied to the chair, and then the plane was crashing through the trees, before rudely thumping against a thick trunk and plummeting quickly to the ground.


There was no explosion. Just as well, as I had no way to get out. Someone found me, someone cared for me, and somehow I ended up back in London, sitting in front of one of the DGs, being thanked for my work.


They’d wanted to fly me back from DRC, but I insisted otherwise, and chose to make my way from the eastern border of the country all the way to Dakar, by a patchwork of trains and roads, much of which was likely to be far more dangerous than travelling by air. From Dakar I hitched a boat to France, and then a train back to London.


It took eleven days in all, and I haven’t been on a plane since.




Chapter 3


There’s a flat calm on the North Sea. A disconcerting, silent calm. Even the dull throbbing of the ferry’s engines seems subdued. Swallowed up by the sea and the dank air and the poor visibility. Still water beyond the wash of the ferry.


How can the sea, so tumultuous at times, ever be this lifeless? As though it’s been decreed: today the sea will not move. There will be no waves. There will be nothing.


The mist restricts the view to little more than a few hundred yards. There could be land over there and you’d never know, although the map on the television in the cabin shows that we’re in the middle of the sea, edging slowly towards Sweden.


Standing on deck with the smokers. Coat on, freezing November chill in the air, looking out at the grey nothing, impossible to tell, a short distance away, where the sea becomes the sky. There is no sky. I could imagine, as I did last night on the ferry, that I would spend much of the daylight hours on deck, looking out at the sea. Standing out here now, however, I’m cold and dissatisfied. Slightly bored, even. How can you be bored looking at this?


I position myself as best I can to escape the cigarette smoke, as though the removal of that annoyance might help. But the disaffection remains, and soon enough I decide to go back inside.


I stand still for a few moments. There’s a slight bustle around, the constant movement of passengers, from one activity to the next. Café, restaurant, cinema, floorshow, amusements, shopping, a parade up and down, possibly everyone as dissatisfied as me.


 


In the café I sit so that I can look out upon the grey early afternoon. A cup of coffee and a cinnamon bun, another short while in the grey day, and then back to the cabin to read the rest of the file.


‘We could be anywhere.’


I turn. There’s a waitress standing beside the table, her fingers resting on the saucer of my empty cup, following my gaze out the window.


‘There’s a timelessness about it. Like we’re trapped.’


She’s not looking at me as she speaks. Almost as though she’s addressing the room, or maybe just herself. I follow her gaze back out over the sea. A ghost ship, looming out of the fog, would not be out of place.


‘There’s something unsatisfying,’ I say.


‘You’re right.’


‘Why is that?’


I glance round at her, but she’s still not addressing me, even though we’re talking.


‘You can’t be part of it. You’re looking at something that you can’t become one with. The same as all views of mountains or . . . I don’t know, a great plain and a big sky. Snow is different, because you can interact with the snow. You can play in it, make things from it, feel it. Same with a beach and a warm, turquoise sea. You can dive in.’


I don’t know what to think about that, so I don’t think anything. We’re not really having a conversation anyway. She’s talking, and I’m sitting here, vaguely in her vicinity.


‘When you stand out there, leaning on the railing, do you get the urge to jump in?’ she says. ‘Even though you know it’d be unbelievably stupid. Even though you know you can’t. You still want to. It’s like there’s something calling you, dragging you over the side.’


I nod. She’s right.


‘That’s because you want to be part of it. That’s the only way to truly appreciate it.’


‘You can climb a mountain,’ I say.


In the slight reflection in the window, I see her nod.




Chapter 4


Papers are laid out on the bed. Ones that I’ve read and decided might need to be cross-referenced. There’s a small pile of one-and-done pieces of information. The file would have been compiled by DI Rosco. We may not talk about him, but he was a decent enough officer, when the mood took him.


John Baden and Emily King got together at university. Aberdeen. He was from Dingwall, she was Canadian, from Toronto. They moved in together in Marybank, just off the Dingwall to Contin road, and they set up an Internet business. Copywriting. That’s what it says, although there’s not very much information on it. An incomplete picture, as though Rosco couldn’t be bothered with the details, like it wasn’t interesting enough for him. The yawn of copywriting.


They took a holiday to the Baltic. Ten days, travelling around. Flew into Helsinki, took the ferry to Tallinn, intending to visit Riga, Vilnius and St Petersburg, before heading back to Helsinki for the flight home. They hired a car to drive from Tallinn to Riga. Stopped off in the university town of Tartu. Booked into a hotel called the Centre.


The Centre Hotel. From the photograph it looks just as awful and dull as the name suggests. This was still only twelve years after the fall of the Soviet Union, so much of it was yet to change.


They spent two nights in Tartu. The second evening they went out for dinner, walked around the old town square, sat in a couple of bars. The things you do on holiday. Went back to their room. Had sex, went to sleep. She woke up the next morning and he was gone. Not completely gone, as in he’d taken all his clothes and left a note saying he couldn’t stand it any more. Nevertheless, gone, jacket and shoes included.


She presumed he’d been unable to sleep and had gone out for a walk. He’d always been an early riser. She went back to bed. Woke up some time after nine, he still wasn’t there. She showered, got dressed, went downstairs and had a cup of coffee and a piece of bread for breakfast, positioning herself in such a way that she’d see him return to the hotel.


He never returned.


She went looking for him. Having just arrived the night before, she obviously didn’t know the town too well. Few people spoke English. No one at the hotel was able to help her. By mid-afternoon she went to the police. She didn’t find them very interested in the first instance. Who would be? A grown man missing for six hours? However odd it appeared to her, it didn’t appear very odd to them. Estonia had opened up to Western Europe, and back then, one of the ways in which it was opening up was by selling alcohol and sex.


She sat in her hotel room the rest of the day, waiting for the door to open. She slept fitfully, and the next morning she returned to the police station. From there she called the British Embassy in Tallinn. They sent someone down.


The story never really captured the imagination of the British press. Even after three days it seems that most people still presumed he was drunk somewhere. Missing children and attractive young women are what the media want to report. A guy in his mid-twenties who was likely still out on the lash was of little interest.


At this stage the British police were not involved. DI Rosco first heard about the case when the Dingwall station was contacted by Baden’s father.


About seventy miles to the east of Tartu lies Lake Peipus. The far shoreline was, and remains, Russia. The border, through the lake and on either side of it, has not yet been formalised. A few years ago the two countries reached a border agreement. However, the Estonians insisted that the abuses of the Soviet occupation be acknowledged in the final document, Russia refused, and the precise border was never ratified.


Between Tartu and the lake lie seventy miles of flat marshland and forest. Silver birch and pine trees. Not much else, bar the occasional homestead. No villages, virtually no roads. John Baden made the journey east from Tartu. Somewhere along the way he was killed, and then his body was dumped in the lake.


His body was identified in Estonia by Emily King, and then again, when it was brought back to Scotland, by his parents. With the exception of the bloating caused by immersion in water for forty-eight hours, there were no marks on his face. Identification was not, Rosco writes, problematic.


John Baden went missing, and then his body turned up at the side of a lake. The questions needing answers were how and why and when. Who was never thought to be an issue.


 


Late afternoon becomes early evening. The mist doesn’t lift, it just becomes consumed by the darkness. I turn my back on the papers and sit at the cabin window. Mary has served me well for my trip. A double bed, a desk, a small sofa, a stool to sit on by the window.


How many people conduct their lives, watching the world go slowly by, looking at the sea, troubled by this peculiar feeling of dissatisfaction?


With the light turned off, so that I’m not just looking at my own grim reflection, the night engulfs the room. Outside there is nothing, any other shipping obscured by the mist. The light illuminates the dark. The dark conceals the mist. The mist conceals the light. In the end, nothing wins.




Chapter 5


Dinner in the gourmet restaurant. Gourmet is not a word particularly applicable to the food, nor even the prices. It’s more aimed at the people who wouldn’t be put off by the name. If you don’t like the sound of a restaurant with gourmet in the title, they don’t want you in there in the first place.


The restaurant is quiet. Most people must be eating elsewhere. Or not eating at all. I haven’t encountered too many other passengers, but I’m not looking, and not exploring the boat. My world is a small triangle between my room, the outside deck and the café/restaurant area aimed at people who don’t like the word ‘gourmet’.


Pike perch and sautéed potatoes for dinner, with some indeterminate greens. Two glasses of Chilean Chenin Blanc. Crème brûlée. Cup of coffee. No conversation with the waitress. She’s polite, but I’m not in the mood for talking.


I want to find the answer to the mystery of John Baden from the file, to arrive in Estonia with an idea and for it to be proved right. But the papers so far have failed to provide any inspiration. I have another night on this boat, a train journey across Sweden, then overnight on the Stockholm to Tallinn ferry to figure something out.


I want it to happen. Not so that I walk in and instantly produce a stroke of genius to impress everyone. I don’t care what they think. I just want to do a good job, and the best way to do that is to be in control.


Always best to control an investigation from the start, which is generally easier than you think. Most of the time you know where it’s going right from the off. So far, however, John Baden eludes me, and the idea of walking into a room and meeting the man on Monday, without any clear idea in my head of what’s going on here, is making me slightly nervous.


Nervous isn’t the word. But there’s something there, lurking; niggling and uncomfortable.


After dinner I go out on deck and lean on the railing for a while. There’s no one else out here. Staring down at the water, I find I don’t have the usual feeling of being drawn in. On the seventh deck, the dark water, flaked with white, is a hundred feet away.


How long would you survive in the North Sea in November in a flat calm? Twenty minutes maybe, if you were healthy before it started.


I go up a floor and halfway along to the stern, back to my cabin. Into the dark. Don’t turn on any lights, take my place at the window. The bed is clear of papers, as I’d tidied the file away before going for dinner. I won’t look at it again tonight. Tomorrow morning I’ll grab a pastry and some coffee and come back here and have another couple of hours before we dock.


The night passes by to the low drone of the engines. Eventually I tear myself away from the vacuum of the dark outside.


 


There’s no great stretch from the security services to the police. An easy jump to make, and the police are usually happy to take on people with the experience, although often enough the ego gets in the way. I don’t think I ever had that problem, although I’ve heard of others who mistakenly thought the same, so what do I know?


I was offered a job in London, but I wanted to go north. Had been thinking about Inverness or Aberdeen, but there was a post on offer in Dingwall, so I was happy to take it. Rosco’s dismissal, after years stuck in the same pay grade – his career going nowhere – had created a vacancy.


My new colleagues were all wary at first, but eventually I began to fit in. Kept my head down, did a good job, the two core principles of being accepted into a new office. They probably thought I was going to be one of those burned-out screw-ups, taking what he could get. Sure, I’d had enough of war zones and getting caught up in firefights and spending weeks at a time waiting for the knife in the back, but there’s not too much of that in Dingwall. Right from the first day it was fine. No drama, no trauma.


The drama came before I left. The drama with Olivia. When she found out I was going, she got mad. Not for the first time. This time though, it was in public, and she let vent her full fury for an audience. Outed me as a former member of the security services in the process, at least to the fifteen or so people in the restaurant. I worried that someone was filming it, and that it would appear on YouTube within a few minutes, but I got some of the guys back at Vauxhall to check. They couldn’t find anything.


None of the other diners had been inclined to be amused by Olivia’s shouting and my painful silence. It just wasn’t that kind of restaurant.


Olivia was one of those people who hid behind the mask. You could never really tell what was going on. The majority of the time things were fine, but sometimes you just couldn’t understand what she was thinking. There would be no reason, or if there was, the reason didn’t seem to make any sense. Yet you couldn’t talk it through.


Of course, I asked her if she wanted to come to the Highlands, but it was in the certain knowledge that she’d say no. Olivia was the kind of London girl who thinks the world north of Regent’s Park and west of Sloane Square is some tribal hinterland, where you’re lucky to find anyone who speaks English. You might as well be in central Afghanistan.


And so, although she asked me not to go, I said I was leaving anyway. She fought me on it, just out of bloody-mindedness – right up until the last moment I drove my car away from her front door – standing in the street, shouting abuse at my rear window.




Chapter 6


DI Rosco was in Estonia for ten days, and somehow things were never the same for him after he returned. The file implies that they welcomed his expertise. Perhaps he looked upon his time there as the halcyon days, the ones he would never get back, the ones that would always be better than what was to come.


Not that his expertise actually got them anywhere.


He and his Estonian colleagues interviewed over a hundred people, none of whom had been able to impart any useful information. No one had seen John Baden leave the hotel, so it was unknown whether his departure had been forced. There wasn’t a single sighting of him thereafter. The nearest dwelling to where his body washed up on shore was over five miles away, and naturally they had nothing to add to the investigation. Why would they have had? There are strong currents in the lake, and it was acknowledged that Baden’s body could have been dumped anywhere.


Rosco worked on the basis that what had led to Baden’s death was in Estonia, and when he found nothing, finally he brought the investigation home.


His colleagues had made enquiries in his absence, but there was nothing to report. It hadn’t been much of an investigation. There isn’t a police force in the country, even this far north, that has nothing better to do than chase after someone else’s case, and one that happened in another country at that.


Rosco came home to a thin file, and had to build on it. He unearthed some strange characters from Baden’s time at university, and on that meagre premise, spent another few weeks chasing short leads going nowhere and interviewing people who’d known Baden for ten minutes in Aberdeen.


Eventually the leads dried up and time ran out and he was moved on to something else.


At some stage, back in Scotland – and I don’t intend to spend as long in Estonia as DI Rosco – I’ll need to speak to Baden’s mother – his father died several years ago – and hopefully to Emily King, if we can track her down.


Nevertheless, the reading of the last of the papers in Rosco’s file proves unrewarding, and leaves me no nearer the desired stroke of genius. That will have to wait.


 


The boat docks in Gothenburg, and I disembark with my small red suitcase and find the bus for the train station. The weather is heavy and grim. The day will be even shorter than normal.


The bus is full, a few people standing in the aisle. The windows are steamed up, obscuring the view of the city. Cars and cyclists and faces flash by, most people hidden beneath umbrellas and hats. The journey is short. Had I realised how close the train station was, I would have walked.


I did a job in Stockholm a while ago. In and out, didn’t see much. Back in the days when I could get on a plane without breaking a sweat. I remember the patchwork of islands, but not a lot else. I had a meet arranged in the Vasamuseet, the most frequently visited museum in Scandinavia.


The Vasa was a seventeenth-century Swedish warship designed by someone throwing cannons at a piece of paper. Top-heavy with artillery, it sank a few hundred yards into its maiden voyage. I’d never heard of it before, which I was slightly embarrassed by at the time, but it stands as the supreme metaphor for political and military hubris and stupidity. I could have spent a lot longer in the museum reading about it, looking at the salvaged hull, but then I had my quick handover and I was heading back to the airport. I resolved, then, to read more about the Vasa, but never have done. I think about it again sitting on the train to Stockholm, but I won’t have time to find the museum today. Passing through.


Maybe on the way back.


Mary continues to come through for me. There must be money in the budget they’re needing to spend, or else lose in the next financial year. A double bed on last night’s boat, and now a first-class ticket on the train.


I sit alone at a table for four, barely anyone else in the carriage. Sweden flashes by in a series of lakes and trees and glimpses of empty dual carriageways.




Chapter 7


Another cabin, another window. The boat is moving slowly out of Sweden, past endless tree-covered islands, large and small. Dark already, however, even before we departed, the islands identified by the pale moonlight and the occasional solitary light outside a remote house.


Summer homes, weekend homes, perhaps one occupied by a determined spirit who commutes into the city every day by boat. I see myself doing it, although of course I live in a three-bedroomed bungalow and drive five minutes to the station every day, which isn’t particularly adventurous.


There is a knock at the cabin door. In the dark, where I sit watching the evening go by, it comes as a shock. I shake it off, turn on the light and open the door, presuming some sort of cabin service, and that Mary really ought not to be spending so much of the budget on sending her officer to Estonia in this much style.


A young man in a suit.


‘DI Westphall?’


They’ve seen me coming.


‘Inspector Kuusk, Estonian police, Tallinn jurisdiction.’


He holds out his hand and I take it.


‘Welcoming committee?’ I ask.


‘I was in Stockholm today anyway. I thought we could get the boat back together, talk things over before you turn up at the station tomorrow, so that I know everything you know and vice versa. We are going to work together, yes?’


He looks about sixteen, which is disconcerting. And one learns not to take offers of help at face value.


‘You have ID?’


‘Of course. My apologies.’


He hands over the card. It seems in order, but of course, we both know it could be anything. I’ve handed over a thousand fake ID cards in my time.


‘Just give me a few minutes to get ready, and I’ll meet you downstairs in the coffee bar.’


He smiles, takes back his card and I close the door.


 


I sit down opposite him with a cup of coffee and a glass of water.


‘Are you happy I should be here?’ he asks. He’s smiling.


‘You really just happened to be in Stockholm today? You got the boat over last night just to take the boat back tonight?’


He’s drinking a latte, which is almost done. There is an A4-sized file tucked in beside the arm of the chair.


‘Some of us get on a plane, Detective Inspector. I flew in today, I had a meeting with some Nordic counterparts. Yes, normally I would have flown back, but it’s always nice to spend time on the boat. We can chat, we can go our separate ways, and by 2 a.m. there will be plenty of drunk young women. If you know what I mean.’


‘At least you’ll get something out of it,’ I say. Then, ‘You’re young.’


‘Twenty-nine,’ he says, seemingly unconcerned about my bluntness. I don’t mean, in any case, to imply that he’s too young to do his job. I’m just curious.


‘That’s pretty young.’


‘We’re a young country. We have the youngest Prime Minister in Europe. We have more vigour, more determination to get things done.’


‘Not so much experience.’


‘We listen to the old and take their advice. But we have the spark to follow through where the older generation will hold back and be more cautious.’


I suddenly wonder if I’m going to find people offering me a seat on the bus, and expecting me to be sage, interesting but largely inactive.


‘Am I past it at forty-one?’


He smiles.


‘The coffee on this boat is good,’ he says, side-swerving the issue of my advanced years. ‘That’s another reason to be here.’


‘You’ve met this person claiming to be John Baden?’


He nods, although there’s a look on his face that suggests he’s showing an appreciation of the coffee rather than acknowledging having met the stranger who’s crawled in from the past.


‘Yes. I spoke with him for several hours yesterday afternoon.’


‘That’s a long interrogation.’


‘Not so much an interrogation. A conversation, I should say.’


‘What’s his story?’


This is the part I know nothing about. The file the Chief Inspector gave me stopped with the end of Rosco’s investigation, some twelve years ago. Case closed, nothing to add since then.


‘I wonder if I should let him tell you himself,’ he says.


‘Then you wouldn’t be here. What’s his story?’


‘Very good. I am happy to relate, I just wanted to make sure that you wanted to hear it first from me, rather than the horse’s mouth.’


‘Your English is very good.’


‘Of course. Everyone in Estonia speaks excellent English. Apart from the Russians, who speak excellent Russian.’


He drains his coffee, and then lifts the file, which has been awaiting its moment. He hands it over.


‘Perhaps you’d like to read my report. The tale is somewhat fantastical, but that does not mean it’s not true. Bad things happen to people in the Baltics, as elsewhere. It might be better for you to take that back to the privacy of your cabin. I will be here when you return.’


I look down at my half-drunk coffee, lift it, finish off the rest of the cup and head back to my cabin.




Chapter 8


There was something else from before. Just a moment, when I was disembarking from the boat in Gothenburg. A covered gangplank for foot passengers with windows along the side. I walked down amongst the mild throng, overhearing some of the conversations; few enough that voices were clear, words could be heard. Trying not to listen to the general chatter of others, no one with anything consequential to say. Glancing out the windows as I went.


There was someone. A woman, sitting against a wall on the dockside. It seemed unusual, as it wasn’t the kind of place where anyone would wait. She wasn’t wearing the high-visibility jacket of someone who was working in the port. A small figure, her head dropped forward, although her eyes were turned up at the ferry.


It felt like I caught her eye, although it’s the kind of thing that in retrospect feels ridiculous. She would never have been able to clearly make out the faces of individuals as they walked down the gangplank behind murky windows.


There was no dramatic, and-then-suddenly-she-was-gone moment, like you might expect. Although perhaps she was gone. At the next window my view to where she was sitting was blocked. And then at the next. And then we were off the gangplank, being directed towards a terminal, and that part of the dock was lost to our sight.


There was something though, something about her. Every day in a city you catch someone’s eye. Most of the time there’s nothing there. An awkward glance that just happens to have taken place, and then it’s gone and forgotten. Sometimes it means something more. Sometimes it’s worth following up. Or you’re walking down a busy street. In the space of a few hundred yards, a hundred people might walk past you in the other direction, maybe more. You avoid each other with the instinct of birds flying in formation, of ants scurrying along a worker’s route, of a great shoal of fish, swooping through the ocean creating extraordinary patterns. And yet, every so often, you almost bump into someone. You slow and step to the side, just as they step to the same side. There’s a glance, you stand still while they pass and the awkwardness passes with them.


Why that person? Was it just chance that your basic instinct prevented you avoiding them, or was there something else drawing you in?


The thought of the woman, sitting by the dock, came to me again as I walked up the stairs back to my cabin. No reason. The thought just came and went. I wondered if she was still sitting there, because, strange as that would seem, I couldn’t imagine her doing anything else.


 


There’s a man claiming to be John Baden. Can we think of him as anyone else until we have proof of who he is? He walked into a small police station in Tartu at just after nine on Friday morning. When asked why he was at the station, he told the officer on duty that he was a British citizen, that he had been imprisoned twelve years earlier and that he had managed to escape several days previously. Only on his escape, in fact, did he discover how long he’d been imprisoned, as the passing of the days and years had been lost to him. No television, no Internet, no marks scratched into the walls. Some days he was not even aware of the passing of night.


Why had someone held him prisoner for twelve years? They wanted to harvest him, he said, by whatever means they could. They took some of his blood once every three weeks, and his bone marrow once every three months. At some point they removed his kidney, and at another half of his lung. X-rays taken at the military hospital had confirmed the organ removal. They had shaved his hair once a year, and taken his sperm.


He was kept in a plain, clean room, with a mattress on the floor and no other furniture. There was a toilet and a sink. They would give him books to read in English, but nothing written after the early twentieth century. Society was lost to him. He would be fed once a day, usually vegetables and potatoes, occasionally some indeterminate meat. At some stage, he relates, he wondered if the meat was flesh harvested from other prisoners – he had no sight of other prisoners, but assumed he was not alone – and stopped eating it. They told him he had to eat the meat or his life, and the lives of everyone he knew, would be forfeit. He went back to eating the meat.


Every so often a young woman would be brought to him, and he was instructed to make love to her. Sometimes very young. Younger than sixteen, he presumed. The first time it happened, he refused. The guard who’d brought the girl in began to beat her. Baden slept with her so that the beating would stop. Thereafter he complied every time.


He had little to say about his captors. If he ever attempted to make closer contact with one of them, he would be instantly rebuffed and, more than likely, he would never see that person again. Some spoke better English than others. Some, it appeared, knew none at all. Occasionally one of his female captors would come to him, and use him for sex.


This tale had been written out by Kuusk entirely dryly, as it should have been, giving its absurdity credence by expressing no incredulity. Women using men for sex, as though keeping a guy locked up is the only way to get him to sleep with you.


I stopped as I read, realising that that was the first thing to have given me pause when reading it. All the rest, keeping someone prisoner in order to harvest their blood and bone marrow, might have been far-fetched, but it’s a brutal world. Brutal. People do bad things all the time, and barely a tenth of it ever comes to anyone’s attention. Every now and again the media pick up the grotesque stories, but for the most part, they don’t want to know or, more likely, they just never find out.


His tale of escape was interesting, relying on suggestions of a captor’s carelessness. He said he’d fought back on occasion, and every time was brought crashing down. He was kept weak – he said – and they were all strong. Skilled. Every move he tried, every physical move, was rebuffed instantly, and pain followed as punishment.


One time he got the better of one of his captors, just one time, and within ten seconds there were two more at the door and he was beaten. Beaten heavily, and not fed for two weeks. Two weeks, or so, as far as he could make out.


Generally, when one of them came to him for sex, she would be accompanied by another, occasionally a man, who would stand guard. Watching, not taking part. Making sure Baden did not try anything.


In twelve years, he never got as far as the door. Then, one night last week, a woman came to him on her own. She was hurried; he instantly got the impression that she shouldn’t have been there. She did not speak. He did not know her name, but she had been several times before. In fact, he realised later as he thought of his escape, she had come to him for sex more than any of the others.


She was wearing a white vest top, and dark jeans. She removed both of them and sat astride him. The women were largely made from the same model. Strong, slim, small breasts, short hair. Boyish almost.


She kissed him. He responded to her passion, straight away, but realised he had a rare opportunity. Occasionally there might have been chances in the past, but fear of capture had always cowed him. He didn’t know why, but for some reason, the rudeness of her arrival, or perhaps just beaten down by years of incarceration, he took a chance.


He sat up, his lips on hers, his hands on her breasts, feigning passion, and then, when he was in the best position, brought his forehead down on the bridge of her nose. She fell back, and before she could react he jabbed his hand into her throat. He then made a movement on her that he had thought about doing, if ever the situation arose. Grabbed her leg and pulled it hard up, back and to the side. He heard the snap, a sound that sickened.


She cried out, as best she could, given the blow to her throat, and then he pushed her off and ran.


He was in the basement of a large house. He got to the back door and outside without being accosted. There were woods fifty yards behind the house, and he ran for them. He got the impression that the house was not alone, but he did not look back.


As he reached the trees he heard shouting from the house. He kept running. And running. The story of his getting to Tartu involved a lot more running, a long walk through forests and the not unexpected tales of stealing clothes off washing lines, and digging cabbages out of the dirt. He did not think for a second that he would be able to find the house again, but if the police wanted to accompany him, he’d be willing to try. Not that he knew where to start looking.


And that was the somewhat incredible story of John Baden, whose body had been found at the side of a lake twelve years ago.




Chapter 9


Kuusk is sitting in the same position, another latte in front of him. When I approach, he is looking off to the side. Wherever he is, it’s not here. Lost in thought, but a look on his face that suggests he won’t even be able to recall those thoughts when I bring him out of them.


I would have expected to find him looking at his phone. That’s what we all do, isn’t it, when given a spare few minutes? Maybe you can’t get Internet on the boat. I haven’t checked.


I announce my arrival by placing the file on the table. And he’s back.


‘Just going to get another coffee,’ I say. ‘Can I get you anything?’


‘I’m fine, thank you.’


I return a minute later with a cappuccino and a glass of water. He’s ready for me this time, the file back where it was, tucked in beside the arm of the chair.


‘Do you believe him? Even if he hadn’t been pronounced dead, it’s pretty far-fetched.’


‘Too early to say,’ he says. ‘I think at the moment we’re still at the stage of listening, gathering the facts.’


‘You must . . .’ I shake my head. Stupid. Don’t go telling anyone they must anything. ‘You didn’t get a sense of him? His motivation? Some idea of—’


‘He sounded entirely convincing. I know how it looks, and sounds. I would say, at least, that he himself believes it.’


‘How did he feel about being taken to a hospital? Didn’t he expect to be put in touch with his family? Did he still expect to see Emily King?’


‘He barely mentioned Miss King. Indeed, when I asked about her, his replies were short. That was certainly of interest. He was keen to know about his family, and when I saw him, I did not have the relevant information to update him. I believe someone from your Embassy has told him now.’


‘He wasn’t desperate to call anyone?’


He shakes his head.


‘You don’t think, if you’d been gone for twelve years, the first thing you’d want to do is get in touch with your family, partner, whoever?’


‘Yes, but you must consider the circumstances, Detective Inspector. Even now, if this is the real John Baden, he’s only thirty-five. Two-thirds of his adult life have been spent in a small room. His head must be pretty messed up. What thoughts he must have had, imprisoned all these years, no contact with the outside world. Could you survive by hanging on to thoughts of family, or would it be easier, better, to push them from your mind? And as for his girlfriend, in how many ways had he betrayed her? How many women? How many girls had he been forced upon? Might not some argue that he should have done nothing and faced the consequences? It would be a strong and peculiar man who did not feel a great amount of guilt.’


Good points. Twenty-nine years old, and a better understanding of the human condition than I have.


‘OK. You X-rayed him . . .?’


‘Not me personally.’


‘If we’re going to get along, you can stop being pedantic.’


He smiles.


‘He was X-rayed at the military hospital. It confirmed that half his lung, his spleen, his pancreas, a kidney, some liver tissue and a few feet of small intestine had been removed. There was also some evidence of needles being used in his arm, which he claims was for the frequent removal of blood, and also evidence of bone marrow removal. And by the old, painful method.’


Take a drink of coffee. Time to think. Wouldn’t be the first time anyone had heard of this kind of thing. People being used in grotesque fashion by others. People will do anything, will fall into anything. Still nothing, of course, to square away the principal fly in the ointment: John Baden has been dead for twelve years.


‘There was nothing about how he was taken in the first place,’ I say.


‘He doesn’t remember.’


‘What does he remember?’


‘Going to bed in his hotel room with Emily King, and then waking up in what was to be his prison cell.’


‘So someone came into his room, anaesthetised him in some way, or had drugged him before he went to bed, and then made off with him in the night, without Emily, who was sharing a bed, knowing anything about it.’


‘That’s what we’ve got.’


‘Does he remember feeling peculiar before going to bed?’ Shake my head. ‘That’s not what Emily said. It all seemed like a regular evening, including having sex, which presumably he wouldn’t have done if he’d been drugged and feeling weird. Or whatever.’


‘What he remembers is an ordinary evening, making love to Emily at the end of it, and falling asleep with her in his arms.’


He pauses for a moment, and then nods to himself at having decided to voice his opinion.


‘I wonder if possibly he blames her. Emily. There’s nothing he’s said, but it would be another explanation for her not being affected, and him being whisked off in the night. If, in some way, she was part of it. Maybe that’s what he’s told himself all these years. Although, of course, he doesn’t actually know whether or not she was taken.’


‘He hasn’t asked?’


‘No.’


‘You didn’t tell him that he’s been declared dead?’


‘No.’


More coffee. Check my watch. Not such a bad time to have a gin and tonic in fact. And then dinner. And then an early night followed by an early morning, and back over the file, rereading everything I picked out before as being worthy of further consideration.


‘The story as he presents it,’ he says, ‘stands up to the scrutiny that we can currently give it. All except the first and most crucial part.’


‘The body.’


He nods.


‘I need a drink, and dinner. You want to join me?’ I ask.


He checks his watch.


‘Sure. The real action doesn’t start until eleven thirty.’




Chapter 10


My first year on the job, first year in Dingwall, we had one of those cases that all police officers hate: the missing teenager. Teenagers go missing every day of course. They stay out, they come back a couple of days later; they run off, they never come back. The parents come to the police, and what can we do? Sometimes, they won’t even come to the police, because they don’t want the police to know the reason why their child ran off in the first place. You make a judgement every time, as soon as the missing person is reported. Sit tight and wait for them to crawl back from the pub; talk with the parents and establish why exactly their child might currently be sitting on the bus to London; or face the music, the instant knowledge that something’s happened. Go to the press, let them know, hope they buy into it, because on this occasion you need their help.


Now, just because you’re asking the media for help doesn’t mean you have to have even the slightest respect for them. The media are like cats. They do what they want, when they want. They might give you the impression that they’re on your side occasionally, that you have some element of control over them, but in reality, you’re nothing to them other than dinner. The media will help the police if and when it suits them.


I think that time, back in Dingwall, was a slow news cycle. The usual calamities overseas, but nothing much happening in Scotland. Added to that, however, was that the missing teenager was seventeen, female and attractive.


If you believed nothing but the newspapers you’d think the vast majority of people who go missing in Britain are good-looking teenage girls. The reality, of course, which we all know, is that those are the ones the editors want because those are the ones the public likes to hear about.


Our girl, Abby, fit the bill. And I knew right from the off. She hadn’t run away, she wasn’t still draped over the end of the bar in the Ceilidh Place in Ullapool. Felt it in the first hour. Walked into the house to talk to the mum, dad and younger brother, and I could feel the crushing weight of sadness.


Not from the family though. They weren’t sad. Not yet. They were still at the panicking stage. Panic and fear, coupled with some sense that by reacting this way, hopefully it would turn out to be unnecessary, that at any minute their daughter would be walking in the front door, and they could be relieved and laugh about it and apologise to the police.


The crushing weight of sadness came from Abby herself. I could feel it everywhere. She was still in the house. Some part of her, at least, was still in the house. And if she wasn’t physically there, then it meant she was dead, and her spirit had come home to be with her family. To mourn her own passing.


I got no more than that. I couldn’t ask her what had happened or where we might find her body. I couldn’t physically see her. It was just the sense of her, so strong that I was surprised that no one else could feel it. I didn’t ask, of course, but I could tell. No one else looked like I felt. The family were still that stressed, horrible, jumble of dread and hope.


We identified the killer shortly afterwards, and I mean, twenty minutes afterwards. Identifying usually doesn’t take long. Building a case is where the time goes.


She’d had one boyfriend in her life; they had split up three months previously. Her decision. I went round to talk to him. He’d already shut down. He had to expect that the police would be at his door as soon as she was reported missing. He’d been dumped, and no matter how amicable the parents made it sound – and not for a second did they implicate him, as the only time they sounded upset with Abby was at the thought of her ending her relationship with this kid they were very fond of – that’s your motive right there.


Some seventeen-year-olds might be capable of the cool lie. Not many, I wouldn’t think, but some will be. The ones who are true sociopaths. Everyone else though is going to give themselves away, and the only way to avoid doing that is to shut down. Completely.


The boyfriend could barely speak. He looked me in the eye, but his eyes were dead. He gave nothing away, except that he gave everything away. He didn’t look like he was in shock, he looked like he was trying not to talk.


There was no satisfactory conclusion, on any level. We found Abby’s body in a small burn beyond Evanton. Not concealed particularly well. Bruises on her arms, bruises on her legs. She’d been raped and strangled. We can’t say what the boyfriend had been thinking because he never admitted it. He stayed shut down. Never spoke in court, never answered a single question. We had the evidence from her body. We had DNA. We had fingerprints. We had the e-mails he’d been sending her. There was no question.


The last time I was in Abby’s house the place was enveloped in sadness, but now it was everyone, and it was everywhere. So much grief, it was hard to tell if she was still there, seeking solace with her family, bereft.


That’s what the rest of their time on earth will be. A time of mourning. Their daughter is dead, and their lives will never be the same. I see these people around town today sometimes, seven years later. They haven’t recovered now, and they never will.




Chapter 11


Standing on deck as the ferry moves slowly past the Estonian coast towards the Bay of Tallinn. Kuusk beside me, a cigarette in his right hand. We’re in the No Smoking section, but no one seems to care.


Low, grey cloud. Moisture in the air, but not raining. Bitingly cold. I don’t have the clothes for this weather. One of the consequences of packing in haste. I thought, we’re pretty far north in Dingwall, Tallinn probably won’t be too much different. Apart from being a couple of hundred miles out, it was a stupid assumption anyway, Britain being warmer in November than just about everywhere of equivalent latitude on the continental masses.


Wearing a short blue jacket, three layers underneath, hands thrust in pockets, suitcase on the deck beside me.


The great white hulls of the ferries in dock are the first we see of Tallinn, and then the few towers and spires emerge from the murk.


‘Bad day, or is it always like this?’ I ask.


Kuusk smiles, takes a final puff of the smoke and then flicks it over the side.


‘It’s November. The most miserable month. Days are short, weather is cold and wet. The suicide rate soars. Everyone is sad.’


‘You’re talking it up.’


‘It’s better when the snow comes. Sometime in December through to April, there’ll be snow on the ground. The place looks a little better. At least in the parks and on the roofs. Not so much on the roads. They just get to looking dirtier. Dirty snow is as depressing as this.’


The boat has turned, and suddenly the port is appearing quickly out of the gloom.


‘So, what’s with you?’ he asks. ‘You’re a tough one to fathom.’


‘What d’you mean?’


‘I’ve read the stories. All these maverick British cops. They all have something. Drugs, alcohol, women . . . What’s with you?’


‘I don’t think I’m a maverick. I’m just a guy.’


‘You don’t drink?’


‘Wine. A little bit. Can quite happily go a week without it.’


‘Drugs?’


‘Never.’


‘Women?’


Shrug.


‘Last one was pretty awful, so I’ve steered clear for a while. Someone’ll come along eventually, I expect. Most women I meet seem to be married with kids.’
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