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Who does not dream of stone and sea


The depths below and the wild skies above?


William Pageant (1920)
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Monster House


It all started when Dr Brian Robertson, retired GP, enthusiastic amateur ecologist and self-confessed cryptid aficionado, stumbled over a dead sheep a few kilometres west of the town of Mintlaw, Aberdeenshire. Normally, because they are famously geniuses at finding inventive ways of getting themselves killed, a dead sheep does not cause much concern beyond irritation in the farmer and speculation as to whether it can be disposed of off the books to avoid costs.


This, however, was a weird death even by sheep standards. It was difficult to tell the precise cause, what with the sheep’s organs being spread over quite a wide area, but it looked to Brian as if something had taken a bite out of its belly. Something with a mouth the size and cutting power of a bear trap. So he took a series of photographs, bagged as much of the remains as he could stand, and sent an email to an old friend of his who worked in London. When Brian had known him at Edinburgh Medical School he was plain old Ian Meikle, but then he’d got religion and a medical degree and taken to styling himself Dr Abdul Haqq Walid, FRCP, AFSW.


Dr Walid had thanked him for the pictures and said if Brian could stand to send him some samples, he’d be very grateful. Spring rolled around into summer, and while Brian had kept an eye out for any further attacks, he heard nothing more from his old friend and assumed that there had been nothing unusual about the dead sheep at all.


So he was a little surprised when, late one evening in July, he looked out of his window to find a vintage Jag, a bright orange Ford Focus ST and a heavily customised VW California camper van unsuccessfully attempting to cram into his driveway. He flung open his front door to find Abdul standing on the step. Beside him was a young coloured girl wearing a fox stole.


‘Good evening, Brian,’ said Abdul. ‘I’m sorry about dropping in so unexpectedly, but the decision to come up was made last minute.’


‘It’s lovely to see you all the same,’ said Brian, and was about to ask the girl’s name when he realised that the ‘stole’ she was wearing was in fact a live fox – and a large one at that.


‘This is Abigail,’ said Abdul.


‘Delighted to meet you, Abigail,’ said Brian. ‘Would you like some tea?’


At that, the fox lifted its head and gave Brian an enthusiastic stare.


‘Will there be cheese puffs?’ it asked.


Before we continue, I’d like to point out that a) none of this was my fault and b) ultimately the impact on overall North Sea oil production was pretty minimal. I’m a dad now, so I don’t go looking for trouble the way I used to. What had happened was that Abdul decided to spend his annual leave in Aberdeenshire to check out continuing reports of ‘big cat’ attacks on livestock. My boss, Nightingale, who said he hadn’t done any proper hunting since the 1930s, volunteered to join him, and could his youngest apprentice, Abigail, accompany them?


‘It will be useful for her to see how magic operates outside an urban environment,’ he said.


And where Abigail goes these days, a fox is not far behind.


And it might have stayed bizarre but manageable if my better half and the love of my life hadn’t decided that a Scottish holiday was just the thing for her, our twin two-year-old daughters, and me.


Which meant my mum demanded that she be included for babysitting purposes and, because my dad cannot be left unsupervised, he rode up in the back of the modified VW California, serenading the twins from custom sliding back seats with location-specific solos on his trumpet. Since he was coming up anyway, my mum figured that my dad might as well make a splash on Aberdeen’s small but perfectly formed jazz scene.


So somewhere, probably just south of Perth, was an ancient Transit van containing his band, Lord Grant’s Irregulars, and their brand-new manager Zachary Palmer, making its way inexorably towards us.


I was hoping for serious delays.


Dr Brian Robertson was a tall, gangly white man with sharp features, small blue eyes and a thatch of hair that had obviously grown bored of being grey and was busily turning white. He lived west of Mintlaw in what was less of a barn conversion than an old agricultural building that was slowly evolving into a combination retirement bungalow and ecological laboratory. I noted at least three types of building materials, including what looked like granite blocks in the walls, but the roof appeared to have been replaced with modern slate, like so many of the local bungalows I’d seen driving up.


There was a caravan site across the road, which we offered to stop at, but Brian assured us that we were welcome to make camp in his garden. This proved to be the last vestiges of the farmland attached to the barn. Immediately behind the house was a terrace and formal garden, while the rest of the area formed a meadow that ran thirty metres to the woods that bounded the property. The grass had been mowed recently and a tarpaulin-shrouded roll of hay awaited pickup by the drive.


Brian said he had a farmer friend who mowed it for him in return for the hay. He offered the spare room to Mum and Dad, but they elected to stay in the camper van.


‘It reminds me of when we were on the road,’ my mum said, and my dad had laughed.


‘Not that our van then was half as nice as this,’ said my dad. ‘And we had to share with the drummer.’


‘You papa ein me not bein’ say natin. We set we mot,’’ said my mum, which I considered to be too much information.


Me, Bev and the twins glammed it up in a huge family tent complete with inflatable poles, double air mattress, folding table and a blow-up playpen. Despite not having any pesky poles, setting up was delayed as my beloved ‘surveyed’ the back garden to locate the optimal location.


‘We don’t want to get waterlogged if it rains,’ she said.


Nightingale pitched his surprisingly modern pop-up tent between us and the house, while Abigail pitched hers at the bottom of the garden with the door facing the woods. Presumably so that Indigo the fox could sneak about to her heart’s content. Once our tent was up, the twins ran around in circles for five minutes before dropping like sacks of sugar onto the air mattress and going to sleep.


After nearly twenty hours on the road, I was ready to join them, but Brian invited us in for supper, so we left Indigo to watch over the kids, with the promise we’d return with snacks, and went inside. Two things were immediately obvious: Brian mostly lived in his kitchen, and he’d used the grace period while we were setting up the tents to hurriedly tidy the place. He’d cleared enough of his scarred oak table for us to sit around it and eat, once we’d brought in some camp chairs.


I half expected an Aga, but Brian had installed an ecologically sound modern electric cooker which was wedged into a granite work surface that morphed abruptly at one end into what looked suspiciously to me like the wooden benches you find in school chemistry labs.


‘It’s probably best if you think of that side of the kitchen as being more akin to a laboratory,’ said Brian, who was still heaving piles of books and paper off the table and onto the work surfaces at that end when we came in. My mum was eyeing the clutter with a dangerously professional eye, but Dad, who never sleeps while travelling, was getting unsteady in his chair, so she concentrated on him. I wondered how long that would last.


Supper was toasted cheese sandwiches supplemented by rice and cassava my mum had packed, and the snacks left over from the journey up. I managed to stay awake right up to the point where Brian cracked open a bottle of whisky and poured us all a dram.


‘Ah,’ said Abdul waving away the bottle, ‘the good stuff.’


I’m not a whisky expert, but it went down fiery while simultaneously cleaning out my sinuses – but in a nice way. My dad declined, so I split his glass between me and Beverley, and as a result we both fell onto the mattress beside the twins and went out like a light. Until three in the morning, when the twins woke up and had to be changed into their pyjama onesies and resettled.


Being a parent of two-year-olds means never having to set your alarm clock. Inspired by the ridiculously early sunrise you get up north, the twins woke their parents through the time-honoured tradition of jumping up and down on us until sleep was impossible. Fortunately, having a river goddess for a partner meant she could do their early morning bath without getting out of bed. While the twins bobbed about in their individual floating globes of water, I went out to get the coffee in.


Nightingale and Brian were already up.


Brian pointed out that it was going to be a glorious day and that, this being north-east Scotland where glorious days were in short supply even in summer, I should definitely take advantage and hit the beach. Sounded like good advice, so Beverley and me threw the twins and a picnic in the back of the Asbo and headed for the sea.


Beverley had picked out a beach at a place called Rattray Head, and I faithfully followed the GPS for twenty minutes before turning off into a narrow lane. Around us, the land was flat and covered in wide fields of short yellowing grass. Silage or hay, according to Bev, who said they mowed early up here on account of the short summer. We continued on under a wide blue sky, past a ruined church and isolated farmhouse, at which point my poor Asbo started bumping along an unmetalled farm track.


I mentioned to Beverley that it seemed a bit excessively unspoilt, and she snorted.


‘If we wanted crowds we could have gone to Southend,’ she said.


We topped a low rise and suddenly the horizon ahead was fringed with dark blue. Even the twins, who up until then had been engaged in competitive yodelling, shut up and made excited gurgling noises.


A couple more random bends and we arrived at a makeshift car park behind a two-storey blockhouse of a building which had once serviced the offshore lighthouse, but was now, Beverley said, an eco-hostel. Somebody had parked a motorhome in the corner – probably as a cheap alternative to the eco-friendly accommodation.


We could hear the sea, but our view was blocked by three-metre dunes sprouting tufts of the unimaginatively named European beach grass.


‘Ammophila arenaria,’ said Bev, who likes to remind me that I’m not the only one who can attach obscure Latin tags to things. Then she loaded me down with the half a ton of kit apparently required to take kids to the seaside, and we schlepped over the dunes. At least there was a cool breeze when we reached the crest and saw the sea, restless and turquoise, stretching out like the end of the world.


Beverley gave beach and sea a professional once-over.


‘Tide is coming in,’ she said, and pointed to a third of the way to the water. ‘We should be OK there.’


The Goddess of the River Thames, Beverley’s mother, claims to have forgotten her birth name. She says that she abandoned it when she gave herself to the river back in the fifties. Despite a bit of surreptitious digging on my part, we know little of her life beyond what she has told us – that she was a trainee nurse from Nigeria. But you don’t have to spend more than five minutes around her or her daughters to twig that she was raised a Yoruba.


And they have some particular conventions when it comes to twins.


The first out is always called Taiwo – the one who tasted the world first. The bold child. The second is always named Kehinde – the one who waited to see what was what. The cautious one. So it was a bit ironic that, of the pair, it was Kehinde who took one look at the sea and made a break for it. She had some legs on her, too, because she’d made it all the way to the surf before I caught her and hoisted her up, legs kicking, into my arms. I heard a rhythmic thumping behind me and disengaged my right arm so I could scoop up Taiwo, who was trying to sneak past while I was distracted. I hoisted a twin onto each hip and jiggled them to make them giggle. They were getting heavy – I wasn’t going to be able to lift both of them for much longer.


‘Bath,’ called Taiwo, arms wide, ‘bath, bath, bath, bath.’


‘Big bath,’ said Kehinde, who was the intellectual of the pair.


‘Sea,’ I said. ‘That’s the sea.’


‘Monster,’ said Taiwo, and pointed at the lighthouse that reared out of the waves.


‘Lighthouse,’ I said. It was a classic cylindrical white tower, albeit a stumpy one, mounted on a cone-shaped stone base.


‘Monster house,’ said Kehinde.


I carried them back towards their mother, both girls squirming to keep their eyes on the sea. Beverley had laid out a blanket, erected the wind and sunshades, and had the twins’ wetsuits waiting. She was already sealed into her own blue and red suit with the hood up to cover her hair.


‘You get them ready,’ she said. ‘I’m just going to check it’s safe.’


We watched as she ran into the sea, dived forward and vanished. Back home Beverley can submerge for hours, swim the length of minor rivers that you’d swear were only ten centimetres deep, and do other things that make me think she may not be entirely under the water. At least not in a mundane sense. But being a genius loci, the spirit of a locality, means her power fades the further she gets from her river’s catchment area.


‘And the sea,’ she says, ‘has a different set of rules.’


So I worry a little bit more when she swims in the sea.


‘Yeah,’ she says when I bring this up. ‘Remember that worry the next time you do something brave and noble in the line of duty.’


She surfaced halfway to the lighthouse, and turned and waved before diving under again. I didn’t see where she went after that because Kehinde made another break for the water, and I had to trap her with my leg as I finished dressing her sister. By the time I’d finished Beverley was doing her Bond girl impression, emerging from the surf with her hips swaying from side to side.


Although I noticed she was also breathing heavily. When she reached me, she slumped down on the blanket and fell on to her back, still panting.


‘That was way more tiring than I was expecting it to be,’ she said. ‘Much harder than off Southend.’ She sat up again and pulled the water flask from its shady spot behind the cooler. ‘I was actually getting worried on the home stretch.’ She gulped down water and then looked back out towards the lighthouse – eyes narrowed.


‘You should be more careful,’ I said.


‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Maybe I should.’


‘Anyone in the lighthouse?’


‘Nah, it’s automated,’ she said. Which was not really what I meant.


‘Anyone else, though?’


She shrugged.


‘If they wanted a chat, they would have made themselves known.’


Which, to me, implied that Bev had half expected someone to do just that.


Once she’d recovered we took the twins out for a swim. Or rather, I supervised while Kehinde played tag with the wavelets and Bev kept a close eye on Taiwo, who seemed determined to drown herself in the breakers. When they got bored with that, we put them on our shoulders and did water jousting. Once we reckoned they were sufficiently worn out, we trooped back up to where our stuff was spread on the beach and broke open lunch. Beverley stuck her hand in the cooler and refroze the ice water in the bottom.


‘That still works, then?’ I asked.


‘Sort of,’ she said. ‘But up here it’s harder and slower.’ Then she flicked me and the twins with freezing water, so that the girls shrieked and ran around in circles until I enticed them back to the blanket with tuna sandwiches, cut into squares, and carrot sticks. The moment the food came out the gulls arrived, and were only kept at bay by flicking carrot sticks down the beach for them to squabble over.


After lunch it warmed up enough to strip off the wetsuits and sunbathe while the twins napped in the shade of the umbrella. We were slapping on the sunscreen when a scruffy yellow Labrador bounded over the dunes to sniff at Bev’s BGF-Factor-30-covered hands before racing off down the beach. There it fell in with a pair of windsurfers – the first people we’d seen all day.


Unlike the twins, I found it difficult to settle. There was something desolate about the emptiness of the beach. The monotonous wash of the waves, unbroken by screaming kids and overheated parents, made me weirdly restless, so instead of lying down next to Bev I went for a stroll. From the top of the nearest dune I could see the car park, where the Asbo had been joined by half a dozen other vehicles. There were windsurfers out beyond the breakwaters and the rocks – red, blue and green triangles flitting across the waves. As I watched, one went arse over tit. I kept an eye on them until they righted their board and started up again. You could tell where other picnickers were by the way the gulls wheeled above them. Not counting the resting windsurfers, I spotted three couples and two families evenly spread along the beach.


The scruffy Labrador came bounding back across the sand, did a little dance around me, and skidded down the side of a dune to join its owners as they carried their sailboards back towards the car park.


I heard the distinctive happy cry of a pair of two-year-olds who have awoken to find themselves unsupervised, and picked my way down to grab them before disaster struck.


Beverley decided that it was warm enough to swim without the wetsuits. The water was still freezing, but at least the twins wore themselves out and fell asleep in the car. They stayed that way all the way back to Brian’s house.


We arrived to find my mum had cleaned the kitchen while we were away.


‘I told her not to bother herself,’ said Brian. ‘But we came back to find it like this.’ He had the look of a man who no longer knew, for sure, where his tea towel was – I knew the feeling. My mum has a platonic ideal of a tidy kitchen in her head and will impose it on any kitchen she cleans, regardless of the owner’s preferences. This may explain why my mum mainly does commercial buildings these days.


At least she hadn’t started cooking yet although, judging by the two-kilo sack of basmati rice sitting on the counter, it was only a matter of time.


We ate out on the terrace, where we could keep an eye on the twins as they explored the garden. Brian and Abdul had picked up a takeaway from the local bakery, the better to introduce us to traditional Scottish fast food. There was a selection of pies, including one that was filled with macaroni and cheese which, once I’d added sufficient chilli sauce, worked really well. The twins had chicken pie and mashed potato – what Brian called ‘chappit tatties’ – some of which even went in their mouths. Dad had the mince pie and Beverley, Brian and Abdul had steak, steak and macaroni.


‘I was going to fetch some Irn-Bru,’ said Abdul. ‘But I can’t stand the stuff personally.’


Indigo snaffled up a mince pie, an egg and, at Abigail’s insistence, some of the leftover carrot sticks.


‘I admit I’m a little put out that you never told me about the foxes,’ said Brian as we finished off with coffee. This far north, sunset was late, but the colour of the sky was deepening and the shadows lengthened amongst the trees at the end of the garden.


‘To be honest,’ said Abdul, ‘I’ve got so used to them I stopped thinking of them as cryptids.’


‘Really?’ said Brian. ‘Do you think they’ve spread up here as well?’


As one, Abdul, Brian and me turned to look at Indigo, who was curled up on a warm patch on top of the patio wall.


‘Indigo,’ asked Abdul, ‘do you have compatriots up here?’


‘You know we never discuss operational deployments,’ said Indigo, which I reckoned meant yes.


After we put the twins to bed, I asked how the first day’s big cat hunting had gone.


‘When hunting,’ said Nightingale, ‘you always start with the known.’


Which was why Brian had taken them to the location where he’d found the half-eaten sheep.


‘I had a friend at Edinburgh Zoo estimate the mouth shape,’ said Brian, and showed us an image on his tablet. It looked like the sort of diagram the dentist shows you when they’re thinking of drilling – although whoever owned this mouth would probably require something more than a local anaesthetic. Assuming you wanted to keep your hands attached to your wrists.


‘Robust canines,’ said Abdul. ‘Slicing teeth in the cheeks. Did your friend think it was a panther?’


‘Yes,’ said Brian. ‘But she was sure it was a hoax.’


Because while big cat sightings are common, big cat scat – that’s hunter-speak for cat shit – is suspiciously thin on the ground.


‘Although I believe the Chiltern deposit was verified,’ said Nightingale.


‘But no scat today?’ I asked.


‘Not a sniff,’ said Indigo.


‘And you should know,’ said Abigail, who was idly brushing the vixen’s tail.


The kill site had been to the west, on the edge of Loudon Wood. Brian was certain the sheep had been dragged there by the owner of the big mouth. A cat Brian’s zoologist had reluctantly estimated to weigh at least eighty kilos and be a metre and a half long – not counting the tail.


‘There were no sheep pastured nearby,’ he said.


‘We did a preliminary sweep,’ said Nightingale, and in the woods they had found the bones and other remains of squirrel, badger and deer. Possible signs of predation, but no cat poo.


‘The sheep attack was six months ago,’ said Abdul. ‘The scat could have been subsumed by the environment.’


‘We’ll widen the search tomorrow,’ said Nightingale.


I woke suddenly in the middle of the night, suffering that weird dislocation you get when you sleep in a strange place. I ran down the new parents’ paranoia checklist – no choking, crying, or smell of baby scat, burning or Calor Gas. On the other hand, if I listened carefully I could just hear the pair of them breathing. Satisfied that I was able to stay tucked up with my nice warm river goddess, I refocused on the chatting I could hear outside.


‘Were you always a fox?’ I recognised Brian’s voice.


‘What else would I be?’ That would be Indigo. I wondered if Abigail was also awake.


‘You might have been born human and transformed into a fox.’


‘Is that possible?’ There was an eager curiosity in Indigo’s voice. These talking foxes think they’re spies and live to gather intelligence – especially where it relates to themselves.


‘There are stories,’ said Brian. ‘Of people that turn into foxes and vice versa. I believe they’re common in Japan and China.’


‘Can you tell me the stories?’ asked Indigo.


‘Not off the top of my head, but I’m sure I can find you some books.’ He hesitated. ‘Can you read?’


‘Of course,’ said Indigo. ‘Can’t write, though – the keys are too small. You said vice versa? Can foxes turn into humans?’


‘The Japanese think so,’ said Brian. ‘They believe that all foxes, if they live long enough, gain the power to transform into humans.’


‘All foxes?’


‘All.’


‘Wouldn’t they be very small humans?’


‘How do you …? Oh, I see,’ said Brian. ‘Perhaps they grow bigger when they change.’


Indigo made a sceptical noise deep in her throat.


‘Do you have any brothers and sisters—’ started Brian, but Indigo cut him off.


‘How old do you think I would have to be?’ she asked.


‘To do what?’


‘To turn into a human.’


‘I don’t know,’ said Brian. ‘But if you do transform, you must promise to come visit me and tell me that story.’


I think they talked about something else after that, but I must have gone back to sleep.


The next morning we found Indigo in the kitchen, sitting on a stool and staring at a tablet propped up against a pile of books. Amazingly, a plate of mini sausage rolls sat uneaten on the table beside her.


‘Next page,’ she said, and I realised she was wearing a specially adapted microphone headset. I’d seen some of the foxes wearing these headsets before, but it had never occurred to me that they might use them to run electronic gear. This seemed to me to be a bad idea. I could just about cope with the foxes being all John Le Carré, but if they went full Mission Impossible, fuck knew where that was going to end. I asked what she was reading.


‘Low Intensity Operations: Subversion, Insurgency and Peacekeeping,’ she said.


‘Any good?’


‘There’s some wicked stuff about conducting counter-insurgency operations amongst a hostile population.’


So me and Beverley left Indigo to her light holiday reading and whisked the twins back to the seaside, only this time to Cruden Bay. It was another beautiful beach, only with a golf course instead of sand dunes and, more importantly, shops that sold ice creams, flotation rings, buckets and spades. Not only were there a ton of other families on the beach, but also, when Beverley got bored of making friends, there was a nearby castle to explore. Between the swimming, the chatting and the castle, the twins were even more worn out than the previous day, so that evening me and Bev had an opportunity for some, very quiet, shagging.
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Beach Boulevard


You don’t ever get a lie-in with two-year-olds, but you can have a leisurely morning if you prepare enough distractions. Thus, half an hour spent secreting ‘treasures’ around the garden netted two hours of lounging around while Beverley drove the Asbo to Peterhead and the nearest Morrisons. Brian had been called into the Aberdeen Royal Infirmary to look at something ‘interesting’ and had taken Abdul with him. So, what with Nightingale, Abigail and Indigo out big cat hunting, we had the garden to ourselves. This allowed Kehinde the opportunity to see if she could eat a worm – I stopped her just in time – and Taiwo to burrow into a bush with small pink flowers. This gave me an excuse to pump up the paddling pool we’d bought from London, and hose the twins clean. Unfortunately, when their mum came home I was dragooned into bringing in the shopping, and they took advantage of the distraction to escape naked into the grass and get covered in mud again. This got them hosed down for a second time, then moisturised, dressed and made presentable enough to make the inevitable lunchtime food fight satisfactorily messy. Satisfactory from the twins’ point of view, obviously – not ours. Beverley cleaned their faces, but declared that they might as well get muckier before they got washed again.


That afternoon, it was my job to drive my mum and dad into Aberdeen for Dad’s first gig. Both my parents were as excited as the twins had been at the seaside. My dad loves to play to an audience and Mum loves to be in that audience when he plays. As relationships go, it’s about as dysfunctional as it sounds, and has given my shrink hours of entertainment. She keeps asking whether we couldn’t do a family session, but I suspect she’s only looking to get an academic paper out of it.


I’ve been out driving in the sticks enough times to know to never charge through the centre of a strange town – however seductively straight the route looks. Instead, I followed the satnav to the west of the city centre – across the river Don – where the city greeted me with a massive graveyard before spinning me through a roundabout and down a dual carriageway lined with bungalows.


There was a burst of corporate offices and characterless modern luxury housing blocks before what I was beginning to think of as the typical granite semi reasserted itself. The granite theme continued as we turned west down a narrower main road lined with ornate grey Victorian terraces and the accoutrements of an indisputably posh suburb.


Zachary Palmer, band manager, wide boy and possibly a goblin – although we don’t use the G-word in the Metropolitan Police – had boasted that he’d ligged somewhere better than a five-star hotel. Given Zach’s slippery relationship with the actualité I’d managed my expectations downward, right up until I turned into a driveway and was confronted with a genuine two-storey mansion with an extension forming a half courtyard, hidden amongst its own grounds and screened by mature trees. The windows looked Georgian, but with Victorian embellishments around the roof and an overlay of Arts and Crafts around the doors and the wing extension.


Anyone can have a big house in the countryside. Something this big in a built-up area, even if it was a suburb, said serious money. I was instantly suspicious.


‘This is a bit grand,’ said my dad.


It had to be the right place. My dad’s drummer James Lochrane’s grotty blue Transit was parked outside, and I pulled up next to it. I’d only just climbed out when Zach exploded out of the front door.


‘At last,’ he said. ‘The talent is here.’


Zach was a tall, skinny white man in his twenties, with a thin face, a big mouth and a mop of unruly brown hair that he’d recently taken to gelling into submission and sweeping back from his forehead. It made him look like a particularly streamlined ferret.


‘You’re going to love this place,’ he said.


And it was impressive. As he led us through the courtyard door, I saw that it wasn’t made of brick but from granite blocks covered in white lime harling, which is Scotland’s answer to pebble-dashing. There was probably a grander entrance somewhere, but like a working farmhouse, life here passed in and out of the back door.


‘You had the key to this place, right?’ I asked, because Zach could pretty much open any mechanical lock using a hairpin and what I suspected was a bit of innate magical larceny.


‘Oh yeah,’ he said. ‘It’s totally kosher. We’re officially house-sitting.’


We went through a vestibule lined with dark wood coat and boot racks and into the warm, red-tiled kitchen.


Disappointingly, this was your bog-standard expensive kitchen designed to be clean, airy and as characterless as a TV studio set. There were used plates scattered on the breakfast bar, and at least three jam and two peanut butter jars with their lids off by the Nespresso machine. Not even extreme wealth can resist the combined entropic effect of Zachary Palmer and travelling jazz musicians.


‘Proper, innit?’ said Zach, even as my mum eyed the mess and frowned. ‘It has two kitchens,’ he said, leading us through a series of small hallways with whitewashed plaster walls. ‘But best of all …’


We stepped into a long room with large bay windows. There, a black baby grand took pride of place, angled so the pianist could look out onto the lawn and tall boundary trees beyond. The floor was a fine but well-used herringbone parquet, black leather sofas were ranged against the walls, each with its own glass-topped coffee table. Amplifiers, speakers and an antique reel-to-reel recorder were neatly stacked on recessed white shelving in the dove-grey walls. Gleaming brass music stands sprouted like saplings in the empty centre of the room.


‘Belongs to a famous rock star whose name I am sworn not to reveal,’ said Zach, and pointed to a row of pale rectangles ranged along the wall – missing picture frames.


I must have looked blank, because Zach sighed.


‘That’s where all the platinum records go,’ he said.


‘Has he got a lot of platinum, then?’ I said.


‘Don’t know,’ said Zach. ‘I don’t like his stuff.’


Behind me, I heard a click as my father unfastened his trumpet case.


‘This will do nicely,’ he said.


‘Does this rock legend know you’re here?’ I asked.


‘Sure,’ said Zach far too quickly.


‘He doesn’t, does he?’


My dad walked into the pool of sunshine beside the piano and lifted his trumpet to his lips. My mum sat demurely on the nearest sofa and watched him as he ran up and down some preliminary scales. I dragged Zach out into the hallway.


‘Does he?’ I said.


‘Relax,’ said Zach. ‘He pays a retainer to a servicing company. They come in once a week to restock and arrange any cleaning and repairs.’


‘Aren’t they going to notice?’


‘Ah, that’s the genius bit, innit?’ said Zach as my father launched into ‘My Funny Valentine’. ‘They’re paid to be discreet and not ask questions. Just as long as we give them a wide berth when they visit and don’t burn the place down, they’re just going to see it as show business as usual.’


‘Where’s the band?’ I asked.


The band, aka Lord Grant’s Irregulars, were in town scoping out the venue and doing a sound check with the engineer/roadie that Zach had employed for the tour. No doubt under false pretences.


‘You need to be careful,’ I said. ‘This is Scotland – I don’t have any juice up here. So if you get into trouble you’re on your own.’


And because the universe prizes irony above all other things, that’s when I got the phone call from Abdul.


‘There’s something I want you to look at,’ he said.


‘At the hospital?’ I asked.


‘At the mortuary,’ he said, and gave me directions.


It’s one thing to know that Aberdeen is called the Granite City, it’s another to get an eyeful of what that nickname actually means. I drove past kilometres of terraced Victorian and Edwardian houses, only what would have been built, on the southern floodplains of home, out of sensible brick was here constructed of blocks of granite. Big blocks of granite. You wouldn’t want to carry them up a ladder on a hod; you certainly wouldn’t want to risk standing underneath.


The occasional terraced house was coated with white harling or ugly brown pebble-dash but mostly it was a natural grey. Where the sunlight caught it, it sparkled. But in the shadows, it looked like footage from an old black-and-white documentary. By the time I turned onto Union Street I would have been willing to accept some modernist multicoloured monstrosity in the Stacked Tupperware school of architecture just to break up the monotony. I had plenty of time to look around as the traffic slowed to a crawl.


Aberdeen was much less white than I’d imagined, although there was plenty of skimmed milk skin on display in the afternoon sunshine. There were young women in short shorts and halter tops pushing prams and sunning pink muffin tops, while dangerously sunburned young men who had stripped to the waist, the better to show off swirls of tattoos, strutted past.


I spotted a pair of definitely African young men waiting at a bus stop, and a smartly dressed middle-aged woman in a yellow and black headscarf striding purposefully towards the entrance to a shopping centre. Seeing them, I felt a tiny bit of a tension, that I hadn’t known I was holding, unwind.


There was a sign strung across the road that urged Aberdonians to rediscover the delights that existed on their doorstep. Past that was a series of monumental buildings so encrusted with Gothic towers, crenellations and pointed window arches that I nearly missed my turn-off.


Unlike London, Aberdeen’s mortuary was directly attached to the city’s police station. This was your typical graceless seven-storey stack of dirty grey Lego bricks built to express the spirit of joie de vivre that permeated the mid-1970s. Mind you, unlike London, the shabby grey concrete façade, brutalist annexes and walkways fitted well with the granite sternness of old Aberdeen. If they’d only thought to add a few turrets, you wouldn’t have been able to see the join.


Following Abdul’s instructions, I avoided the visitor’s car park, drove around the back of the mortuary proper, past a No Unauthorised Access sign, and tucked the Asbo into one of a trio of spots around the corner. Then, on the assumption that Aberdeen’s traffic division had been as thoroughly gutted as the Met’s, I went and found the pedestrian entrance. This turned out to be a steel fire door with a keypad intercom and matching CCTV camera for extra security. This is typical. Mortuary staff are paranoid about random members of the public sneaking in and interfering with their ‘clients’ – apparently it’s a lot more common than is comfortable to think about. Stealing corpses is only the start of it, but it only becomes my problem if the ‘clients’ walk out under their own steam.


I rang, and a knackered-sounding Dalek with, weirdly, a London accent, asked me who I was. When I identified myself, the cockney Dalek laughed, said, ‘The more the merrier,’ and buzzed me in.


I could tell from the smell that the Aberdeen mortuary was probably overdue a refurbishment, a deep clean and good going-over with a flamethrower. As a result, the usual smell of decay hidden under layers of disinfectant had long since spread to the outer rooms. The attendant must have seen my reaction, because he informed me that they’d been waiting years to get new premises.


‘The whole building is a bit of nightmare,’ he said.


As I was directed to the pathology lab proper, I caught a reek of coastal decay, the same seaweed, dead fish and salt water that I’d expected but didn’t get from Rattray Head. I was getting it now even through my face mask as I swished my way through a pair of double doors and into the lab.


Seven figures, swathed like me in noddy suits, turned to look at me. I thought I detected a bit of frowning hostility, but what with the face masks, the eye protectors and the hoods drawn tight, it was hard to tell.


‘Afternoon,’ I said cheerfully.


‘Ah, Peter,’ said a familiar voice – Abdul. ‘You’re here, excellent.’ He ushered me over and introduced me to the procurator fiscal, the deputy procurator fiscal, a DCI Mason from the Major Investigation Team, an anatomical pathology technician, the photographer, a second corroborating pathologist – as required by Scottish Law – and Brian. All totally anonymous in their Tyvek suits. I really hoped I wasn’t going to be expected to put names to faces afterwards.


And hidden behind them was today’s ‘client’, although I could smell him already.


‘Is this entirely necessary?’ said one of the figures – a man, possibly the Deputy Procurator Fiscal. ‘How many more of these “experts” are we going to have to wait for?’ You could hear the quote marks either side of ‘experts’.


‘Better to be certain we know what we’re dealing with here,’ said the pathologist, who had one of those posh Scottish accents you hear reading the news on Radio 4.


‘What is it you want me to look at?’ I asked, before the man possibly known as the Deputy Procurator Fiscal could raise another objection.


The wall of Tyvek parted as the crowd shuffled around to give me access to the cutting table.


It was a man. His skin was very pale but the cast of his nose and mouth looked vaguely Eurasian, although the eyes lacked an epicanthic fold. He was plump and streamlined, his body hairless except for the short black fuzz on his head. The autopsy was obviously complete, the classic Y-shaped incision sewn up with thick black thread. His skin was mottled by bruising across his chest, arms, thighs and groin. He’d lived with them long enough for them to have turned purple with yellow fringes – two to three days, at a guess.


As I approached, the smell of seaweed and salt water grew more intense until I realised that it was not actually a physical smell. It was a vestigium – the trace left behind by magic. I didn’t really need to get any closer to know that the supernatural was involved.


There was a deep puncture wound in his stomach a few centimetres left of his belly button. The blade, if it had been a blade, must have been unusually thick, and the edges of the wound were ragged in a way I’d never seen before.


‘There’s another one there,’ said Abdul and pointed a gloved hand to another wound in the man’s side – just below his armpit. Despite the width of the wound, it didn’t look very deep.


‘Is that the cause of death?’ I asked.


There was a long uneasy silence as the masked anonymous figures looked at each other before the pathologist sighed and shook her head.


‘That’s unclear,’ she said. ‘He was admitted into Foresterhill at 02.03 last Saturday with severe bruising and puncture wounds to the chest and torso. He was unresponsive, but otherwise stabilised quickly. Just to be on the safe side, he was moved to HDU for monitoring. According to his notes, staff there expected him to recover, although they were worried when he failed to regain consciousness.’


That worry was justified when the patient’s condition continued to deteriorate over the next forty-eight hours. Then the lab reported anomalies in his bloodwork. His blood type was difficult to characterise and he had elevated levels of ferritin. When looked at under the microscope, his red blood cells were large and malformed.


‘And he has gills,’ said Brian.


‘And he also has anomalous structures in his throat and upper chest that seem to be associated with his respiratory tract,’ said the pathologist.


Brian pointed to where two vertical rows of slits ran down from under the man’s chin, either side of his Adam’s apple.


Brian reached out a blue-gloved hand.


‘May I?’ he asked the pathologist.


‘If you must,’ she said, and Brian pulled back one of the slits to reveal a deep pink gash.


‘They’re far too small in relation to his body size to be functional,’ said the pathologist.


‘And yet here they are,’ said Brian.


‘Are you saying our mugging victim is Aquaman?’ said DCI Mason.


‘He could be Namor,’ I said.


DCI Mason snorted, but even from behind the eye protectors, the hood and the mask, I could practically feel the poisonous look the deputy procurator fiscal threw me. He turned to the slim figure I assumed was his boss – the procurator fiscal.


‘We’re wasting time here,’ he said.


‘Detective Sergeant Grant,’ said the procurator fiscal. ‘In your opinion, is this a member of the supernatural community?’


Glasgow is one of the few Scottish accents I can tell apart, mainly because James Lochrane, Dad’s drummer, is such a proud citizen of that fair city that he has chosen to live five hundred kilometres to the south.


This was obviously the middle-class version.


‘Yes, ma’am,’ I said.


‘You’re certain of that?’ she asked.


‘Yes, ma’am,’ I said. ‘Apart from the victim’s atypical physical characteristic, he exhibits a strong and persistent vestigium which—’


The deputy procurator fiscal interrupted me.


‘What’s a vestigial when it’s at home?’ he asked.


‘Vestigium,’ I said. ‘Supernatural incidents leave a trace. Like other forensic techniques, you have to know what you’re looking for.’


‘You had your eyes closed,’ said the deputy procurator fiscal, who was really beginning to get on my tits. My fault, really. I’d got so comfortable working with people familiar with magic, I’d forgotten how to finesse my way around the sceptics.


‘It’s something you sense rather than see,’ I said.


‘Sounds like something you’d train a dog for,’ said the deputy procurator fiscal.


‘We have a dog,’ I said. ‘But he didn’t want to come.’


‘This is—’ started the deputy procurator fiscal, but his boss had had enough.


‘I think DS Grant should do an initial assessment,’ she said, and turned to DCI Mason. ‘David, can you facilitate that?’


‘No problem,’ said DCI Mason.


‘That way we’ll have covered all the bases,’ said the procurator fiscal.


We all swished our way back to the locker rooms to get out of the bloody noddy suits, except for Abdul, Brian and the pathologist, who hadn’t finished poking and sampling. They seemed particularly interested in the poor man’s spleen, which appeared extremely enlarged.


‘This has been commonly observed amongst successful free divers,’ Abdul had said. ‘Particularly amongst the Bajau people in the Philippines.’


Out from behind his mask and goggles, DCI Mason was revealed to be a narrow-faced white man with fading red hair and an unfortunate nose. Once he’d donned a pair of sturdy black-framed glasses, he looked me up and down with a sour expression. I didn’t take it personally.


The deputy procurator fiscal turned out to be a bit of a white hipster, in skinny black jeans, Converse and the traditional white and blue check shirt. He had a cultivated tan, squinty blue eyes and a sort of floppy mouth which was attempting a smile in my direction.


‘It was my day off,’ he said, and held out his hand. ‘Chris MacEleny. Nothing personal,’ he said as we shook. ‘But Scotland Yard tends to forget where its jurisdiction ends.’


I was tempted to put him right, but DCI Mason was clearly impatient to get going, so I followed as he banged through an exterior door and stamped down the stairs to the rear car park.


As we headed for the grumpy rectangular bulk of the main building, I decided it was time for a bit of pre-emptive placation.


‘Look, sir,’ I said. ‘I’m supposed to be on holiday. The quicker I make an assessment, the quicker I get back to the beach.’


Mason stopped so suddenly that I almost ran into him. He turned and gave me a dubious look.


‘You came up to Aberdeen for the beaches?’


‘And the castles and the scenery,’ I said. ‘And the culture.’


‘Not the cuisine, then?’


‘I had a very nice macaroni pie.’


‘Oh aye?’


‘You don’t get those down in London.’


Mason shook his head sadly before turning and leading me away.


‘We’ll see if we can’t get you back to the sun-kissed shores of the Teuchter’s Riviera by the end of the day.’


A straggle of uniformed PCs had been loitering by the rear entrance, enjoying the sunshine and having a sly vape. Police Scotland had gone for an all-black uniform design, probably aiming for some of that Scandinavian chic, but had hit low-budget YA dystopia instead. The rest of the kit was familiar, though. Same Airwaves, body armour, ASPs, CS spray and speedcuffs as down south. I made a mental note to look up the channel numbers for Police Scotland, just in case.


Like most seventies office blocks that were still in use, DHQ, as I learned it was called, had undergone numerous refurbishments, each one more desperate and uneven than before. The area at the back, being the preserve of lowly PCs, civilian staff and, worse, suspects, was all dingy magnolia with blue trim, the same economy thin-set terrazzo floors as the mortuary and the wet dog smell of police kit hung up to dry.


Mason eschewed the lifts and led me up several flights of concrete stairs and into a carpeted corridor with clean ceiling tiles and modern lighting. He opened one of the office doors and, asking me politely to wait outside, walked in and closed the door behind him.


I heard the low grumble of conversation and was tempted to stick my ear to the door. Somebody was being quickly briefed as to exactly how Mason wanted me handled. That somebody emerged from the office behind Mason three minutes later.


He was a short white man in his early thirties, brown hair, curls on top and short at the sides that didn’t really suit a square face with a prominent nose and thin lips. At least his head matched the rest of him – broad shoulders, short legs, but a much better suit than I would have risked wearing to work. Dark brown wool, bought off the shelf, I reckoned, but then tailored. Despite the weather, he wore a lambswool pullover over his shirt.


Mason introduced him as DS Martin Blinschell. His hands were as rough as a bricklayer’s and his grip firm but, mercifully, he didn’t go for the posturing hand crush beloved of men who have something to prove.


‘Pleased to meet you,’ he said in what I was beginning to recognise as an Aberdonian accent. ‘Do you want to see the crime scene first?’


‘Yes, please,’ I said.


Mason left us to get on with it and I followed Blinschell back down the stairs. Unless they have to, nobody enjoys using a pool car on a hot day, when the three months’ worth of discarded food wrappers in the rear footwell have started to ferment. So we decided to take the Asbo instead.


Blinschell patted the orange roof.


‘Is this what passes for inconspicuous in London?’ he asked.


‘It’s reverse psychology,’ I said. ‘Nobody believes that a Fed mobile is going to be this obvious.’


I plipped the locks and he climbed stiffly into the passenger seat.


There was something awkward about the way he moved, which bugged me until I realised that he was wearing a stab vest in an ‘undercover’ sleeve. Since one of the joys of going plain-clothes is shedding your MetVest and the five kilos of associated kit that goes with it, I wondered what he knew that I didn’t.


Since I’m allergic to sudden upsets, I asked him why he was wearing it.


‘Is there something I should know?’ I asked as we pulled out.


‘These thievin’ tinks keep trying to stab me,’ he said. ‘After the third attempt I started wearing the vest.’


He directed me back up Queen Street and then left, into the heavy traffic on Union Street.


‘Mind you, seven years in uniform and nobody so much as had a go with a knife,’ he said. ‘Sticks, bricks, and one time a JCB. But nothing with a blade.’


‘Is this stab thing contagious?’ I asked, thinking of my own MetVest currently six hundred kilometres to the south.


‘Dinna tell me you’re feart of a little stabbing?’ said Blinschell. ‘I thought you were a’ supposed to be hard men in the Met.’


‘There’s hard,’ I said. ‘And then there’s stupid.’


This got a grim chuckle.


‘Follow my lead,’ he said. ‘And you’ll be all right.’


The crime scene was a forlorn stretch of grass beside a wide treeless four-lane road with a gravel divider that was named, presumably ironically, Beach Boulevard. Although Blinschell assured me there was actually a beach less than half a kilometre further on. What Blinschell called the Scene Examination Team had staked out a square with blue and white police tape, back from the pavement in a gap between several mature trees of the possibly oaks variety. One poor sod had obviously been detailed to empty the dog poo bin and was reluctantly approaching it, clutching a sheaf of evidence bags. Even in the full noddy suit they radiated reluctance.


The rest of the scene examiners had their hoods down and their masks off. Obviously they weren’t expecting much in the way of trace evidence at this site.


‘Three days,’ said Blinschell, by way of explanation. ‘And it rained the night before last.’


‘House to house?’ I asked.


Blinschell shook his head.


The grass strip on our side of the boulevard was bounded by the blank windowless rear walls of a row of light industrial units.


‘We’ve checked the rear loading doors of them,’ said Blinschell, and turned to indicate the bland block of modern ‘luxury’ flats made of tan brick across the boulevard. ‘Nobody saw or heard anything.’


‘Who called it in?’


‘Passing driver,’ said Blinschell. ‘Oor laddie practically fell into the road in front of them. They called an ambulance and didna’ see onibody else. They thought he was blootered – drunk. It’s not unusual down here.’


He gestured at the boulevard that managed to be bleak and depressing despite the bright afternoon sunshine. I doubted it got any lovelier at night. The scene examiner fishing in the dog shit bin took a sudden step back and turned away – panting.


‘Something?’ asked Blinschell.


The man pulled off his mask, took three quick steps out of the locus and vomited into the gutter. One of his colleagues brought over a bottle of water but, of course, wasn’t required to hold his hair back while he threw up again.


‘Did you find something?’ called Blinschell from a safe distance.


The man shook his head.


Blinschell turned back to me.


‘I’d say it was time for you to do whatever it is you do,’ he said.


And I did, although we checked with the Crime Scene Manager before I did it.


I was very conscious of Blinschell’s gaze as I walked slowly up and down inside the taped area. Grass, like most growing things, is crap at retaining vestigia. Abdul and Abigail have hypothesised that plants somehow metabolise ambient magic, sucking away the trace the same way they soak up water. After three days the sad grass verge was metaphorically dry and the CE team hadn’t found so much as a pebble, let alone a knife blade or some other metal object that might have kept its trace.


No vestigia, no blood or footprints. It looked like Locard’s exchange principle was getting a beating today. Whatever Aquaman’s assailants had brought to the party had either left with them or been washed away by the rain.


I looked up to find Blinschell giving me a studiedly bland look.


‘Anything?’ he asked.


‘Fuck all,’ I said. ‘Do we even know how he got here?’


‘We know he walked up from the Esplanade,’ said Blinschell. ‘Because he mugged some poor bastard for his clothes.’


‘Where was this?’ I asked.
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The Lemon Tree


The Aberdeen Esplanade appeared to be suffering from a bit of an identity crisis, being unable to decide whether it wanted to be a shopping centre or a pleasure beach. There was a steep slope down to the beach on one side, and a sort of strip mall/entertainment complex that appeared to be trying to hide from the sea. Perhaps it was a weather thing. Perhaps giant waves driven by howling storms lashed the shop frontage in the winter. When I asked Blinschell about it, he said that was pretty much the case.


‘Also in the springtime,’ he said. Then, after a pause, ‘And the autumn, of course.’ Another pause. ‘Once or twice during the summer.’


The top of the Esplanade looked to be a good ten metres above the level of the beach, so I hoped he was joking about the waves.


I guessed the tide must be out, because the beach was exposed almost to the mounds of rocks that anchored the groynes that reached out into the breakers along its entire length. And the beach was a long one, extending out of sight to the north and all the way to the harbour mole, at least a kilometre to the south. Gulls wheeled and dived – looking for chips, or possibly a macaroni pie.


Every ten minutes a big helicopter would clatter off across the sea.


Down south, on a sunny day, the beach would have been rammed. But while there was plenty of families, dogs, kids and strategically placed windbreaks and parasols, you could have staked out an Olympic specification volleyball court in the gaps.


Most of the kids, I suspected, were either in the indoor or outdoor amusement park, which promised all-weather fun and more sugared carbohydrate than was good for you, plus a big wheel and a go-kart track. Growing up, I’d have killed for entertainment like that – assuming I could have wheedled the pounds out of Mum.
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