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Chapter 1


Alarm. Eyes open. First look at the morning. Reach out and silence the noise.


Ten-minute snooze set, but I won’t need it. Lie in the grey light of dawn, staring at the ceiling, and right away it’s there. Depression.


No particular reason. Just one of those things that comes with the day. Any given day. Like one of those old blues songs. Woke up this morning . . . In my case, however, I don’t tick any of the old blues men’s boxes. No woman putting me down, no trouble with the law, no drink, no drugs, no long, lonely journeys on the railroad.


There was a time there, for a few years even, when I never felt like this. However, it seems to be coming more often these days, and every now and again has become once or twice a week.


Last week Mary, on the front desk, told me I needed a wife.


Sit up, legs over the side of the bed. Late enough in the year to be sleeping with the curtains open. Early November, looking out at the tops of houses, trees behind, the ridge of the hills beyond obscured by low cloud. The feeling of apprehension still sits in the middle of my head, drip-feeding lethargy through the rest of me.


Finally stand up, stretch, and into the morning routine, which as ever ends with me sitting at the small table in the kitchen, listening to Good Morning Scotland, eating fried eggs on toast and drinking coffee. Some days feeling enthusiastic, some days feeling indifferent, some days like today, a weight on my shoulders, wondering what’s about to happen.


 


Into the station at just after 08:30. Nod at Mary as I walk past, but know that I’m not going to escape so easily. She either has a radar for this kind of thing, or else the signs of my melancholia are obvious to everyone, and she’s the only person comfortable enough to talk to me about it.


‘Inspector,’ she says.


‘Mary.’


I smile, slow down, try to look more enthusiastic for the day.


‘Anything happen in our one-horse town overnight?’


She narrows her eyes slightly, seeing through my attempt at casual conversation.


‘Assault outside the Horseman,’ she says, ‘but it was two hours after closing, so there’s no need to speak to Robbie.’


I lift my eyebrow in question, and she says, ‘Tom Arnold. He was kept in the Memorial overnight for observation. Head smashed against the wall, but he’ll likely get out this morning. Broken finger, a few cuts and bruises.’


‘Right. So I presume we have Debbie in custody?’


Mary smiles ruefully and nods.


We used to spend our time waiting for the inevitable break-up between those two, and the joke at the station was that when it finally happened, crime in the town would be cut in half and several of us would lose our jobs.


Time passes, however, and we’ve come to realise that they’re going nowhere. They fight and make up in a repetitive ritual, and sometimes the police are called, and sometimes it ends with one of them in hospital.


Tom and Debbie Arnold live in a large, old house on the edge of town on the Strathpeffer Road – convenient for the police station, it has been noted – and they never bother anyone else. At least there’s that. It is, however, just unutterably depressing as we watch the decline and fall, the worsening of the rift, hoping one of them will finally have the strength and sense to walk out, but knowing that when it ends it will end in the fight that goes too far, leaving one of them dead.


There was a moment, about a year after I’d been on the job. It was early morning, and I’d gone for a walk out of town on a spring day, the smell of the Highlands still fresh, new and welcoming. (Not that the sense of that ever leaves you.) I’d stopped to get a bacon roll at a van on the corner of Gladstone – a business that sadly didn’t last, despite the custom we sent its way – and was finishing off the roll as I was walking in the direction of Strathpeffer, beyond the last of the houses out on that road.


Unexpected movement to my left made me turn and look towards Knockfarrel, the hump that rises between the two towns. There were two people running towards me in what appeared, at first sight, to be a scene of Pythonesque comedy. At the front there was a man, bare-chested, unshaven, hair wild, running full pelt down the hill. Tom Arnold. Debbie was about ten yards further behind, brandishing a frying pan.


I stopped to watch, torn between walking off and leaving them to it, intervening, or being a casual spectator to this seemingly comic act. Seemingly comic, because while the scene had been taken straight from the world of seventies TV comedy, this being the real world, were she to have caught him and actually hit him over the head with the frying pan, no one would have been laughing.


With one hand on the top wire of the fence, Tom jumped over, and then he was running down the street towards me. Debbie took a little longer to negotiate the hurdle, and so fell a few yards further back.


As he passed me, the worry on Tom’s face eased for a second. He looked at me, nodded, said, ‘Inspector,’ and then continued on his way. Another couple of seconds, and then Debbie was upon me. She did the same, slowing slightly, as though slowing down might mean the police not noticing that she was actively chasing someone with a frying pan with intent to commit assault, said, ‘Nice morning,’ and kept on running.


It was perfect, and amusing in its way, and I would have loved to let them get on with it. But I was the police officer amongst the three of us. I was the adult.


I watched her for a moment and then said, just loudly enough for her to hear, ‘Debbie . . .’


She didn’t turn immediately but I could see the break in her stride. She kept running for a second, another two, three, four strides, and then finally she slowed and stopped, turning back to face me, as Tom ran on, past his own front door, not noticing that his wife was no longer in pursuit.


We looked at each other, Mrs Arnold and I, and then she said, ‘I wasn’t really going to hit him.’


The moment passed. No one was assaulted that day.


Soon enough it came though, and for years now we’ve all watched the grotesque implosion, and one day it will be over, one of them dead, one of them in prison.


‘Nothing else of interest?’ I ask, and Mary shakes her head.


For a few seconds, I wait to see if she’s going to give me any words of advice, or admonition for living alone and not sharing myself with anyone else. When it thankfully doesn’t come, I nod and walk on through to the office.


Most people already in, except Chief Inspector Quinn, who’s in Inverness for the day. Nod at a few of my colleagues in the open-plan, over to the other side, and there’s Detective Sergeant Sutherland, in the seat that used to be DI Natterson’s, a doughnut in one hand, a cup of coffee in the other, as ever at this time in the morning.


We were due to get another DI to replace Nat, but it never happened, and the replacement inspector became a sergeant. However, another sergeant post was cut so, ultimately, when it had all panned out, and the dominos had fallen, we lost an inspector and gained an administrative assistant, Police Scotland saving £34,500 a year in the process.


Sutherland smiles and nods, I return the nod and then look around the office, and on out the window, wondering what to do first.


‘All right?’ says Sutherland, through the last of the doughnut, before taking a tissue to his lips.


‘Yeah,’ I say, hands in pockets, looking out at the clouds above the rooftops across the street, and then turning to the coffee machine. Take a moment, decide to get the second cup of the day, ease myself into things and see if I can shake the feeling of gloom that still sits like a black ball in the middle of my head.


‘You all right for coffee?’ I say to him, and he lifts the mug in response, indicating it’s still half full.


‘We heading out to the Meachers’ today?’ I ask.


Fraud case, small-time, involving old European Union money. The call came from Glasgow, asking us to make some enquiries. So far it’s going slowly, but no one seems to mind.


‘Yep,’ he says, ‘should be free after eleven, if that’s good.’


‘Yep,’ I say, and turn away, walking over to the coffee machine. Constable Fisher passes by and we say hello.


And so the day begins, and just this once it turns out that my waking feeling of dread and despondency at the day is not misplaced. Soon the herald of bad news arrives, and we won’t be going to the Meachers’ place, and Glasgow and Brussels, and whoever else is asking, will just have to wait.










Chapter 2


Yesterday this would just have been any old field on the Black Isle. One field’s width back from the road, the ruin of an old croft away to the right, another couple on the low hill rising beyond. To the far left, a small copse of trees, the farmhouse behind. Woods beyond that, farmland all around. In the distance before us, the roofs of Culbokie, and beyond that the Cromarty Firth. Behind, at the top of the hill, a lone tree, before the gentle roll down to the other side of the Black Isle, to Avoch and the Moray Firth.


The last of the sheep have just been moved into the adjacent field, although they had all fled to the furthest parts of this one at the arrival of so many people.


The day is grey and bleak, a cold wind whipping up from the firth, rain in the air. There are already seventeen of us in attendance, only a few dressed for the weather. Fourteen various officials and law enforcement officers, the farmers – Catriona Napier and Belle McIntosh – and an acquaintance of theirs, Lachlan Green.


I don’t know the farmers. Napier looks upset; McIntosh, who found the body, is far more composed, like she’s the one already thinking over the ramifications of all this on their business.


Lachlan Green has been known to the police all his adult life, and is a regular feature of the small police notices in the local papers. Nevertheless, he has neither a prison sentence nor a story with its own headline to his name.


A couple of our team are setting up a broad perimeter around the area, and just in time, as a BBC van has parked on the road at the bottom of the next field down. Doesn’t take long to get here from Inverness, presuming that’s where they came from. Maybe they were in the area anyway, and were diverted. Ahead of them a lone individual strides forward, phone held out, journalist written all over him.


I nod at Sutherland, and he accepts the challenge and walks off to counter the reporter before he can casually duck under the perimeter tape, pretending to be from the procurator’s office or some such.


At the far corner of this field there is an old well, the top of which has long been sealed. The well was listed in the schedule of sale when Catriona Napier and her husband bought the property; the previous owner stated that he never knew the well to have been opened.


For reasons that have yet to be explained to us, the farmers recently decided to see if the well was still functioning, and if there was a chance it could be reactivated. This morning, at just after nine o’clock, McIntosh and Green took to the task of dismantling the stone cover. She said their intention was to do it carefully, leaving the stones intact, in case the decision was taken to reseal the cover.


Once they had completely cleared the stones and the old pieces of wood which had originally been fitted as support, they lowered a light, attached to a piece of rope, down towards the bottom. There, as far as they could tell from their position on ‘the surface of the earth’, was a body.


And now they stand, contemplating what this is going to do for business over the coming weeks and months, Green beside them, looking as if he has other places he’d rather be.


‘Ready to go, sir,’ says Constable Cole, as she walks up beside me, dressed for the descent, wearing a helmet with a torch and camera attached, a harness, carabineers dangling from her belt.


Constable Ross is kneeling, looking down into the well. He is also dressed to make the descent, but only as back-up, in case Cole runs into any trouble.


I nod, and we walk over to the well, where the rest of the team are getting ready to lower Cole down.


‘Sir,’ says one of them, putting an iPad in my hands. It’s already showing the images from the camera mounted on Cole’s helmet.


‘Thanks. We set?’ I ask generally to the small crowd.


‘Ready to roll,’ another says, and I get the thumbs-up from Cole.


As she attaches the line to her belt, sits on the edge of the well and gets ready to descend, Sutherland comes back up alongside me.


‘All well?’


‘The guy’s from the Courier,’ he says. ‘He’s cool.’


I wonder about making some trite remark to Cole about being careful, but there’s no need. We’re not playing to an audience.


She lowers herself over the side of the well, gives another thumbs-up. The winch starts slowly unwinding and Cole lets herself go, allowing it to take her weight, and beginning her descent.


We watch her for a moment, and then shift our attention back to the iPad. The bright light of the torch moves slowly down across the stone, walls untouched and unseen in who-knows-how-many years.


‘If this was a movie, you’d be doing that,’ says Sutherland to me, drily.


The image on the screen is moving steadily back and forth as Cole looks around at the wall of the well, making an initial check to see if there is any evidence of the process of the body being dumped, or taken down, to the bottom.


‘And you’d be scared of the dark, spiders, rats, bats, heights and confined spaces.’


‘That’ll do, Sergeant, that’ll do.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Everything all right, Alice?’ Ross shouts down the shaft after Cole.


‘We’re good,’ she answers, not needing to shout back up as there’s a microphone in the camera on her helmet. Her words are in strange stereo, from down in the well and from the iPad.


I take a moment to look away, over a scene that is suddenly very tense, as we wait for the first close-up from the bottom of the well.


A picture painted in dull grey. The crowd has grown a little, the perimeter is established. The farmers are on this side of it, although detached, while seven people stand at the tape, one with a camera on his shoulder, an officer beside them.


We either need to make sure the guy is not filming when we bring the body up, or we need to set up a tent around the well. Of course, these days there’s hardly a discussion to be had. There are cameras everywhere, on every device. We’ll need to set up the tent.


I look back to the two crime scene vehicles that came through from Inverness. They’ll have everything we need.


‘Feet on the ground,’ says Cole, with a little more urgency, and the winch is instantly stopped. A moment, then she says, ‘A little more slack, please,’ and the winch briefly rolls again.


There are three people leaning over the well, looking down. Someone else comes and stands next to Sutherland and me, looking at the iPad.


The picture scans quickly round the well, checking for any other entrances or doorways. It feels like we’re almost waiting for the moment of panic, the fear in her voice, and the desperate plea to be yanked to the surface. I probably need to stop listening to Sutherland.


This, fortunately, isn’t that kind of drama. It is still drama, just one of a much sadder kind.


Finally, Cole lowers her head and we get the first look at the face of the person whose body has been deposited at the bottom of the well. A boy, dark hair, maybe nine years old. The face is dirty and marked, but it’s hard to tell by torchlight if there is any blood or bruising.


The camera closes in on him, as Cole bends down to check for signs of life, although clearly there are not going to be any. Then she runs the light over the rest of his naked body, which is lying sprawled at a curious angle. There’s a line running down the centre of his chest, difficult to make out in this light.


‘Nothing,’ says Cole quietly. The tone of her voice has changed. You don’t see something like this and remain unaffected. ‘Doesn’t look as though he’s been dead for long, though. Maybe a day or two.’


So much for the well not having been opened for several generations. I glance over my shoulder at the farmers, who are watching us guardedly.


‘Looks like his chest has been cut open, then stitched back up,’ says Cole, ‘but that’s all I can make out at the moment.’ Then the picture lifts again, and she looks around the well once more, the camera a couple of feet lower this time.


We wait for the revelation, we wait for the thing that might make sense of this, or which might give us a decent head start in working out who this boy is and why someone placed him down here.


Yet, of course there’s nothing, and there’s hardly likely to be either. No clues, no instructions, no confession, no note, no piece of evidence accidentally dropped into the well alongside him.


Just a body, that’s all. That’s all we have. A boy in a well, and the sadness of it. Somewhere, someone is missing their son, waiting anxiously for news, not sleeping, not eating, waiting for the phone to ring. And later this morning their doorbell will sound, they will go to answer it, and there will be two police officers. The mother or father will open the door, full of fear and dread and hope and desperation, and they will see the faces of the officers and they will know, and their torment will multiply a thousand-fold.










Chapter 3


For a while we did not know what had happened to Dr Sanderson, the police pathologist in Inverness. He left, that was all. Handed in his notice, didn’t actually tell anyone with whom he worked, only had to give a month, and he was gone. Called in sick on his last day, just in case word had got around.


One of his colleagues went to see him that weekend, and he wasn’t in. Tried calling, he never answered the phone. Called a few more times to no avail, eventually stopped.


The rumours started. Never married, there was talk that Sanderson had met someone online, and grabbed a chance later in life for some romance. Some suggested that maybe he was gay, and that he’d run off with another man, unable to come out to his friends and colleagues. Another obvious one – and what, I have to admit, I presumed myself – was that he was ill. A cancer diagnosis, a poor prognosis, and he had gone off to try to salvage something from what time he had left, unable to face the torment of the goodbyes, the looks of concern and the awful expressions of pity from his colleagues.


This past Saturday I walked to the top of Wyvis. A beautiful day, white clouds dotting a clear, cold, blue sky, the view out to Wester Ross unbroken; one of those days when it felt as if you could almost see Canada.


Packed a small lunch, rode my bike out along the Ullapool road to a spot beyond Garve, and on up the hill.


I was sitting near the top eating a ham and tomato sandwich when Sanderson approached, over the brow of a small rise. He was heading for what passes for the summit up on that flat plateau, when he saw me, smiled, waved and approached.


‘Ben,’ he said, sitting comfortably on what had looked like an uncomfortable rock.


‘Peter.’


He removed his backpack, and settled into position, taking a moment to enjoy the view, for all the world as though we’d arranged to meet here, rather than it being complete chance.


‘Odd approach you just made,’ I said.


‘Didn’t use the paths. Came up from over by Loch Glass.’


‘Right. Ground OK?’


‘Bit marshy lower down, but . . .’ and he finished the sentence by tapping his boots, which were solid, expensive, high over the ankle.


‘Like Sauchiehall Street up here,’ he added, as a family of four walked past, in classic formation, younger kid up beside the parents, older child trailing slightly behind, tripping over her bottom lip. I’d only seen two other people for the previous twenty minutes.


He laughed lightly, and the kid at the back glanced round at him, quickly looking away when she caught my eye. ‘I always think, get off my mountain,’ he said. ‘I mean, it’s classic, isn’t it? Nice day like this, and you have people dragging kids like that up here. Fair-weather walkers, the bane of the Munros. I think, where were you when the snow fell? Where were you when the wind blew?’


He shook his head, as though even he didn’t have any conviction in what he was saying.


‘Where were you when the Westfold fell?’ and he laughed again, and finished with a bit of a grumble.


I smiled, and had a moment of lamenting the Lord of the Rings conversations we never had over dead bodies at the morgue.


He opened his bag and pulled out a sandwich and a bag of sea salt and cider vinegar crisps, opened it, offered it to me. I shook my head and he started to eat.


‘What have you got there?’ he asked.


‘Ham and tomato,’ I said, still feeling that there was something slightly surreal about this. I had genuinely only ever talked to Sanderson while standing over a corpse, and I’d also expected that I’d never see him again. I’d presumed he had died, somewhere in the world, while attempting to chalk off some item from his bucket list.


Maybe this was on his bucket list. Climb Wyvis.


For someone who had lived in Beauly, that would have been a pretty unimaginative bucket list.


‘What about you?’


‘Pan-seared Japanese beef, with horseradish, blue cheese and rocket,’ he said. ‘On homemade granary.’


And he made a small gesture with this artisanal sandwich, then took his first bite. He laid the sandwich on his knee, then reached once more into his bag, producing a flask.


‘Would you like some?’


‘Thanks,’ I said, feeling unprepared in my last-minute dash up the mountain. I thought I’d done well making a sandwich and throwing in a bottle of water.


‘Good choice,’ he said.


He removed the cup-lid, the white cup beneath, and unscrewed the top, poured out the liquid and handed the bigger cup to me.


‘That’s not tea,’ I said, for some reason finding it funny.


‘Of course not. It’s a nice day. Why would we want tea? It’s sauvignon blanc.’


‘I’ll take the smaller one, thank you,’ I said, smiling.


He passed over the white cup, we tapped the plastic together, and then took our first drink.


Have to say that sitting at the top of a mountain, looking out west across the hills, the wine tasted damned good.


‘Nice,’ I said, mundanely.


‘There’s no such thing as bad wine,’ he said. ‘You’re just drinking it with the wrong food.’


‘Did you get that from a fridge magnet?’ I asked, and he laughed.


The laugh died away, the moment passed, we drifted into silence. Far in the distance we could see a low-flying plane, a fighter jet, presumably a Typhoon, although I couldn’t make it out from there. Just the one, flying beneath the level of the mountain, too far away for the sound to have reached us yet.


‘What happened to you, Peter?’ I said eventually.


He grunted, as though disappointed by the question, but eventually, after another bite of his sandwich, another swallow of wine, another reach into the packet of crisps, he shrugged and said, ‘I suppose I did just fall off the map. What were they all saying?’


‘I think if you were to amalgamate all the theories into one, it’d be that you had a secret gay lover and had gone off to Costa Rica to die of AIDS.’


He laughed, loudly enough that I ended up laughing with him. It had all been kind of stupid, especially now, considering that here he was, no more than a few miles away, living much the same life as he had been before, minus having to go to a mortuary every working day.


We settled into a comfortable silence, the subject having been broached, while we ate and drank, looked at the view, and waited for him to finally decide to talk.


‘The world is a shit-basket, Ben,’ he said eventually. ‘I wasn’t fed up with work, or anything. I wasn’t tired and drained by all that sadness, all the death. We’re in Inverness, not downtown Baltimore; it was never exceptional, it never really weighed me down. But the news. My God, every day, the news. The world out there, this God-awful sewer that humanity has created . . . I couldn’t stop reading about it, couldn’t stop thinking about it. And I just got to thinking . . . I really believe, this world, or at least, our civilisation, is ruined. Absolutely, unequivocally, unavoidably ruined. I don’t know how the end will come. Plague maybe. Climate change and colossal ecological disaster. Some terrorist gets hold of a nuclear weapon, perhaps, or not even a terrorist. One of the people that already has them just chooses to do something indescribably stupid. Russia or Turkey, the damned Yanks or just that rotund little fuck-muppet in North Korea.’


‘Turkey doesn’t have nuclear weapons,’ I found myself saying, the only thing he’d said so far that I thought needed correcting.


‘Well, there goes my theory,’ he said, drily. ‘We’re fine.’


I laughed, Sanderson took another drink, indicating the mountains beyond.


‘However it comes, it’s coming. Society will fall. We will fall. Scotland, Britain, Europe, the West, all of humanity . . . This year, next year, five, ten years, who knows, but it’s coming. And I just thought, why am I doing this? Why am I spending my days doing this? The last days of human civilisation? Why not just get out on the mountains? Why do it once or twice a month, when you can do it every day? So, I moved to Ullapool. Some days I go fishing, some days I walk up hills.’


‘Wow,’ I said. ‘That’s impressive. What d’you do when it’s chucking it down with rain?’


‘You know how good a shower feels after you’ve been up a mountain all day in the freezing rain? You know how good a Château La Garde, Pessac-Léognan 2009 tastes? You see, it’s not just the hills, or the fishing. Time is short, it really is. Why waste it, why waste any of it? Every meal is good, every drink should taste like this,’ and he indicated his cup, taking another sip as he did so.


‘You sound like you’re dying of cancer,’ I said, though I did not mean it in any maudlin way.


‘It’s civilisation that’s dying,’ he said. ‘Greed, stupidity and hubris. But it’s not like you don’t know that already, Inspector. You’re surrounded by it in your job, and you’ll have seen far worse in your SIS days than you will’ve since you’ve been up here.’


He finished his cup of wine, then opened the flask and offered me a little more. I had hardly started mine, so he poured himself another cup.


‘I have a cheesecake and a small dessert wine for after,’ he said.


I laughed, but couldn’t help myself saying, ‘I hope you’re not driving back to Ullapool. I might have to arrest you.’


‘Spending a couple of nights at the Highland,’ he said.


‘Lovely.’


‘Simple pleasures, Inspector, simple pleasures.’


‘You never said you were leaving,’ I said. The words sounded jarring. I regretted speaking as soon they were out my mouth. I hadn’t intended saying anything about that, then suddenly there they were. Words spoken.


He continued to eat and drink for a while, looking steadfastly out over the view, then finally he cleared his throat, coughing gently into the back of his hand.


‘You know how it is, son,’ he said. ‘Goodbyes and all that. Questions. Where are you going, what are you going to do? We’ll miss you. Don’t forget us. You lucky so-and-so. The going-away card passed around the building, the hastily bought present, arranged by people who didn’t really know me.’ He shook his head, looking mournfully at the ground. ‘See?’ he said, picking up slightly, ‘it’s depressing me just thinking about it now.’


He laughed, and I laughed lightly with him. We didn’t talk much after that, sitting in companionable silence, looking out over the mountains. Somehow, though, the feeling of sadness that had suddenly appeared with the change in the tone of his voice never went away. Eventually, after a little more food, a little more conversation, we said goodbye and went our separate ways.


I didn’t mention when I got into the station this morning that I’d seen him. It didn’t seem right. It didn’t seem to me what Sanderson would have wanted.


 


The crowd at the perimeter of the scene has grown, reporters and television, passers-by, and those few, attracted far from home, by the lure of a crime scene. Sutherland has taken the farmers back into their house to ask further questions. They can protest innocence all they like, but every investigation starts with where the body was found, and it was found on their property.


A white tent has now been erected around the scene, enclosing the well. The boy has been brought to the surface, and lies inside the tent, on a pop-up table. Body covered in a sheet, his head emerging from beneath, his face the forlorn, pale masque of death.


The tent has been cleared, and now it’s just Dr Wade and me. The investigating officer, the police pathologist, and the victim.


‘And you don’t have any missing persons of this age in the area?’ asks Wade.


I shake my head, which she picks up on, even though she’s not looking at me.


‘We’ve spoken to Inverness, and they’ve got nothing. They did a quick check for us, and there are a few possibilities from around the country, but nothing close by. I’ll check them out when we get back to the station.’


Look at my watch, although the time hardly matters.


‘I should be getting on. Too soon for you to have any ideas?’ I ask.


Wade has been here for about ten minutes, much of which she spent standing outside the tent, looking at the view down across the fields and the crowd and the trees to the Cromarty Firth, as she slowly got attired for the job.


‘On the contrary,’ she says, looking up.


She’s in her late forties, a tangle of sandy-coloured hair tied back, a particular harshness about her, but with a peculiar sense of humour beneath. Perhaps not so different from Sanderson.


The unexpected suddenness of Sanderson’s departure meant that Wade came to the police service at short notice, having worked in Aberdeen for the previous fifteen years. There’s a rumour that her departure from the Royal Infirmary came at an opportune time for her, amid talk of a scandal of some sort, but I’ve never gone looking for the details. None of my business. We’re just here to talk about a dead body.


‘The boy died approximately Saturday afternoon. Then, judging from the marks on the body, I’d say he’d been dead a good twelve hours before being dumped down there.’


‘So, dropped, rather than taken down and placed there?’


‘Unceremoniously dropped. Which makes sense, because it’s going to be a lot of effort to get down there just to leave the body of someone you’ve killed. It would be curious to treat someone with that much respect, having murdered them.’


‘Any idea on cause of death? Constable Cole said it looked like there’d been an incision made in the boy’s chest.’


Wade replies with a nod, then she slowly lifts the cloth that’s covering the body, revealing the wound that stretches from his throat down to his waist.


A recent incision, very roughly sewn back up.


‘This is what we have so far,’ she says. ‘A brutal cut, crudely repaired, as you can see. The boy was dead when the stitches were applied, too early to say if he was dead before the incision was made in the first place. I could do it now, but if it’s all right with you, I’ll leave it until I get back to the lab to open him up again.’


‘Sure,’ I say.


‘He was not necessarily awake when he was cut open,’ she says. ‘People normally wouldn’t be, albeit, I grant you, this is hardly a normal course of events.’


‘OK, doctor, thank you. If you can put a call through to the station when you’ve got something else . . .’


‘Will do.’


There’s a movement behind me, the entrance to the small tent parts, and Belle McIntosh enters. There’s no artifice about her, or nervousness, or even curiosity. She just walks into the tent as if she’s supposed to be here.


She glances at the doctor, then she gets a quick look at the body, but even in the act of her entering, Wade has the sheet drawn back up, and this time all the way over the boy’s head.


‘Who are you?’ says Wade sharply, and as she says it, I step in between McIntosh and the now-covered cadaver.


‘You’re not allowed in here,’ I say, glancing through the small opening, looking for the officer who was supposed to be standing outside.


‘It’s my land,’ says McIntosh. ‘Are you telling me some of it is now off-limits?’


‘Yes, I am. Can you go back into the house, and I’ll come to speak to you shortly?’


‘What if I want to go out? Go to the shops? Am I under arrest?’


‘No,’ I say, and the antagonism starts to leave my voice. It strikes me that she’s just come in here for the argument, wanting to be annoyed at the sudden influx of visitors and interest in her property. Feeling entitled in her resentment and wanting someone to blame. Arguing with her will only feed her aggravation. ‘At the moment we’re just doing what we have to do. No one’s under arrest, no one’s suspected of anything. We’ve just found a body, we’ll deal with it and gather the evidence as quickly as possible.’


She holds my gaze for a second, gives Wade the briefest of looks, and then stares down at the covered body. This second look is not so brief.


‘Mrs McIntosh,’ I say eventually, and this time I take a step forward, which, given the limited space of the tent, puts us more or less face to face. ‘You need to go back to the house.’


‘Ms McIntosh,’ she says. ‘Who is it?’ she adds, moving quickly on from admonishing me for misrepresenting her marital status, which at least makes me realise that I have no idea about her marital status.


I reply with a nod towards the flap in the tent.


A few years ago I would already have placed my hand on her arm to move her on. Now, any touch by the police is considered an offensive move, one that invariably leads to escalation or accusation.


Her eyes remain on the sheet for a short while longer, and then she turns quickly back out of the tent, the flap falling into place behind her.


‘What d’you suppose was going on there?’ says Wade, lifting her eyebrows at me.


‘Not sure,’ I say, ‘but it’s hard to imagine it was anything more than her trying to impose herself on the situation. She wants us to know that we’re on her land, and she wants us off as soon as possible.’


‘Hmm,’ says Wade, ‘I’ll leave you to it. I’ll concentrate on finding out how our sorrowful young friend here died,’ and she pats the corpse on the shoulder.


Once again she pulls the cloth back from the head, and then slowly from the rest of the body, and we stand and look down at him again for a few moments.


‘Right, doctor, thank you,’ I finally manage to say. ‘I should be going. I’ll see you later.’


She nods, and I’m back out into the fresh air, looking at a scene which is exactly the same as it was when I went in there. The same crowd, the same work being done to secure the area, the same checks being made of the surroundings. Up above, the same grey sky flecked with darker grey; in front, the same fields stretching away, down to the same lifeless water.










Chapter 4


Standing at the kitchen window, looking out on the same view. The farmers sitting at the table, Sutherland across from them. The three of them are drinking tea, poured by McIntosh from an oversized pot.


Lachlan Green is waiting elsewhere for us to interview him. The farmers and Green have been taken separately into the white tent to see the dead child. In the case of McIntosh, this was obviously a more formal, second viewing. None of them claim to be able to identify him.


McIntosh and Napier are married, and have been for a little over a year. We’ve yet to get to their background story, and with people getting married in their fifties, same-sex or not, there’s usually one to tell, but there’s plenty of time for that.


‘It’s clear that the well has not remained sealed since the nineteenth century or whenever,’ says Sutherland, ‘so we need to start from there.’


‘We hadn’t touched it until this morning,’ says Napier, and I turn to watch them. Napier looks nervous, troubled, as she might reasonably be expected to be; McIntosh looks angry, ready to lash out.


‘Can you explain to us how the dead body of a young boy got in there, then?’


Napier drops her eyes, head shaking.


‘For goodness’ sake,’ says McIntosh, ‘he must’ve been put there a while ago, and the well was resealed in a way we didn’t notice. That’s a reasonable explanation. Don’t tell me the child just died this weekend.’


Sutherland holds her gaze, and although she does not wilt, the understanding is evident on her face.


‘I don’t believe it,’ she says, although the stress and anger in her voice reduce a notch or two.


‘You saw him, Ms McIntosh. First estimate is that the boy died on Saturday afternoon,’ says Sutherland, causing Napier to look up – a helpless, desperate look – and McIntosh’s face to harden. ‘Someone killed him,’ continued Sutherland, ‘and then they dropped his body down into the well. How did that happen?’


They stare back across the kitchen table. A moment, and then Napier turns and looks at her wife. McIntosh holds her gaze for less than a second, and there’s nothing there. Her face, her look, is expressionless.


‘Well, that’s for you to work out,’ she says, turning back to the sergeant. ‘What d’you think we did? Kill someone, hide the body in the well, then the following day call the police and report what we found? Seriously?’


Her tone is unnecessarily harsh and accusatory. At least her words have a point.


‘And yet,’ says Sutherland, ‘it seems a very particular coincidence that you open the well the day after someone just happens to have disposed of a corpse in it.’


McIntosh does not wilt from his gaze, but has no answer.


‘Why did you choose this moment, today, the start of this week, to open the well? Did you hear something? Suspect something?’


‘Nothing like that,’ McIntosh answers, her voice low.


‘Why today?’


McIntosh glances at me, aware that I’m the unknown quantity in the room. Watching, waiting, saying nothing.


First impressions, that’s what she’s wondering. What are my first impressions?


‘Right, here we go,’ says McIntosh. ‘Although I don’t know why it’s any of your business . . .’


‘Don’t,’ says Napier, shaking her head.


Sutherland almost smiles as he looks at her, then turns back to McIntosh.


‘Oh, that sounds interesting,’ he says.


‘Oh, I don’t think I’ll bother now,’ she says.


‘Why did you open the well, Ms McIntosh?’ I throw in from the sidelines. ‘Until we get answers to who this boy is, where he came from and how he came to be at the bottom of a well on your land, and until we know who else it is we ought to be speaking to, you’re all we’ve got. You’re in the spotlight. Answer honestly and truthfully, get it over with, and that spotlight will shift away from you all the more quickly.’


McIntosh looks round at me, and I can see the stiffening of her resolve. We come to the first answer, at least. Another look of uncertainty from her wife, just before she speaks.


‘The water, of course,’ she says. ‘We were wanting the water—’


‘Don’t bring me into it,’ says Napier. ‘You and your conspiracy theories.’


‘Ooh, conspiracy theories?’ says Sutherland. ‘Excellent. The Illuminati? Paul is dead? Stanley Kubrik faked the moon landing?’


‘Amateur hour,’ says McIntosh with a grimace. ‘Look, I had no idea why the well was closed. There’s no one around to talk of it.’


‘There must be land records somewhere,’ I say, and she shakes her head.


‘I’ve got no time for officialdom. You see a bit of paper, supposedly dating from a hundred and fifty years ago or whatever. How do you even know? How do you know someone didn’t just mock it up the previous week? Even if it is a hundred and fifty years old, how can you trust what was written back then? Who do you trust, Inspector?’


‘I can’t believe you didn’t at least look into it.’


‘Why? Why bother when you’re not going to be able to believe anything you read?’


‘What’s the matter with the water you get through the mains?’ asks Sutherland. ‘Not enough of it for you? We’re on the Black Isle, average rainfall seventeen inches a day.’


‘For God’s sake,’ interjects Napier, ‘you’ve got a dead body on your hands, and you’re sitting here talking about this drivel. Go and find out who the boy was. You think this is going to be good for us? Good for our business? For goodness’ sake, why on earth, seriously, why on earth would we dispose of a body on our own land? You think we turned round and did a study on the effect of a dead body on profit margins, and decided on balance that it’d be positive?’


‘Effect of a dead body on profit margins?’ I say, smiling. Can’t help myself, and she scowls.


‘Ms McIntosh?’ says Sutherland, ignoring Napier.


‘It’s poisoned,’ says McIntosh. ‘Don’t you read the . . .?’ and she finishes the question with a shake of her head.


‘Don’t I read the what?’ asks Sutherland.


‘The Internet,’ she says, to the accompanying shake of the head from her right. ‘Don’t you ever, ever look at the Internet? The things that are going on out there? The way the world’s run? Seriously? You people that live with your heads in the clouds,’ and she glances with annoyance at Napier as she says it.


‘If the water’s poisoned, why are we not all dead?’ asks Sutherland, and McIntosh barks a laugh, sitting back, looking scornfully between us two police officers.


‘What would you care?’ she says. ‘The two of you. Senior officers in the bloody police. You’re part of it.’


‘If the water’s poisoned—’


‘Not that way!’ says McIntosh loudly, cutting off the sergeant. ‘They don’t try to kill us. It’s mind control. It’s to make us compliant. Think about it. Politicians lie. We know they lie. They know that we know, and yet they still do it, and we still vote for them. Total compliance, thanks to the water.’


Sutherland holds her gaze for a moment, and then looks round at me. Hard to tell whether Belle McIntosh has just decided to pretend to be crazy to throw us off the scent, or whether this is the real thing. Either way, it’s usually best not to humour that kind of talk for too long.


‘Aye, scoff if you like,’ she says. ‘I can see the look between the two of you. Just ask yourself how, when we have a democracy of consenting adults, you end up with the complete bunch of retards in power that we do? When the whole system is rigged, and no one ever does anything about it.’


‘It’s the water,’ says Sutherland, nodding.


‘Exactly. I’ll give you the website addresses, you should check this stuff out.’


‘Thank you,’ says Sutherland, ‘we’ll take a look.’


‘Not that you’ll learn anything that the likes of you don’t already know,’ she adds bitterly.


‘So you decided to see if you could draw your own water, so that you wouldn’t be using the system?’ I ask.


She turns and looks at me.


‘Yes,’ she says.


‘Why now?’ asks Sutherland, and McIntosh turns back to him.


‘It’s time,’ she says. ‘Time to fight back.’


‘She watched a documentary a few months ago, and she’s been banging on about it ever since,’ says Napier, although her tone is not quite as dismissive as her words. She gets up and heads towards the door. ‘You three have a nice chat now, I’ve got work to do.’


‘We’re not finished,’ says Sutherland.


‘I’ll let you know if I decide to run away to Australia,’ she throws over her shoulder, and then she’s gone.


Sutherland looks at me, poised to go after her, I shake my head, and he turns back to McIntosh.


‘What was the documentary?’ he asks, and McIntosh scowls.


‘Aye, mock me all you like, you two, but consider this. I was thinking, starting today, I might be able to free myself from government mind control. Instead I find a dead body at the bottom of my water source, and suddenly the police are here.’


‘What’s your point?’ asks Sutherland.


‘My point, officer,’ she says, ‘is fairly obvious, don’t you think? I’ve been thwarted. I was going to do something bold and brave against the government, and instead, here you stand. Do you suppose that’s a coincidence?’


‘Do you really believe that?’ asks Sutherland.


She shakes her head, but not in answer to the question, embraces us both with a scowl, and then the mug of tea is raised to her lips and she disappears behind her drink.


 


Lachlan Green is leaning against a wall at the edge of a field, close to the farmhouse, looking down towards the firth. He’s visible from the crowd of onlookers and media, and someone will have taken a photograph of him. Somewhere along the way he’ll be identified, and two will be added to two to make fifteen, and the petty criminal will become a suspect in the case of the dead, unidentified child.


I nod at Constable Andrews who’s been watching him as I approach, and she steps away a few yards, but does not leave the scene.


‘You’ll be spotted, Lachlan,’ I say.


‘I’ve got no part in this. People can think what they like.’


‘You often do work for McIntosh and Napier?’


He doesn’t immediately answer, and I turn and join him in looking down over the view, although without settling back against the wall. Slightly clearer for the moment, but the rain will be back.


‘Known Catriona for a while,’ he says. ‘Help out every now and again. Belle asks me to do stuff sometimes, like today.’


‘And they pay you?’


‘If you’d call it that.’


‘Off the books?’


He doesn’t answer, then when I turn to look at him he says, ‘You investigating me for tax fraud?’


‘It’d make a change from public disorder, possession, and driving without a licence.’


He laughs, shakes his head.


‘Aye, well, good luck, Sergeant.’


I’ve spoken to Lachlan at least ten times in the past. Always calls me sergeant. We’re never done laughing about it.


‘When did McIntosh first speak to you about removing the well cover?’


‘’Bout two months ago.’


‘Did she say why she wanted to do it?’


He smirks.


‘Some crazy-assed garbage about the water turning us all into lizards or something. She’s full of all this crackpot shite she reads on the Internet. I tried telling her to watch porn like everyone else.’


Can’t beat it. Interviewing a two-bit thug who has the smug self-assurance of a smart-assed eighteen-year-old. Could do it all day.


‘So if she’d been talking about it for two months, why’d she just get around to it this morning?’


Another pause, finally brought to an end by a careless shrug.


‘That’s what happens, isn’t it, Sergeant? We all make plans, we all say we’re going to do this or that. Do the garden, kick drugs, stop drinking, run a marathon, save a whale, invest in stocks, build a new house, get a job, stop being a prick. We’ve all got plans. Mostly they never happen, and then sometimes we get around to them. Like taking the top off a well, which Belle got around to a couple of months after she started talking about it.’


Smug self-assurance he may have, but he’s not wrong. Of all the plans in all the world, what meagre percentage ever see the light?


‘And it just happened to be the weekend someone dumped a body down there.’


‘How d’you know?’ he asks. ‘How d’you know the body hasn’t been down there for years? Decades? Centuries?’


‘He’s been dead for two days.’


‘That’s what it looks like,’ says Lachlan. ‘Maybe there was something down there preserved his body.’


‘Right enough, we did find a large refrigeration unit,’ I say, drily.


‘Look, there’s weirder shit than that in the world, that’s for sure. Maybe, sealed in that well, his body’s been preserved for two hundred years. Like it was mummified. Or maybe someone did something to it. I mean, you ever seen the body of that bastard Lenin on the TV?’


‘I’ve seen the real thing,’ I say.


‘Been to Moscow, eh? Check you. Well, if you found that guy’s body lying around, you might not think he’d been dead for long.’


‘You obviously haven’t seen Lenin’s body.’


‘Maybe when they send it out on tour.’


‘I think the pathologist might have noted the presence of embalming fluid.’


‘Does she know what she’s doing, though?’


Casual sexism to add to the casual arrogance. I choose to ignore it. He picks up my disdain, and folds his arms, slouching back a little further against the wall.


‘We’ll stick with the facts for the moment,’ I say. ‘Can you describe how the cover of the well looked when you arrived this morning?’


He smiles, looks over towards it, although it is now, of course, out of sight.


‘Same as it did two weeks ago when we started talking about it.’


‘Thought you started talking about it two months ago?’


‘Oh, Sergeant, nice. That eye for detail that made you cock o’ the north. Belle mentioned it two months ago. Something like that. Might have been longer. One night in the pub, part of some rambling shite about the additives in the water. Then I was here two weeks ago doing some work. Nothing major . . .’ and he pauses, looks round, points away up the hill, ‘helping with that fence up there, the whole lot needed redoing, then when we’re done, she starts talking to me about the well, and we come down here and look at it. That’s what we did then, and it looked the same this morning. There’d been three or four planks of wood placed across the top of the well, then stones joined, fastened together over the top and around the wellhead. But the pieces of wood were still sticking out. Rotted to fuck, now, of course, been there so long, but you could still see the edges of them in a couple of places. Obviously the wood hadn’t been preserved as well as the kid,’ he adds at the end with a smirk.


The comedy keeps coming. Finally the smirk dies, beneath the tired, unremitting, unamused stare of the investigating officer.


‘And it looked untouched when you started work this morning?’


‘Just like I already said,’ he mutters.


‘What about the stonework around the wall of the well? Some of that looks pretty shaky.’


He looks at me for a moment, but decides to take advantage of the fact that I didn’t really ask much of a question, by answering with a shrug.


‘You know any other way someone could have got into the well?’


He holds my gaze seriously and then, shaking off those few seconds of doldrums, breaks into a broad smile.


‘Aye. There’s a secret portal from space. Belle’s not wrong, you know. There really is something out there, and it’s coming this way. So, you know, you’d better check the kid for alien shit. Maybe his blood’s green.’


‘I can rely on you not to go anywhere,’ I say, and he laughs.


 


I meet Sutherland a few minutes later, as we walk together through the field, the white tent up ahead, the growing scrum of media and onlookers down to our left.


‘Anything else from McIntosh?’ I ask, having relayed the details of Lachlan’s testimony.


‘Nothing there,’ he says. ‘Seems worried about the business. Says her wife isn’t really up to it. Does a decent job, but no head for money. McIntosh has taken ownership of the family common sense. One of those people you come across who you know were mature and sensible by the time they were twelve. Early onset adulthood. She knows all the answers, thinks everyone else needs to grow up. Including her wife.’


‘How does that square with her thinking that we’re all controlled by giant space pumpkins?’


‘She seems pretty definite about that as well.’


I take a look back towards the media.


‘I need to go and have a quick word with this lot. Won’t be long, won’t give them much. There aren’t any particular missing persons cases in the news at the moment, are there?’ I ask, head shaking as I speak. I already know there aren’t.


‘There’ll be the usual collective, but nothing the press have their teeth into,’ he says. ‘Not sure about down south, though. England, I mean.’


‘No,’ I say. ‘Better watch what I’m saying. Don’t want people from all over the UK calling up, asking if it’s Uncle Harry who went missing in 1989.’


I start to walk off in the direction of the press, indicating the white tent as I go.


‘Just go up and have a quick word with Dr Wade. She can fill you in. We’ll head back to the station in about five minutes, and we can get into the process of trying to identify the boy.’


‘Right, boss,’ he says, and then I turn away and start heading down to the small press pack that has assembled in the middle of what is, really, a very small crowd.










Chapter 5


‘Nothing?’


2:17 p.m.


Room Two, windowless and forever bleak, set up as the situation room for the case of the unidentified boy. Sutherland and me, Constables Fisher, Cole, Kinghorn. Quinn’s been notified, but is still in Inverness. He’ll be here when he can. We won’t wait for him.


On the wall we have pictures of the boy, the well, the field, the farmhouse. That’s all we have for now. Very early stages, and it’s going to be tough to progress this at all until we make an identification.


Cole shakes her head.


‘There’s no missing child like him in our system. The photograph and description have been sent to every force in the country, and we’ve had nothing back.’


‘And by the country . . .?’


‘UK-wide, sir.’


‘Nil returns?’


‘Several,’ she says, ‘a few yet to reply.’


She’s about to make the point that no police force is going to get this in, process the photograph, and then not make the call if they have a match, but stops herself. Instead, she says, ‘I’ll get on it, sir.’


‘Thanks, Alice. Elvis, you too, the pair of you split them up.’


Kinghorn nods.


A moment, and then I indicate the door.


‘We’ve got nothing until we establish the boy’s identity . . .’


‘Yes, sir,’ they say in tandem, and then they’re up and out, door closed behind them.


I turn back to the board, looking at the photograph of the victim, taken as he lay on the table inside the white tent. Pale face, eyes closed. Thick, straight, dark hair, damp and pushed back off his forehead. Long eyelashes. Cheekbones pronounced, the cold purple lips thin and slightly parted.


‘Dental records,’ I say. ‘It’s hard to believe it’ll come to that. That someone’s going to find out their child is missing via their dentist.’


‘It could be they thought he’d never be found,’ says Sutherland. ‘Maybe the kid had been taken out of school. Home-schooled, not a member of any clubs, the parents kill him, get rid of the body, no one knows for a long time.’


‘Meanwhile they’re fleeing the country,’ says Fisher.


‘That doesn’t sound so far-fetched,’ I say, nodding. ‘Would explain why nothing’s been reported.’


‘What about Interpol, sir?’ says Sutherland.


I’ve been looking at the face of the boy the whole time; now I finally turn away, look across the table at Sutherland.
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