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PROLOGUE


He closed his eyes and heaved a contented sigh, the taste of deer meat still on his lips. Sleep would come easily now, the food washed down not just with ale but generous glasses of their own Uisge Beatha, the water of life. It was distilled deep in a hidden cleft of their stronghold, dark and peaty, as warming as the embers still burning on the hearth. He had not begrudged giving it to his guests; they would be slumbering by now, replete after the feast the womenfolk had prepared.


Pulling the cover over his beard, MacDonald lay still, a soft smile upon his lips, the night drawing its dark shadows into the room, no sounds but for a whispering wind beneath the door and the hoot of an owl hunting under the stars.


If he had woken, he might have seen the flash of a blade, bright against the flickering firelight, but death took him even as he dreamed of summer days that would never come again. The knife stabbed through skin and sinew, the hand that gripped the deadly weapon soon smeared with hot blood, the killer’s face tense with fury.


There was little sound as the door opened and closed, simply a dull thud then footsteps disappearing into the night.


One small draught from that door and the last flame on the fire guttered and died, all light extinguished.









CHAPTER ONE


Lorimer’s words were still ringing in his ears as Daniel pulled his backpack from the boot of the Lexus. The story of that massacre in the glen was so vivid that he had glanced across Rannoch Moor several times as if to expect the sight of bloodthirsty Highlanders careering over one of the dark ridges, even though the scene of that historic event was still some way ahead. They would drive through Glencoe itself after today’s climb, Lorimer had promised; it’s well worth the extra few miles, he’d told Daniel. Then he’d begun a tale that had made the man beside him stare towards the mountains, imagining the events from over three centuries ago.


The massacre of Glencoe had taken place on a cold February day, Lorimer told him, when men in that part of the world were ruthless bandits, marauding the settlements of other clans and carrying off their livestock. It put Daniel in mind of the Matabele tribesmen in his homeland of Zimbabwe, notorious for their warlike ways against their more peace-loving Shona neighbours. Yet this story had an edge to it that made Daniel Kohi shiver. The MacDonalds of Glencoe had welcomed the Campbells into their midst – Highland hospitality being one of their foremost traits – only to have these visitors gather during the night and slaughter them. There was much more to the tale, Lorimer had said, giving Daniel a wry smile as he navigated the road winding over bleak moorland, and he would tell him the rest as they drove through Glencoe itself.


Now the mountain he had seen from afar rose above them.


‘Buachaille Etive Mòr, the big hill of the Etive shepherd.’ Lorimer grinned. ‘Or maybe it’s the hill of the big Etive shepherd, whoever he was. Anyhow, that’s a rough translation from the Gaelic name.’


‘It’s certainly big,’ Daniel admitted, tightening the straps of his pack and taking a deep breath of the fresh morning air. There it was, this mountain as a child might draw it, the topmost peak thrusting into a clear blue sky. Winter was still clinging to this place, gullies filled with snow and a deceptive sun promising more warmth than it actually gave.


‘Couldn’t have chosen a better day for a climb,’ he added, ‘and other people evidently think so, too.’ He nodded towards a couple of vehicles over where Lorimer had parked the Lexus.


‘Aye, but remember this is Scotland. A change can happen pretty quickly and there’s no guarantee we’ll make the summit if a mist comes down. You’ve got plenty of spare warm clothes in there?’ Lorimer nodded towards Daniel’s pack.


‘And some of Netta’s scones.’ Daniel grinned, referring to his elderly neighbour who had adopted him when he’d first arrived in the city.


‘Right, that’s ten o’clock now,’ Lorimer said, looking at his watch. ‘We’ve enough daylight to make it up and back by mid-afternoon so long as the weather holds. I’d love for you to see the view from the top and also Crowberry Tower, a favourite ridge of rock climbers.’


Daniel followed the tall figure as he set off along the trail that would lead to the best ascent of the mountain. Superintendent William Lorimer was an experienced hill climber and Daniel was happy to stay behind him, watching the way he stepped over boulders and skirted muddy patches as if he did this every day of his life.


The temperature was a few degrees above freezing and although there was no wind chill here, sheltered as they were by the flanks of the towering mountain, both men had come prepared with thick gloves and fleece-lined hats pulled over their ears. Lorimer had brought crampons and an ice axe, too, though he hoped not to need either on such a still, calm day.


Mid-March could be notorious, he’d warned his friend, turning from conditions like these into a sudden blizzard with little warning. They’d taken all the precautions, of course, consulting forecasts and making sure others knew their destination. Too many climbers came to grief by lack of preparation, Lorimer explained, and Daniel was glad to defer to the man who was marching steadily ahead of him.


Straw-coloured winter grasses and russet bracken covered most of the terrain but here and there clumps of early primroses peeped shyly from under mossy banks. In the weeks ahead he would see a lot of change, Lorimer had promised, as the hedgerows began to green, and bare-branched trees came into leaf. It had been a cold November day that had heralded Daniel’s arrival in Glasgow, and he was yet to experience any season other than winter, but even he could feel a change in the air as he inhaled the fresh sweet scent of bog myrtle.


As he looked up, Daniel saw a figure ahead, descending the track, the red jacket and dark trousers steadily coming closer until it became a man making his way downhill with the aid of two narrow sticks. Had he already made the top of this mountain? Daniel wondered, rather in awe of anybody setting off at the crack of dawn to tackle the climb.


‘Grand day,’ Lorimer called out as the man came into earshot, but there was no reply, merely a nod acknowledging their presence as fellow climbers.


Daniel paused and looked back as the fellow walked swiftly away. If he’d made the summit already, then he did not appear to be suffering any ill effects. He was of average build, maybe in his late thirties, a thin determined face under a dark hat with ear flaps. Most people observing a passer-by would take scant notice of such details, but Daniel Kohi possessed that rare quality, a memory that stored every little thing away, to be taken out and examined when necessary.


A small noise made him turn to see a trickle of stones falling down the side of the path, Lorimer’s climbing boots apparently having dislodged them. Daniel looked up at the snowy heights above him, dazzling as the sun’s rays seemed to turn them to crystal. Avalanches were not unexpected on this particular mountain and the rapid descent of these stones served to remind him of this grim fact. Daniel climbed on, placing each booted foot carefully, feeling the first stirrings of effort in his legs. He’d be feeling the muscles protesting tomorrow, Lorimer had laughed, but the sense of elation when they’d made the summit would be worth it.


It did not take long for Daniel to realise that he was in a rhythm of movement, each step taking him closer to the moment when he might gain the peak and look out on what Lorimer had promised to be a spectacular view of Glencoe.


Apart from that early morning climber they appeared to have the mountain all to themselves, although when they had pored over the contours of their map Lorimer had pointed out a more difficult route favoured by rock climbers. The reality of this mountainside with its windswept grasses and occasional pink rocks protruding from the undergrowth was so very different from Daniel’s anticipation. Yes, he’d told Lorimer, Zimbabwe did have its own highlands, a range on the country’s eastern border with Mozambique, but no, he’d never climbed to the top of any of them, although Mount Nyangani was higher than any of the mountains in the UK and the Mutarazi Falls were the second highest waterfall in all of Africa.


Everything about Scotland was so different from home, Daniel thought as a shadow fell across his path, the flank of the mountain suddenly obscuring the sun. He had never felt so cold as that day arriving in Glasgow, rain lashing the pavements, wind sweeping through the alleyways. It was cold here, too, but the sort of cold that made him feel the blood tingling in his veins, spurring him on. There were gnarled scrubby shrubs and grey heather roots to each side of the trail, quite unlike the lush foliage around the foothills in the Eastern Highlands of Zimbabwe. Yet both countries appeared to have the same custom of firing the dead grasslands (or heather, in this country), a practice that seemed to be part of nature’s annual regeneration.


‘Want to stop for a break?’ Lorimer called back and Daniel pulled back his sleeve to glance at his watch. They’d been climbing for over an hour, much to his surprise. He grinned up at the other man, nodding his agreement.


Lorimer had found a flat stone slightly away from the track and so both men sat there, sharing Netta’s buttered scones, munching contentedly.


‘That fellow was up with the lark,’ Lorimer commented. ‘Must have been staying locally to have got up and back by ten this morning.’


‘It was still dark at six,’ Daniel frowned. ‘Could he have done the climb in less than four hours?’


Lorimer shrugged. ‘Don’t know. If he’s local, perhaps he does it regularly. There are some folk who run up and down a mountain for fun, you know. There was a famous race to the top of Ben Lomond and back, but the track became so worn I think that was stopped.’


Daniel shook his head in bewilderment. ‘Who would run up a mountain? It’s hard enough just walking,’ he protested.


‘A Scots lad broke the record for climbing every Munro not so long ago,’ Lorimer told him. ‘Took him less than thirty-two days running, cycling and kayaking to complete the lot.’


Daniel frowned in disbelief. ‘Running? And how many Munros are there?’


‘Well, he’s a running coach, so obviously ultra-fit,’ Lorimer explained. ‘And there are currently two hundred and eighty-two peaks that qualify as Munros. I’ve done a few but I’m not one of those folk who just like to tick them off as a challenge completed.’


‘One might be enough for me,’ Daniel sighed, ‘and I am happy to walk at your pace.’


‘It’s the way back down that could be harder on the legs,’ Lorimer cautioned. ‘That’s what will make yours feel like wobbly jelly by the time we’re back in Glasgow.’


He sat back against the slope, hands clasped behind his head, and sighed. ‘Ah, this is what I’ve been dreaming of for months, Daniel. Wide open spaces, clean air to breathe … ’ He broke off and grinned. ‘Plus, the bonus of your friend Netta’s scones. Don’t tell my wife, but these are the best I’ve ever tasted,’ he whispered.


Daniel gazed down at the winding trail, surprised how far they had already climbed. The car park was a distant blur near the A82 and there was no sign of the climber with the red jacket. Glancing up, he saw that there were now a few clouds moving slowly across skies that had been clear when they had set off, reminding him of Lorimer’s cautious words about how swiftly the weather might change.


‘Daniel! Look!’ Lorimer nudged his friend’s elbow, handing over his binoculars. ‘A snow bunting,’ he whispered.


Daniel could see a tiny white bird against an outcrop of rock, then it came more sharply into view as he caught it in the powerful lenses. It was about the size of a finch, mostly white with smudges of amber around the neck and cheek, its wings streaked with black.


‘Not just your first Munro, but your first snow bunting.’ Lorimer grinned, taking the binoculars back and slinging them around his neck.


Daniel folded the paper bag of scones carefully into his pack beside the map and hefted it onto his shoulders as they began to set off once more. Lorimer had shown him that this mountain top was actually a ridge and that three different Munros might be accessed from the peak of Buachaille Etive Mòr, though the highest one was their goal for today. The snack had given Daniel renewed energy and he quickly established his rhythm again, determined to complete the ascent.


There was nobody waiting at home for Daniel Kohi to boast about the achievement of his first hill climb, this mighty Scottish mountain in an area steeped in so much history, but he knew that Netta Gordon would want to hear every detail so that she might write a letter to Daniel’s mother. Since Christmas the pair had corresponded regularly, and Jeanette Kohi had even managed to borrow a mobile phone to text her son. Maggie Lorimer, the detective superintendent’s wife, would be interested to hear of their day’s outing, too, he thought, as the track became steeper and the way ahead appeared to be full of grey rocks.


‘Go slowly here, Daniel.’ Lorimer had stopped and turned to speak to his friend. ‘This last bit is mostly scree and can be really tricky. Lean into the hillside a bit and let your body do the work.’


Daniel looked up doubtfully at the mass of stones that seemed to separate them from the peak but, heeding Lorimer’s advice, he stepped more slowly, careful not to dislodge a pile of craggy-looking rocks. The sweat began to trickle from under the rim of his hat and run down the side of his face, but still he kept going.


The summit came almost as a surprise, the ridge of rock falling away on either side.


Daniel stood, open-mouthed, as he gazed around at the landscape beneath his feet. The midday sun had emerged from behind a cloud as if to welcome them to the mountain top and he felt the first slight heat from its rays. All around he could see the slopes and shadows of neighbouring glens and mountains, an ever-changing watercolour of greys and greens, and the distant ribbon of road hardly visible though there were glints of light as cars travelled north to Glencoe.


‘It’s so quiet,’ he whispered, as if afraid to break a spell, and Lorimer nodded as though he knew exactly how Daniel was feeling. Daniel swallowed hard, wishing for an instant that his beloved wife and child were still alive so that he could tell them how he felt at this very moment. Looking up, he blinked, blinded by the sun. That same sun was even now warming the bushlands and cities of the country he had fled and would continue to shine on generations still to come. Perhaps Chipo and Johannes were somewhere beyond those dazzling skies, safely in heaven, as his mother believed. Up here, the sense of peace made anything possible, Daniel decided, a small feeling of joy filling his heart.


‘Right, stand over there so I can take your photo,’ Lorimer said, drawing out his mobile phone and waving Daniel to a safe spot with the view behind him. ‘Good, now smile. That’s it. Once more … ’


Daniel grinned as Lorimer snapped a few pictures, glad that there would be something to show to his neighbour, Netta. And, perhaps in time, his mother back home. He took a deep breath of fresh mountain air and, eyes closed, raised his face to the sun, savouring this perfect moment.


‘Look! Daniel, look over here!’


There was an urgency in Lorimer’s voice that suddenly took Daniel out of his reverie.


The tall detective had promised to show Daniel a particular place beneath the mountain’s ridge, Crowberry Tower. Was this what he wanted Daniel to see right now?


But something was wrong, Daniel thought as he approached Lorimer and glanced into the other man’s face. Something very wrong.


Peering over the ridge, Daniel saw the body, its red jacket and dark trousers similar to the clothing that other climber had been wearing. But that was where the likeness ended, the fallen man’s blond hair merging into the bright snow.


‘Is he dead?’ Daniel gasped, kneeling down to get closer to the edge and a better view of the fallen man.


‘Impossible to tell from here,’ Lorimer replied. ‘Need to get a call to mountain rescue. Think he’ll have to be air-lifted off. That crag doesn’t look as if it could be accessed on foot.’


‘Can I have your field glasses?’ Daniel asked. ‘I might be able to discern some movement.’


Lorimer handed over the high-definition binoculars.


‘Here, see what you can make out. I’m going to try and get a signal on my mobile.’


Daniel pulled the strap of the glasses over his head and adjusted the focus.


The climber was motionless, arms flung out either side of his body, face down on the small snow-filled gully. If there was blood then Daniel could see none, the impact alone having probably killed the man outright. He was not wearing a hat, something Daniel found puzzling, but perhaps it had blown off as he’d tumbled down that sheer drop. He looked closely – were those bulges in the jacket pocket? Perhaps a hat and scarf were tucked in there, the climber having discarded them at the summit, relieved to have made it to the top. His gaze travelled across the man, taking in every detail: the right fist clenched and grasping something, dark; a small bit of a stick or a branch clutched desperately as he’d fallen? As he looked, a shadow fell across the scene and the blond hair was blown in a sudden freshening breeze. The sun had disappeared now, and more clouds were scudding in from the west.


Daniel sat up, suddenly aware of how alone he was on this mountain top, Lorimer nowhere to be seen. Only moments before, he’d been glowing in the success of climbing his first Munro but now he felt empty, drained by the loss of a life so close to where he was sitting.


Lorimer appeared over the edge of the ridge shaking his head.


‘It’s no use. Can’t get a signal. We’ll have to go back down right away and contact the mountain rescue people.’


Daniel stood up. ‘I think he’s dead,’ he told his friend. ‘I see no sign of him breathing and besides, I doubt anyone could survive that fall.’


There was silence between them, the only sound a faint sighing of the wind.


‘Hold onto the good memories we’ve made today, Daniel,’ Lorimer said, grasping him by the shoulder. ‘This poor fellow may well have had lots of his own. Who knows what his story might have been?’


Daniel nodded and followed Lorimer back gingerly down the scree till they came onto the trail once more, Lorimer’s words a little comforting.


Yet, neither man was to know at that moment just how much their own lives would be entwined with that dead man’s story.









CHAPTER TWO


Lorimer was careful not to walk too fast in case a gap threatened to open up between the two men. He could remember his own early forays into the mountains and the aftermath of very sore muscles relaxing in a warm bath. That particular treatment might have to wait a while for Daniel Kohi, however, as it was of the utmost importance that this incident be reported as soon as possible. Stones clattered as they left the steep scree under the summit and regained the track then Lorimer stepped nimbly down, his feet navigating the way almost by instinct. It was his fourth climb of this particular mountain and one he enjoyed, usually accompanied by a drive through Glencoe and a stop at a favourite coffee shop. That might not happen today, he told himself grimly, knowing how swiftly this news must be related to the mountain rescue people in order for a team to be sent out.


He pulled down the edge of his cap, feeling the chill of a sudden gust of wind that threatened to knock him off his feet.


‘All right, Daniel?’ he called, turning to see his friend manfully trudging after him.


He saw the Zimbabwean nod in reply, evidently saving his breath to make the tricky descent.


Lorimer paused for a moment and tried to get a signal, but the mobile mast was not picking up his phone, so he thrust it into the map pocket of his jacket and set off once more.


The end of the trail was in sight by the time he managed to hear the ring tone for the mountain rescue number.


‘Hello? Sergeant MacDonald speaking,’ a friendly Scottish voice called out in a soft accent. Lorimer breathed a sigh of relief.


‘This is Detective Superintendent William Lorimer calling,’ he replied. ‘We’re at the foot of Buachaille Etive Mòr, and there’s a man stuck at the foot of Crowberry Tower. I think it’s a bad fall.’


‘One of your party?’


‘No. My friend and I spotted him when we made the summit. There’s no sign of life, I’m afraid, at least from what we could observe through high-definition binoculars. What can we do to help?’


‘If you’re near the car park, can you stay there in your vehicle till we get a team mobilised, sir?’ the voice asked. There was a pause and Lorimer could hear faint voices speaking in the background. Then the man returned. ‘We’ll be with you shortly. Weather doesn’t look great for the latter part of the day, so we’ll get the laddie down as soon as we’re able.’


‘Thank you, Sergeant,’ Lorimer said, heaving a sigh. ‘I didn’t realise this number went through to the local police station.’


‘No, thank you, Superintendent,’ the soft voice insisted. ‘And, no, it doesn’t. My day off work, as it happens. I head up the mountain rescue team as well as being the local police officer. Got to go now.’ MacDonald then hung up and Lorimer could imagine the flurry of activity required to muster a team for this particular task.


‘Are they coming?’ Daniel was at his side now, his dark face looking anxiously up into Lorimer’s own.


‘Yes. Let’s get back to the car and wait for them,’ Lorimer said and patted Daniel on the back, encouragingly. As they approached the car park he could see there was now just one vehicle, a small Toyota with the familiar green Europcar sticker on its rear windscreen. A hired car, Lorimer thought, already wondering about the identity of the man lying on that ridge.


It was not long until several vehicles arrived at the mountain car park, one a large white van with GLENCOE MOUNTAIN RESCUE emblazoned on its side. Several men gathered together, fitting on helmets and hoisting packs with coils of rope. One, a rugged-looking chap, came straight over to Lorimer.


‘Roddie MacDonald.’ He offered a hand to shake. ‘Thanks for calling this in. Fourth one this year,’ he murmured, turning to look balefully up at the mountain. ‘Nice enough morning for it, but even in good conditions a slip can be fatal. Ach,’ he sighed and shook his head wearily. ‘We’re going to try and take him off from the top but if the weather beats us, there’s a helicopter on standby.’ And with that, MacDonald turned and rejoined his men, ready for the climb to the top of the Buachaille.


Lorimer walked across and gave the team an encouraging wave before coming back to the car and settling into the driver’s seat beside Daniel.


‘That man … ’ Daniel began, nodding at the figures heading towards the foot of the mountain.


‘MacDonald, he said his name was,’ Lorimer replied. ‘Local police sergeant.’


‘No, not that one,’ Daniel said. ‘One of the others who came out of the big van. We saw him this morning as we began our climb.’


‘Chap in the red jacket? Passed near us on his way down?’


Daniel nodded.


‘Well, I suppose that’s understandable,’ Lorimer answered slowly. ‘They are all volunteers and if he lives close by, say in Glencoe village, then he’d be one of the first responders. He looked fit enough to have made that climb a lot. Twice in one day, though,’ he added thoughtfully.


Daniel looked at him for a moment, his eyes clouded with doubt.


‘What?’


‘Why didn’t he see the man who had fallen?’


Lorimer shrugged. ‘Could have happened after he’d made his own ascent. Other fellow could have come up the rocky way and come to grief. Who knows?’


Daniel turned away and stared up at the darkening flanks of the mountainside and Lorimer wondered just what was on his friend’s mind.


‘Nothing more we can do here,’ he said, pressing the ignition and flicking on his lights. ‘Let’s head through Glencoe. There’s a smashing wee coffee shop that does great home baking. Best melting moments you’ve ever tasted. And home-made soup.’


‘Sounds good,’ Daniel agreed. ‘And you promised to tell me more about the massacre that happened all these centuries ago.’


It was a shame that Daniel’s day had been marked by this tragedy, Lorimer thought, so the least he could do to make up to him was to continue his tale before they arrived at the village tearoom. Still, he was rattled by the incident, himself. Not for fear of having encountered a dead body – he’d seen a good few in his past – but because there was something ironic about this happening on a mild, almost windless day.









CHAPTER THREE


Brooding, that was the word Lorimer used to describe these dark mountains as they drove through the glen and Daniel thought it was just right. There was something about this place, as if it still held the memory of that terrible night, a sense of deep resentment emanating from the earth itself. He listened to the story, fragments of folk tales no doubt woven into the true facts over time, but it still resonated with a sombre note as the man by his side told the tale. The nine of diamonds playing card, said to have been the article on which the deadly command to attack during the night was written, was for ever after known as the Curse of Scotland. Superstitions persisted in every culture, Daniel knew only too well, and though parts of the story may have been heavily embroidered, the kernel remained the same. Thirty souls slaughtered in their beds by those who had received food and lodging from them hours before.


He could have told stories of his own, racial tensions in Zimbabwe back in his father’s time as well as earlier tribal frictions, deaths and lawlessness seeping into the very fabric of society. Yet Daniel listened, looking out at this place as shadows chased each other across steep hillsides, glancing upwards at the ski lift, momentarily taken back to the twenty-first century before they continued through the glen.


‘Not far now,’ Lorimer said. ‘That’s Glencoe Visitor’s Centre up there.’ Daniel saw the building set into the hillside, a few cars parked nearby.


At last, they left the menacing shadows behind them, the road opening out to reveal a cluster of houses on one side and a stretch of water on the right.


‘That’s Loch Leven,’ Lorimer told him. ‘If we kept on this road, we’d reach the Ballachulish Bridge. That’s where the A82 takes you on to Fort William. We’ll go there another day,’ he said, ‘but first, let’s get something to eat.’


They pulled into a pebbled car park opposite a sign that read CRAFTS AND THINGS. As Daniel stepped out of the car, he immediately breathed in the salty tang from nearby water glittering under a hazy sun. The tearoom was a stone-built construction with deeply recessed windows and it seemed to Daniel’s eyes as if it had sat there for centuries, maybe for as long as memories stretched back to the massacre of Glencoe. He followed Lorimer in, noting his friend having to duck as he entered the doorway. A gift shop full of shiny items met his eyes, but Lorimer led him past and into a large room where tables and chairs were set out. On one side of the room was a counter behind which lay an array of home-baked goods, huge scones (much bigger than the ones Netta had given him) and cakes of every size.


Two ladies behind the counter smiled across at them as they approached, one wiping her hands on a navy-and-white-striped butcher’s apron and nodding a friendly greeting.


Soon they were seated at the far end of the room, looking out at the view beyond the car park. Lorimer had ordered bowls of spiced parsnip soup as well as cakes and scones and a pot of tea so Daniel sat on the padded wooden chair, stretching his legs out gingerly as they waited for their food.


‘Been up the Buachaille the day, have you?’ the waitress asked as she set down their soup and crusty bread.


‘Aye,’ Lorimer replied. ‘How did you know?’


‘Ach, word travels fast,’ she replied with a grin. ‘You’ll be Superintendent Lorimer. Eh? It was my Roddie you spoke to on the phone. They’re away the now tae bring off the casualty. Ach, pair soul.’ She sighed. ‘Hope he’s all right.’


Neither Lorimer nor Daniel voiced their fears over what they suspected was a fatal incident. It would be enough for the woman to know once her husband came back with his team.


‘Jist terrible,’ she said, straightening up for a moment. ‘An’ they never found that missing lad, either. That’s almost three weeks gone and not a trace.’


‘Oh?’ Lorimer looked up enquiringly. He had read about the missing American, of course, the papers making it headline news for a day, but now all it merited was the occasional column and a photo of a grieving family.


‘Aye, it was a’ local polis teams that were here, mind, not something for you big chaps.’ She glanced at Daniel as if to assume that he, too, was part of Lorimer’s team. ‘Just never came back to his room. Who knows? Maybe he had a past?’ She raised her eyes to heaven. ‘Wanted to disappear and has gone somewhere far away.’


Lorimer suppressed a smile, thinking to himself that this well-intentioned lady watched far too many soap operas on television and had an over-active imagination into the bargain.


‘You must be Mrs MacDonald?’ Daniel asked, changing the subject for a moment.


‘Aye,’ she replied, cocking her head at him curiously. ‘Senga MacDonald.’


‘And are you related to these MacDonalds who were in Glencoe over three hundred years ago?’ he continued.


The woman glanced from Daniel to Lorimer and gave a thin smile. ‘Oh, aye,’ she agreed. ‘Anyway, we’re a’ Jock Tamson’s bairns, eh?’ And, with that enigmatic remark, she left them to their belated lunch.


‘Jock Tamson?’ Daniel threw Lorimer a puzzled look.


‘Just a Scottish way of saying we’re all descended from the same human stock. I think she was trying to be nice to you. Probably doesn’t see many Zimbabwean faces around here.’


Daniel grinned. ‘Well, that’s a pity. My fellow countrymen would love this part of the world.’


By the time they had finished eating and draining a second pot of tea, the darkness was falling outside, clouds thickening from the east spreading across the horizon and blotting out the mountain tops. As Daniel looked out of the window, he could see the first small flakes of snow begin to fall against a sullen grey sky, the weather changing swiftly just as Lorimer had suggested it might.


He was bending to fasten the straps of his pack when Mrs MacDonald returned, ashen-faced.


‘They’ve brought him off, Mr Lorimer, and Roddie says can you meet the team at the rescue centre? They’ll be at least another half an hour, if that’s all right. I can brew you up a nice pot of coffee and there are chocolate brownies just out the oven? All on the house, sir,’ she added as she glimpsed Lorimer’s wallet sitting on the table. ‘It’s the least we can do.’


As he watched her retreating figure, Daniel gave Lorimer a rueful smile. ‘Highland hospitality,’ he murmured. ‘Still going on.’


Lorimer glanced at his wristwatch. ‘Think we might be best to book into a bed and breakfast, Daniel,’ he murmured. ‘By the time they bring the chap back and we do whatever they deem fit, there won’t be much in the way of daylight. And, to be truthful, I don’t fancy that road in these conditions.’


Daniel followed his gaze to the window where snow was now sweeping across the car park, a covering of white already on the roof of every vehicle.


‘I brought plenty in the way of changes of clothing,’ Daniel admitted. ‘As you said we might need extra if poor weather set in.’


‘Right, let me see what I can find,’ Lorimer said, bending over his mobile to check for any local bed and breakfast establishments that might be open at this time of year.


‘Did I hear you right, sir?’ Senga MacDonald was suddenly by their side. ‘I just work here the occasional afternoon, but my main job is running a B&B … you’re needing a bed for the night?’


Lorimer gave Daniel a quick nod then looked up at the woman. ‘Is it far?’


‘Not a bit, just on the edge of the village. A hop, skip and a jump from the rescue centre. Here, let me show you.’ She reached out a hand for Lorimer’s mobile. ‘There, we have rooms all ready if you want them,’ she said, handing him back his phone.


Within minutes the detective had booked them into the B&B, the small picture on his screen showing a pretty cottage with flowers round the doorway, a summertime image that would appeal to travellers. A quick call to Maggie was next, explaining their situation and asking her to give Daniel’s neighbour, Netta Gordon, a call.


‘Don’t alarm the poor woman,’ he urged. ‘Just say we’ve decided to stay put because of the weather.’


Both men pulled up the hoods of their storm jackets as they set out from the tearoom and drove the short distance to the building that had GLENCOE MOUNTAIN RESCUE emblazoned above a pair of garage doors. Lorimer felt the stinging hail cutting into his face as he bent to avoid the blustery wind.


Just as they arrived the lights from the rescue team’s van appeared through the gloom.


Lorimer glanced towards his friend. ‘Are you sure you want to be involved in this?’


‘Yes,’ Daniel said and looked straight into the taller man’s eyes. ‘I saw him clearly and I can remember every detail.’


Lorimer nodded. Daniel Kohi’s remarkable talent for visual recall might come in useful, though he doubted that there would be any need to do anything more than identify the climber and notify his next of kin. The mountain rescue folk must be used to this sort of accident and its necessary procedures.


There was a respectful silence as the body, strapped to a stretcher, was carried from the van and taken into the shelter of the centre where it was laid on a trestle.


The man they had seen coming off the mountain earlier that day stood back, hat clutched in his hands, head bowed. Lorimer noticed some of the others doing the same as MacDonald pulled back the top of the tarpaulin covering from the body, revealing the climber’s head.


The victim looked to be a man in his early thirties, the pale face under a shock of blond hair with a scrubby beard and moustache that might have been intended as designer stubble. His eyes were still open, and the lifeless pale blue reflected the stark strip lighting shining down from the low ceiling.


‘Do you know who he is?’ Lorimer asked.


‘Still to make a search of his clothes, sir,’ MacDonald replied. ‘Thought it might be best if you were to take care of that seeing as you are here, and it was you two that found him.’


Lorimer nodded and stepped forward though he was not entirely comfortable with the police sergeant’s deference to his seniority. Still, it wasn’t every day that they had the head of the MIT reporting a fatality to their team, he told himself as MacDonald untied the restraints and allowed the tarpaulin to come off the body completely.


Lorimer bent down and felt in the man’s jacket pockets, removing a damp, folded map, a mobile phone and a pile of crushed leaves. The inside pocket held a slim leather wallet and Lorimer stood up to examine its contents more carefully as the men around him watched his every move.


There was a small plastic driver’s licence and he held it up to the light.


‘Hans Van der Bilt,’ Lorimer read aloud. ‘Aged thirty-one, resident of The Hague.’


‘Here on a holiday,’ MacDonald murmured. ‘Poor laddie. All that flat land in Holland, perhaps he had little experience of mountains … ?’


Lorimer swallowed hard. He’d come across the name Vanderbilt before and knew it meant someone who lived by a small hill. What a sad irony!


‘Must have been killed by that fall,’ one of the team suggested. ‘Wouldn’t know a thing about it. Over in seconds.’ There was murmured agreement from his teammates.


Then Daniel stepped forward and bent to look more closely at the man. He straightened up, a puzzled expression in his eyes.


‘What was he holding in his hand?’ he asked.


‘Nothing,’ MacDonald replied in surprise. ‘There was nothing in his hands, isn’t that right, Gil?’


The man they had seen coming off the Buachaille as they’d begun their climb stepped forward and looked towards Daniel and Lorimer, his jaw tensing. ‘That’s right,’ he confirmed, echoing the team leader’s words. ‘I was first to be lowered down and he had nothing in either of his hands.’


Daniel frowned but said nothing. The man’s fists were certainly empty now, both slightly clenched and stiff from the onset of rigor and exposure to the freezing cold.


‘Okay, lads, wrap him up again. There’s an ambulance on its way to take him out this evening,’ MacDonald sighed. ‘I’ll be in touch with the Fiscal.’ He turned to Lorimer. ‘No more we can do for him now, sir. I’ll have one of our family liaison officers notify the laddie’s family.’


He thrust out his hand and grasped Lorimer’s then Daniel’s, giving them a firm handshake. ‘Thanks for staying around. It was good to have your input tonight. Now, lads, time to make yourselves scarce. We’ve all got homes to get to and this snow is going to make conditions slippery out there.’


One by one the men departed leaving MacDonald with Lorimer and Daniel to await the other emergency services.


‘You’re staying over, then?’ MacDonald asked and Lorimer told him about their booking into the bed and breakfast.


‘Oh, my Senga will give you a fine breakfast in the morning. Kippers, Stornoway black pudding, all the best of stuff,’ he chuckled, clapping Daniel on the back. ‘But perhaps you’d like to join us for dinner? And a wee dram or two will warm us all up as well.’


‘Thank you, that’s very kind,’ Lorimer replied.


‘Well, just come downstairs once you’ve got yourself sorted,’ he said as they walked across the road and headed for the bed and breakfast. ‘Here we are.’ MacDonald opened a gate that bore the sign TIGH NAN IASGAIR.


‘What does that mean?’ Daniel asked, stopping to point at the name engraved into the wood.


‘The name on the front gate?’ MacDonald smiled. ‘Grandfather was a fisherman,’ he said, as though to explain the Gaelic name.


*


As they reached the top pf the stairs and headed to their rooms, Daniel turned and asked, ‘What was he talking about? I didn’t understand what he meant.’


‘Me neither, till he explained. I know that tigh means house, so I am guessing the name means the fisherman’s house. Must be old if it belonged to his grandfather.’


‘Everything here seems old,’ Daniel remarked, glancing at a painting on the wall of dark mountains and sombre clouds. Then, ‘Lorimer,’ he said suddenly, catching his friend’s sleeve and making him turn. ‘I did see something in that fallen climber’s grasp. I wasn’t imagining it. So, what was it, and why was it not still in his hand?’


Lorimer raised his eyebrows speculatively. Daniel would not be wrong about such a detail and, if the man had died clutching something like a stick, then it ought to have been there when the rescue team found him. Question was, could it have come adrift between the time Daniel had spotted it and the man, Gil, had roped him safely onto the stretcher? Or was there something else troubling Daniel Kohi?


‘There could be a post-mortem examination to assess just how he died,’ he replied. ‘As MacDonald told you, any sudden death is reported to the Fiscal. And cause of death plus likely time of death will be established. We’ll know more then. Meantime, I think we deserve a hot shower and that whisky Sergeant MacDonald promised us.’









CHAPTER FOUR


Juliet Van der Bilt wound down the white patterned blinds against the night sky and shivered. It was unlike Hans not to call her and she had tried his mobile several times, but the same unavailable message was uttered in clipped formal tones.


Where was he?


She slumped into his favourite armchair, stretching out her injured leg. If she hadn’t come a cropper on her bicycle a few weeks ago, then they would have been together on that Scottish trip, climbing the mountain they’d yearned to see for so many years. As it was, Hans could not change his leave and so he’d set off on his own, promising to take lots of photos once he got to the top. The accommodation and flights had been booked, though hers was refundable due to the accident.


She looked down at the thick plaster cast on her leg and sighed. What a rotten thing to happen! Still, all was not lost, she thought, settling a hand across her belly. Once Hans was home, she would have something even more special to tell him than any mountain adventure could offer. A small smile of contentment settled on the young woman’s face as she drifted off to sleep.


‘I hate doing this,’ the police officer declared. ‘Worst part of the job.’


‘But necessary,’ her colleague insisted. ‘And, after all, Gail, you’re good at this sort of thing.’


PC Gail Conway gave a sniff. More likely she’d just been too eager to please in the past and now was stuck with the job of notifying next of kin whenever a sudden death occurred.


‘Could they not have asked a Dutch police officer to do it?’ she protested.


‘Just get on with it, lass, sooner the poor woman knows what happened to her husband the better.’


The sound of ringing crept into Juliet’s dreams, a cacophony of bicycle bells surrounding her as she careered over the edge of a precipice.


Waking with a start, she realised that the ringing was still there, but it was the house telephone by her side.


She picked up the phone, a smile of anticipation on her face. It must be Hans!


‘Hello,’ she began, but before she could chide him for not keeping in touch, a female voice broke in, asking to speak to Mrs Van der Bilt.


‘Speaking,’ Juliet replied, reverting to her native English. The accent from the woman was Scottish, she decided, but, as Juliet Van der Bilt listened, it was the woman’s words that hit home rather than where she was from.


‘There must be some mistake,’ she faltered. ‘Hans is an experienced climber. He was well prepared. Are you certain it’s him?’ But, as the police officer continued to relate the details, her tone full of sympathy, Juliet froze, a scream bubbling up from deep inside.


‘How did she take it?’


PC Conway made a face. ‘How do you think? Disbelief, then that horrible silence when you wonder if she’s collapsed.’


‘What next?’


‘She’s going to come over, if she can get a flight and help at the airport. Poor woman’s got a broken leg. Should’ve been with her husband on this climb. Och, it’s so sad,’ the officer sighed, her lips tightening against any inner emotion. She might feel empathy for another woman but there was no way she could allow it to affect her job.


‘Aye, come away in.’ Roderick MacDonald stood aside to usher Lorimer and Daniel into their private quarters. It was warm and bright inside, the door leading straight into a large room that doubled as lounge and dining room. A pine Welsh dresser separated the two areas, its shelves displaying a selection of old-fashioned china plates depicting Highland scenes.


A black and white collie rose from its place in front of a blazing log fire and sauntered up to sniff the newcomers.


‘Right, Laddie, behave yourself, now,’ MacDonald admonished the dog.


‘That’s all right, Sergeant MacDonald,’ Lorimer said, bending to pat the animal’s head and caress his ears. ‘I’m fond of animals, though it’s a cat we’ve got ourselves.’


‘Roddie, please. Sergeant MacDonald is what even the minister calls me!’ the man chuckled. ‘Sit yerselves down.’ He waved a hand at the two empty wing chairs either side of the fire and a two-seater settee placed between them, its cushions covered with a red tartan rug.


‘Is that a clan tartan?’ Lorimer asked before settling onto one of the fireside chairs.


‘Aye. MacDonald of Sleat,’ their host replied. ‘That’s a place on the island of Skye.’ He turned to Daniel. ‘Have you ever visited Skye before?’


Daniel shook his head. ‘No, this is the furthest north I’ve been since I arrived in Scotland. I’ve only been here for a few months.’


‘And are you with Superintendent Lorimer’s unit?’


Daniel smiled and shook his head. ‘I was a police inspector in Zimbabwe,’ he said. ‘But it will take a while to complete a transfer to Police Scotland, once my three-year residence is fulfilled. Of course, I will have to undertake a training course first.’


‘Ah, just so.’ MacDonald nodded. ‘Now, that dram I promised you. I have a nice Talisker or maybe you’d prefer a Laphroaig, both single malts,’ he suggested, picking up two bottles from a nearby table.


‘Either would be more than acceptable, Roddie,’ Lorimer answered for them both. He gave a grin in Daniel’s direction. ‘I’ve been introducing this man to the finer things in life since he arrived.’


Sitting sipping the whisky, Lorimer felt a familiar glow of peace stealing over him. The warmth combined with the Talisker managed to drive away the recent horrors of the day, though he knew that Daniel wanted to ask more questions of the rescue team leader.


‘Does this happen often?’ Daniel asked. ‘Someone falling to their death?’


‘Not often, thank the Good Lord,’ MacDonald replied, setting down his glass on a small table by his side. ‘Winter is the worst. Avalanches can happen so unexpectedly, given the sudden shifts in temperature. That poor fellow isn’t the first we’ve had to stretcher off by any means.’ He heaved a sigh and stared into the flickering flames from the logs on the fire. ‘Most of the time it’s a pure accident. A trip, leaning over too far to take a photo, a rock being dislodged on the scree and hitting a climber’s head.’


‘Is that what you think happened today? The man just tripped and fell?’


MacDonald frowned. ‘We have no way of knowing,’ he said. ‘But falling onto that place suggests that he was leaning over the ridge and lost his footing.’


‘He wasn’t wearing a hat or gloves,’ Daniel persisted.


‘Aye, that’s so,’ MacDonald agreed. ‘Could be he took them off as he tried to take a snap.’


‘But his phone was in his jacket pocket,’ Daniel pointed out.


‘Hm, right enough. Aye, that’s an odd thing, so it is.’ He shook his head and took up his glass again, sipping thoughtfully. ‘As I said, we’ll probably never know that part of the poor man’s story.’


Lorimer watched MacDonald’s rugged face as he continued to stare at the fire, an expression of sorrow shadowing his features. No matter how often the mountain rescue team had to take a body off these hills, it was a sad affair that evidently affected the man seated beside him.


Lorimer’s gaze wandered around the room and settled on a wedding photograph in a silver frame. A bride decked all in white, her groom resplendent in tartan.


‘That’s young Roderick,’ MacDonald said, catching Lorimer’s eye. ‘Two years past he and Isla got wed. Ah, now that was a grand day.’


‘Your son?’


‘Aye, we were just blessed with the one laddie,’ MacDonald told him. ‘Fair proud we were when he got his degree. That’s where he met Isla. At the university down in Glasgow. He’s a teacher now. Got a job in Kinlochleven High School and settled locally. The wife and I were hoping for an addition to the clan one of these years.’ His smile fading as he stared hard at the photograph.


Lorimer made no reply, seeing the sudden tension in MacDonald’s shoulders, sensing that all was not as this father had hoped for since the day his son had been wed.


‘Young Roderick was there the night,’ he said, turning to look at Lorimer. ‘He’s part of the team. Takes after his dad.’


His words were interrupted by a call from the far end of the room.


‘That’s dinner all ready, lads, up to the table, with ye,’ Senga MacDonald called, setting down steaming bowls of soup at each of the places on her dining table.


‘Scotch broth,’ she told her guests. ‘Put hair on your chest, so it will.’


Lorimer suppressed a smile as he saw Daniel’s quizzical look at the woman’s words, no doubt storing up yet another phrase to add to his growing list of Scottish expressions.


The MacDonalds had shown them the very best of Highland hospitality, the broth followed by a venison stew then oatcakes and cheeses. By the time dinner was over Lorimer felt ready for bed but realised that MacDonald wanted them to stay a while longer around the glowing embers of the fire.


‘It’s a shame we had to meet under those circumstances, Lorimer,’ MacDonald began. ‘I would like to have shown you a few more of the Munros up there.’


‘Maybe Daniel and I can return in the summer,’ Lorimer suggested.


‘You’ll aye be welcome here, the both of you,’ MacDonald said, then, turning to give Lorimer an appraising glance, he nodded his head as if he’d been thinking hard and reached a decision. ‘This missing climber, Justin Dwyer, did ye no’ hear about that down in Glasgow?’


‘It was all over the news for a bit, but we weren’t involved in the search in any way,’ Lorimer admitted. ‘We’ve had other business on our hands.’ There was no need to go into details about the threat that had hung over Glasgow in the days before Christmas nor of Lorimer’s involvement with the security services. Sometimes it was good for the general public not to know such things, letting them sleep better at night. A terrible tragedy had been averted but not without cost. And, since then, he had been liaising with several authorities overseas in order to find background information on the terrorists who had been apprehended. No single day as head of the Major Incident Team in Glasgow’s south side was ever the same, crime and criminals sadly providing a never-ending stream of work for the officers under his command.


‘I met the laddie when he stayed here,’ MacDonald told him. ‘Tall, fair chap, like thon fellow we picked up today. On his own, too.’ He cast a sideways glance at Lorimer as if to gauge the detective’s reaction. ‘Well, you’ll have seen photos of him on the TV and in all the papers. Big smiling American laddie.’


‘Dwyer went missing three weeks ago, Mrs MacDonald told us,’ Lorimer said.


‘Three weeks ago to the day,’ MacDonald agreed. ‘We saw him the day before he was going to climb the Buachaille but he never did. Not a trace of him anywhere on that ben.’


‘You searched the entire mountain?’ Daniel’s jaw dropped in astonishment.


‘Not just me,’ MacDonald admitted. ‘Several of the team as well, but it was mainly Gil Kerrigan who took the time and effort to comb the mountain.’


‘That’s the man that brought the body off?’ Lorimer asked.


‘Aye. Gil knows that place like the back of his hand. Isn’t a week goes by but he does the climb.’


‘Every week?’ Daniel’s voice rose in astonishment.


‘Sometimes more often in the summer, of course. He’s a climbing instructor, works mostly at weekends and evenings so his days are often his own.’


‘That’s why he was up early,’ Lorimer said. ‘We passed him by on the trail as we began our own ascent.’


MacDonald gave him a penetrating stare. ‘He wouldn’t say much, eh? Gil’s a man of few words, y’see. A bit shy with strangers.’


‘I did wonder … ’ Lorimer agreed.


‘No, Gilbert Kerrigan is a good man to have on the team. Never baulks at having to be roped down the trickiest bit of cliff face if it means helping take someone off. Dead or alive,’ he said with a sorrowful shake of his head.


‘Where does he work?’ Daniel asked.


‘Oh, there’s a gym in Fort William. He drives back and forth regularly. Might be even busier next month with the school holidays coming up. He has classes of adults at weekends, even on Sundays.’ He made a face and shook his head as if in disapproval. ‘Does a rock-climbing course for all ages some evenings.’


Mrs MacDonald joined them, sitting on the arm of the settee next to her husband as she wiped her hands on her apron.


‘He’s got a bunch of awards for all that indoor stuff but his heart’s really out of doors and up on that dark mountain,’ she offered. ‘Poor laddie needs to be up there like some folk need a dram every night.’ She nudged her husband’s elbow and he responded with a shamefaced laugh.


Lorimer drained his whisky and set down the glass on the hearth.


‘Well, thank you both for an excellent evening. That was a smashing meal, Mrs MacDonald. It certainly helped us forget the unhappy ending to our venture up the mountain.’


Daniel rose and shook both of his hosts warmly by the hand.


‘This has been a memorable day,’ he agreed. ‘And I am most grateful to you for your kindness to a stranger in a strange land … ’ he mused.


‘Well, don’t make yourself a stranger before you leave,’ she said. ‘I will see you at breakfast time, of course, but come into the shop before you go, and I’ll see what cakes you might want to take back with you.’


Her words were kind, but the expression in Senga MacDonald’s eyes was one of worry, thought Lorimer as he noticed her wringing the apron between her fists.
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