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​Chapter One — Five Weeks of Weather
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The hinds had been coming off the shoulder of the hill on the same line since he had been there, down through the wet ground above the burn and out along the old peat road to the birches, and for five weeks they had been coming down two hundred metres east of it.

Liam had noticed in September and given it to the rut. The stags had been roaring on Glas Bheinn since the middle of the month and there had been a big one working the ground below Ardvreck with eleven hinds and no patience, and deer moved when that happened. They moved for a week and then they went back. It was one of the few things about them that could be relied on.

The rut had finished. He had heard the last of the roaring on the ninth. And this morning, with the frost still in the shadow under the wall and the loch flat and grey the whole four miles down to the road, they had come off the shoulder two hundred metres east and gone out along the birches with their heads up.

He watched them from the byre door with a mug going cold in his hand and did not move for a long time.

Then he went back inside and finished the gate.

It was for the Camerons at Inchnadamph, a five-bar in larch to replace one a lorry had taken out in August, and it had been sitting on the trestles for nine days because he had been waiting on a delivery of coach bolts from a merchant in Dingwall who had promised them twice. The bolts had come on Tuesday. He fitted the diagonal, checked it with a straightedge and again by eye, and drove the bolts and set the heads, and it took him forty minutes and he did not think about it at all.

Maya had asked him once what he did up here, and he had told her, and she had listened with her whole attention the way she did and then said that as far as she could establish he had moved four hundred miles to make gates for people who already had gates. She had been standing in this room when she said it. She had been leaning against the doorframe with a mug of tea in the same way he had been standing at the door an hour ago, and she had been entirely serious, and she had also been laughing at him, and both of those had been true at once, which was the thing about her he had never been able to explain to anyone.

He put the tools away in the order they went away in and swept the shavings into the corner and went out.



The croft sat on a shelf of ground three hundred feet above the loch with the hill behind it and open sightlines on three sides. He had not chosen it for that. He had told himself he had not chosen it for that. He had chosen it because it was cheap and because the man selling it had wanted the whole thing done in nine days and had not asked anything at all, and if he had noticed at the time that the track ran a mile and a quarter from the road in full view of the house, and that there were two ways off the shelf on foot that did not use the track, then he had noticed it the way a person notices the colour of a car.

He went up the hill.

He did not go to the ground where the deer had been. He went the other way, up the burn and round the back of the small crag where the ravens sat, and came onto the shoulder from above and behind at a little after two, and lay down in the heather with the old Zeiss he had bought in a shop in Dingwall for two hundred and forty pounds, and glassed his own house for an hour and ten minutes.

It looked the way it should look. There was smoke off the stove and the pickup was where he had left it and the byre door was open two feet because the catch had gone in the spring and he had never fixed it.

Then he turned and worked the ground below him, foot by foot, on a grid, the way he had been taught to do it eighteen years ago in a wood in Hampshire by a Welshman who had smoked ninety a day and died at fifty-one.

He found it in the third pass.

It was two hundred and thirty metres east of the deer line, on the lip of a peat hag where the ground fell away and there was a natural overhang of old heather and undercut turf, and it was very good. There was no colour in it and no shape in it and nothing had been cut. From the house it did not exist. From the loch it did not exist. From where Liam was lying it was a shadow that was two shades wrong and had not moved with the light for an hour.

He watched it for another forty minutes to be sure it was empty.

Then he went down.



Whoever it was had been careful about the obvious things. There was no rubbish. There was no cigarette ash and no food and no paper, and they had not urinated within thirty metres, which meant they had been walking away from a position of concealment in daylight to do it, which meant they thought they were unobserved, which was fair, because they had been.

They had been less careful about the ground.

The heather under the overhang had been crushed flat in an area a little under two metres by one, and the crushing was not fresh. Heather that has been lain on once will stand back up in three or four days. This had gone woody and pale and would not be standing up again. There were two places where the peat had been worn through to a darker layer at the elbows, and there was a smooth channel scraped into the lip of the hag, four inches wide, where something had been rested and slid and rested again a great many times.

Liam put his own elbows in the marks and lay down and looked out.

The house sat in the notch of the view like an object placed there. The door, the byre, the track, the passing place at the bottom where the track met the road, and four miles of the road itself, west towards Lochinver and east towards the Inchnadamph bend. From here you would have every vehicle that came up the glen with time to spare. From here you would know before he did.

He lay there and let himself understand the size of it.

Five weeks. Six, possibly. He had first thought about the deer on the twelfth or thirteenth of September, and they had been off their line then, which meant it had started before that. Call it forty days. Forty days of a man on his elbows in the wet, three hundred metres from the door, watching him carry water and split logs and drive to Lochinver on Thursdays for the post and the diesel.

Forty days was not surveillance for a decision. You did not spend forty days on a Sutherland hillside in October to find out where a man lived. You could have that in an afternoon.

Forty days was surveillance for a pattern.

Somebody had wanted his week.

He got up off the ground and brushed the peat out of the front of his jacket, carefully, the way you do when there is nobody to see you do it, and went to work out where they had left the car.



It took him until half past five.

There was no vehicle within sight of the hag and none within a mile of it. The forestry above Ledbeg was too far and the wrong side of the watershed; you would be walking two and a half hours each way and you would be doing it in the dark at both ends. The passing places on the A837 were exposed and a car sitting in one for three days would be reported by somebody in a week and by the estate in two. There was a green track running up to a fank above Loch Awe that the sheep men used and that had a gate on it, and Liam ruled it out and then went back and did not rule it out, because the gate was the sort with a chain and a swivel that people wound twice and never locked.

The chain was wound twice. The ground beyond it had been driven over more than sheep men drive over it.

He went up the track on foot for a quarter of a mile and found where it opened out below the fank, and there was a dark blue Skoda Octavia estate parked hard against the bank under an ash tree with the number plates on and a hire company's tax disc holder on the windscreen and four days of birch leaf on the roof.

Liam looked at it for a while from thirty metres away.

Then he walked down and got into the back of it. It was not locked. Nobody locks a car in a place where a locked car is the only thing worth noticing.

He moved the seat forward, got down behind it, and waited.



The light went off the top of Canisp at ten to six and after that it went quickly. He heard the man at eighteen minutes past, coming down the track badly, boots on stone, breathing like a man carrying more than he wanted to carry, and there was a moment when a light came on and swung across the inside of the car and away again, and Liam kept his face down and let it go.

The tailgate opened. Something heavy went into the back and a zip was pulled twice. The tailgate shut. The driver's door opened and the man got in and put a Thermos in the cup holder and a phone in the cradle and pulled the door to and let out a long breath through his teeth, and by then Liam had his left hand flat on the top of the man's head and his right forearm across the front of his throat with the elbow high, and was not pulling.

The man went rigid.

"You'll be tempted to work at that," Liam said. "Don't. It isn't a hold, it's a demonstration. If I pull, you have about four seconds and then you have a problem you don't come back from. Nod if that's clear."

He nodded.

"Hands on the wheel. Both. That's it."

The man's hands went onto the wheel. He was breathing very fast through his nose.

"What's your name?"

"Ross."

"Ross what?"

"Ross Naismith."

"Where are you from, Ross?"

"Reading. I'm from Reading. Look, mate—"

"Don't. Just answer, and don't call me mate." Liam let the forearm ease by a quarter of an inch. It was enough that the man felt it. "How long have you been on that hill?"

"I don't—"

"You do. You've been running three on and four off. You came up on Monday. This is your last night on this rotation and you were going to drive to Inverness in the morning and be on a plane by two. How many rotations, Ross?"

There was a silence of perhaps six seconds, and Liam let it run.

"Six," the man said.

"Six."

"Yeah."

"When was the first day of the first one?"

"I don't— God. The— it was the Wednesday. The last Wednesday in—"

"Say the date."

"Twenty-eighth of August." He swallowed against the arm. "Twenty-eighth."

Liam did the arithmetic and it came out at thirty-eight days on the ground and sixty since the first. He held it, turned it over, and put it away.

"Who briefed you?"

"Nobody briefed me. It's a task number. It comes in on the app, I get the grid and the schedule and an upload address, I put the product up at the end of each rotation and the money goes in eleven days later. That's it. That's the whole thing. I've never spoken to a human being about it in my life."

"Who pays you?"

"Company in Reading. Meridian— no. Merrow. Merrow Technical Services. They're a broker, they're not— they've got about nine people and they do insurance work, mostly. Divorce. Fraud. Absence claims."

"And this looked like insurance work to you."

"It looked like a grid reference and forty-one days at three-eighty a day," the man said, and there was a small crack of something in it that was almost dignity. "I've got a kid."

"What have you sent them?"

"Movement log. Vehicle, times, direction. Photographs of the house and the vehicle and the plate. Photographs of you, at range. There's a—" He stopped.

"There's a what."

"They wanted the inside of the byre. On the third rotation. They pushed for it twice. I said I couldn't get it without going onto the ground and they left it alone."

"Did you go onto the ground?"

"No."

"Ross."

"No. I swear to God. I went to the gate at the bottom of your track once, for the postbox, to get a name off the— and it was empty and I turned round and I went back up. That's the closest I've been. You can look at the product. It's all on the drive, it's in the bag, you can look at every frame of it."

"I will," Liam said.



He took forty minutes over the bag.

There were two cameras, a good Nikon body with a 500 and a smaller one with a zoom, a thermal monocular, a decent spotting scope, three power banks, a sleeping mat, and a laptop with an encrypted volume that Naismith opened himself without being asked twice. The product was exactly what he had said it was. It was tidy work. There were four hundred and sixty images of a man in his forties splitting logs, carrying a water container from the spring at the head of the burn, loading a gate into a pickup, and standing in a doorway with a mug, and there was a spreadsheet in which the same man went to Lochinver on Thursdays and to Inchnadamph on the last Friday of the month and did not otherwise go anywhere at all, ever, for thirty-eight days.

Liam read the spreadsheet twice.

It was not a life that would take anybody very long to learn. That was the point of it. That was what it had been built for. He had constructed a week out of the smallest number of moving parts he could manage, and had told himself for five years that this was peace, and here it was on a stranger's laptop in twelve rows and four columns, and it had taken a man from Reading with a hire car thirty-eight days to have all of it.

He copied the drive onto a card and put the card in his shirt pocket.

"Am I going to be all right?" Naismith said.

Liam looked at the back of his head.

It would be simple. That was the first thing and it arrived before anything else and it arrived with a kind of flat clarity, like a route on a map: it would be simple, and it would remove the only person on earth who could describe him, and it would buy him the seventy-two hours he was going to need, and there was a hag two hundred metres above the fank with eight feet of peat in it that nobody had cut since 1974.

He held it for perhaps three seconds. He did not experience it as a temptation. He experienced it as a piece of information about himself that had been sitting there the whole time, waiting to be checked, the way you check a torch in a drawer.

"You're going to drive to Inverness tonight," he said. "Not in the morning. Now. You're not going to stop between here and Contin except for fuel, and you're going to leave the car at the airport and get the first flight going anywhere south. You'll get on the app when you land and you'll tell them the subject was gone when you came back on rotation, house empty, no vehicle, and you'll upload the product you've already got and nothing else, and then you'll delete the app and you'll invoice them and if they don't pay you you'll write it off."

"They'll know I—"

"They'll know nothing. You'll be a subcontractor who lost a static and went home. It happens forty times a year." Liam leaned forward slightly. "Ross. Look at me in the mirror. That's it. If you tell them anything else, they will not come and speak to you about it. Do you understand what I'm telling you?"

The man's eyes in the mirror were very wide and very steady and he was, Liam thought, more intelligent than he had allowed for.

"Yes," he said.

"Then that's all."

He took the two phones and the laptop and the spotting scope and left the cameras, which was sentiment and he knew it, and got out of the car and stood back from the door, and after a moment the engine started.

"Can I ask what you did?" Naismith said through the window.

"No."

The Skoda went down the green track with its lights off until the gate and then put them on and turned east, and Liam watched the glow of it move along the line of the road for a long time, out past the loch and the ruin at Ardvreck and into the dark at the Inchnadamph bend, and then it was gone and there was nothing on the road at all.



He stood in the dark under the ash tree.

The wind had come round to the north-west during the afternoon and there was rain in it now, the thin cold kind that arrives horizontally and does not stop for three days, and above the fank the cloud had come down on Glas Bheinn and taken the top of it away.

He had talked to the man for the better part of an hour. Perhaps forty minutes of that had been necessary. He turned that over and did not like where it went, so he stopped turning it over.

Forty days. Somebody had spent forty days and, at three hundred and eighty a day plus a hire car and flights and a broker's margin, something on the order of twenty-five thousand pounds, to learn that a man in Assynt bought diesel on Thursdays.

That was the part that would not sit down.

You did not spend twenty-five thousand pounds and forty days to find a man. You did that in a morning, from a desk, and if what you then wanted was for him to stop being anywhere at all, you sent two people and a car and it was over inside a week and cost you four thousand.

They had not been finding him. They had known where he was. What they had been doing, patiently, expensively, for six weeks, was watching a man they already had, and not touching him, and building a picture of his week.

You did that when you had not decided.

Or when you had decided, and you were waiting for something, and you needed to know exactly how to reach him on the day.

He started down the track.

He was three or four minutes from the gate, moving well in the dark on ground he knew, with the rain coming across the shoulder of the hill and the laptop under his arm inside his jacket, when the phone in his inside pocket began to ring.

He stopped.

It was an old handset. It had no contract on it and no contacts in it and it had never made a call. It lived in his jacket because there were exactly two places on his ground where there was any signal at all and the top of this track was one of them, and he had told himself for five years that carrying it was a habit, and that the habit was hygiene, and that a man in his position kept a line that nobody had.

Nobody had it. He had given the number to no one. There was no one left to give it to.

It rang four times in his hand with the screen lighting the rain in front of his face, and then a fifth, and he stood on a hillside in Sutherland in the dark and looked at a number he did not recognise and understood, with something that was not fear and was not surprise and had been coming towards him across the water for forty days, that the surveillance had not ended tonight.

It had finished.

He answered it.
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​Chapter Two — Eleven Photographs
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"Liam," she said. "Don't hang up."

The rain came across the shoulder of the hill and went over him and away down the glen.

"I'm at the bottom of your track," Claire said. "I've been here since half four. I'm going to put the interior light on now so you can see there's nobody else in the car, and then I'm going to leave the car where it is and walk up, and it's going to take me about twenty-five minutes because of the ground. That's all. That's the whole of it."

He said nothing.

"Say something, or I'll assume the signal's gone and start walking anyway."

"How did you get this number."

"You know how."

He did know how. He stood in the rain and did the small piece of arithmetic and it came out clean and unpleasant. A man on his elbows in a peat hag for six rotations, three on and four off, the last of them ending tonight. Not ending. Finishing. Somebody had scheduled the watching to stop at the moment somebody else started walking up the track, and the only reason the two things had not happened in the same hour was that the deer had come off the hill on the wrong line and he had been the sort of man who noticed.

"Twenty-five minutes," he said, and put the phone in his pocket, and went down.



He was at the byre by the time she cleared the second cattle grid. He watched her the whole way in through the Zeiss, out of the dark of the doorway, and she made no attempt to be anything other than a woman in a raincoat walking up a track with a torch in her hand and the beam pointed at her own feet.

She stopped twelve feet short of the light and put the torch off and stood with her arms out from her sides.

"Go on, then," she said.

He searched her properly. Coat first, then the seams, then the boots that were not boots — she was in town shoes, black, soaked, and the hems of her trousers were dark to the knee and had been for an hour. She turned when he needed her to turn without being asked and stood still when he needed her still, and at the end of it she put her arms down and looked at him and said, "You've got thinner."

"Bag."

She gave him the bag. It was a soft leather satchel with a strap that had been mended, and in it were a phone, a car key, a pair of reading glasses in a case, a paper wallet from a chemist in Ullapool containing four ibuprofen, and a stiff brown envelope, unsealed.

"That's it," she said. "There isn't anything else and I'm not carrying, and you'll want to check the small of my back again because you did it fast the first time."

He checked it again. She was right that he had done it fast.

"Come in," he said.



She stood inside the door and did not sit down and did not look around, which was the most professional thing she could have done and also, he understood, kindness of a sort. There was one chair with a coat on it and a table and a stove and a bed in the far corner behind a curtain that was not drawn, and there was nothing on any of the walls at all.

"Take the coat off. You'll be wet through in it."

"I'm wet through under it." But she took it off and hung it on the door and stood in a grey jumper with her hair flattened to her head and a smear of peat up one side of her trousers where she had gone down somewhere on the track and not mentioned it. Fifty-odd now. Grey coming in at the temple and not being fought. Reading glasses in her hand because she had taken them out of the bag without noticing she was doing it.

Liam put the copied card on the table.

He did it without comment and stepped back from it and let it sit there in the lamplight.

Claire looked at it for a moment. Then she said, "Ross Naismith."

"Yes."

"He's not hurt."

"He's driving to Inverness."

"Good." She let out a breath. "That's good. He's not anybody. He's a man who takes photographs of people claiming for a bad back."

"He was on my hill for thirty-eight days."

"Sixty-one, counting the gaps." She said it evenly, without giving anything up and without holding anything back, which was a thing she had always been able to do and which he had forgotten the exact texture of. "Merrow bill through a broker in Slough and the broker bills through an insurance intermediary and by the time it gets to me it's four line items with no narrative. Nobody at Merrow knows your name and nobody at Merrow knows mine."

"You had me watched."

"I had you watched."

"For two months."

"For two months," Claire said. "Yes. And you can ask me why, and I'll tell you, and you're not going to like the answer, so you may want to sit down first, because I'd quite like to sit down and I'm not going to do it while you're standing."

He pulled the chair out and turned it and sat on the arm of it, and after a moment she sat down at the table.

"Two reasons," she said. "The first is that I needed to know whether anybody else was watching you. That took five weeks and the answer is no, or at least it was no as of Monday. The second is that I needed to know what was left."

"Of what."

"Of you." She put her glasses on the table and looked at him. "I wasn't going to walk in here with what's in that envelope and put it in front of a man who'd stopped being able to carry it. If Naismith's log had come back and you'd been drinking, or you hadn't left the house in a fortnight, or you'd stopped doing anything at all, I'd have gone home and I would never have come, and you'd never have known there was anything to know. I want you to understand that I made that a real possibility. It wasn't a formality."

"And?"

"And you're up at six, you split wood for an hour, you carry water four hundred metres uphill instead of putting in a pump because a pump is a thing that breaks and brings a man out to fix it, and you've made forty-one gates in fourteen months." She said it without any warmth at all, which was how he knew. "You're in perfect condition and you've built yourself a cage and you've been sitting in it very tidily for five years. So. There's what's left."

Liam looked at the card on the table.

"You could have knocked."

"I could have knocked in September," Claire agreed. "And you'd have been on a hill in the Cairngorms inside four hours and I'd have spent nine months finding you again, and I don't have nine months."



She did not go to the envelope. She sat with her hands flat on the table on either side of it and waited, and he understood that she was going to make him ask, and that she was not doing it for effect. She was doing it because whatever was in there was going to be his to pick up or not, and she was not going to be able to un-hand it to him afterwards.

"Say it first," he said.

"Say what first?"

"Whatever the sentence is. I'd rather have it standing up."

Claire nodded slightly, as though he had answered a question she had genuinely not known the answer to.

"Maya's alive," she said.

He heard it. He heard the shape of the words and the order of them and the flatness she had put into them deliberately, and none of it did anything at all. It was like being told a fact about a country he had never been to.

"No," he said.

"I know."

"Claire—"

"I know, Liam. I know exactly what I've just said to you and I know what it costs and I'm not going to say it twice." She turned the envelope round and pushed it two inches towards him. "There are eleven photographs in here. Nine of them are two years old and you've seen most of them or things like them. They're in there because you're going to need them to check the other two against, and if I'd brought only the other two you'd have been right to throw me out. Take your time. I'm not going anywhere and I've got nothing to say while you do it."

He did not move for some time.

Then he took the envelope, and put it on the far side of the table where the lamp was, and sat down properly, and took out the photographs.



He did the nine first, and he did them slowly, because doing them slowly was the only discipline available to him and he could feel very clearly what would happen if he let go of it.

The badge photograph from Thornbury, taken against a grey screen, her hair shorter than he remembered and her chin up in the way that meant she thought the whole procedure was ridiculous. A group of eight people in a car park in high-visibility vests with a Portakabin behind them. Two from some office Christmas thing, paper hats, a man laughing at something off-frame. One taken at a lectern with a laser pointer in her right hand. One in a corridor, mid-conversation, in profile, blurred.

He had not seen most of them. He looked at a woman who had spent seven years having a life he knew almost nothing about, in buildings he had never been inside, and it was the corridor one that was worst, because she was talking to somebody and she was completely absorbed and she had the expression she used to get at the kitchen table when she was about to tell you your reasoning was sentimental.

He set them out in a row and went through them again for the things that were useful. Height against doorframes. The line of her shoulders. Weight. Hair. The set of the head.

"You all right?" Claire said.

"Don't."

"All right."

He took out the last two.



They were long-lens and they were not brilliant. Whoever had taken them had been a long way off and slightly above and shooting into a light that was too hard for it, and there was grain in the shadows and the near edge of the frame was soft. Both showed a gravel courtyard, maybe fifteen metres across, bounded on the left by a wall of dressed limestone with a run of six shuttered windows and on the right by three cypresses in a line and a fourth further back. A section of parapet at the top of the frame. Beyond the parapet, out of focus, a grey-white haze that could have been sea or could have been sky and was, from the way the light sat on it, sea.

A woman crossing the courtyard from right to left with a man three feet behind her and a second man a pace off her left shoulder.

In the first frame she was mid-stride and three-quarters away from the camera. In the second, perhaps a second and a half later, she had begun to turn her head towards something out of shot to the left and there was maybe a third of her face.

Liam put them side by side under the lamp and did not touch them.

"Dates," he said.

"Both frames are from the same sequence. Seventeen days ago."

"Says who."

"Says the file. And says the light, if you want to do it properly, and you should." She leaned back slightly. "Go on."

He did it properly.

The shadows came off the cypresses at a shallow angle and lay long across the gravel to the east, which put it late in the afternoon. The angle of the shadow to the wall put the sun well south of west. There were leaves on all four cypresses and there would be in January too, so that was worth nothing, but the two figures behind her were in shirtsleeves and she was in a long-sleeved shirt and no jacket, and the man on the left had sunglasses pushed up on his head. Not summer. Not winter. Somewhere with hard light and warm air in the third week of October, which was most of a coastline eighteen hundred miles long.

The limestone was cut and coursed and old, and the shutters were louvred and grey and the paint had failed in the same way on all six. The parapet at the top of the frame had a stone coping with a moulded lip that he had seen ten thousand times in his twenties on the wrong side of the Adriatic.

"You know where this is," he said.

"I know it's a private estate and I know it's not in a country that will do anything about it. I don't have a name for the building and I'm not going to invent one for you."

"You have the coordinates."

"I have a region. If I had the coordinates I wouldn't be in Sutherland." She said it without any edge. "That's the truth and it's also the whole reason I'm here, so you may as well have it early."

He went back to the photographs.

He was looking for the join. He knew what he was looking for and he had spent four years of his life looking at material that had been assembled rather than taken, and he went at these the way he would have gone at a hostile product.

The grain was consistent across the frame and it was the right grain for the lens and the light. The gravel under her forward foot was displaced and there was a small scatter of it thrown ahead of the toe. Her shadow was on the ground and it was the right length and the right direction and it had the right softness at the edges, and the two men's shadows had it too, and where hers crossed the nearer man's it did the thing that shadows do and that almost nothing else does. In the second frame the near cypress had moved. There was wind in it and there was wind in the loose hair at the side of her head and the two were consistent, and the second frame was blurred in the way a thing is blurred when it is moving and the shutter is not fast enough, which is a hard thing to make and an easy thing to spot when somebody has made it.

He looked for a double.

Height was right against the man behind her within an inch. Shoulders too narrow for her, or that was what he thought for a moment, and then he found the corridor photograph and put it beside the courtyard one and it was not too narrow, it was the same and she had lost about nine or ten pounds off a frame that had not had ten pounds to lose. Hair longer and pulled back and greyer at the front than a woman of thirty-five should have. The set of the head was hers.

The set of the head was hers, and he did not accept that, because the set of a head was what a person could be trained to do in an afternoon.

He put the second frame back down.

"They've given you two," he said.

"Yes."

"Why two."

"Because I asked for a sequence and that's what a sequence looks like when the photographer's a long way off and gets nine seconds."

"No. Why did they give you any." He looked up at her for the first time in twenty minutes. "This is what I'd have made. This is what I'd have put on a table in front of a man I wanted something from. Two frames, three-quarters away, one with a third of a face, all of it deniable, all of it just enough. If I wanted to move somebody I'd have given him exactly this and I'd have kept the good one back."

Claire did not answer straight away, and when she did she did not defend it.

"That's a fair thing to say and I've said it to myself," she said. "I can't disprove it. I can tell you that I've had these seventeen days and I've spent most of that time trying to break them and I couldn't, and that the person who got them to me is not somebody I'd describe as a friend of mine and had no earthly reason to want you moved anywhere. That's all I've got. If you decide this is a construction, you'll be making a defensible professional judgement and I won't argue with you and I'll take them away with me tonight."

"But you don't think it is."

"No," Claire said. "I don't."



He put the photographs down and got up and stood at the window with his back to the room and looked at nothing, because there was nothing out there but rain on glass and the reflection of the lamp.

Twenty-two months.

He had gone down to Hexham in the January and sat in a room with a man from the coroner's office who had been kind to him in a practised way, and he had read a document that used the phrase no evidence of third-party involvement twice, and he had signed something, and afterwards he had driven north and stopped in a lay-by outside Jedburgh and sat there until it got light. He had built the whole of the last two years on the top of that document. Not on grief. Grief was survivable and he had done a version of it. He had built it on the fact. The fact was the floor. You could stand on a fact.

"I want you to take them away," he said.

"I know."

"I'm not being difficult."

"I know exactly what you're being," Claire said, "and it isn't difficult."

"If I pick this up and it's wrong—" He stopped. He looked at the black glass. "If it's wrong, I don't get to put it back down."

"No. You don't."

"Then take them away."

"I'm not going to do that," she said, "and you're not asking me to."



She let a long time pass.

"There's a project," she said eventually. "It had a designation and the designation was Zero Point and I'm going to say it once and then I'd rather not say it again tonight, because the more of it I give you the more of it you'll have to be carrying about in your head, and it will not help you and it may get you killed."

"Say what it is."

"It's old, it's ours, it was supposed to have finished eleven years ago, and it didn't." Claire turned the glasses over on the table. "Maya's last piece of work at Thornbury touched the edge of it. She didn't know what she'd touched. She did the correct thing, which was to write it up and send it through the proper channel, and the proper channel is the reason she is in a courtyard in a warm country instead of in a churchyard outside Hexham."

"Who has her?"

"There's a group of people. Some of them have been in our service and some of them in the American one and some of them have never worked for anybody in their lives, and they are not a government and they are not a criminal organisation and they don't have a flag or a name." She said the next part almost apologetically. "They've got a nickname. The people who talk about them at all call them the Iron Net. It sounds like something out of a paperback and I'm aware of that, and I've stopped minding, because I've watched what it does to inquiries when they get near it."

"And what do they want with a cryptographer?"

"That's the question I want you to hold," Claire said. "That's the one that matters and I don't have an answer to it. I have a piece of it, and the piece is this: if they'd wanted what was in her head, they'd have had it inside a fortnight, and they'd have finished. They didn't finish. It has been twenty-two months."

Liam did not turn round from the window.

"Did Maya ever send you anything?" Claire said.

"What?"

"Anything. Post, a package, a drive, a set of keys. Did she leave anything here when she came up? You said she came up once."

"I didn't say that."

"You said it in 2019 in a car park in Chesterfield," Claire said, "and you were pleased about it, and I remembered, because you were never pleased about anything."

He stood there for a moment.

"No," he said. "She didn't send me anything. She sent me a text about the midges and she never came back."

"All right."

"Is she hurt?"

Claire was quiet.

"I don't know," she said.



She left a little after ten.

She would not take the pickup down to the road and she would not take a torch, because a torch coming down a track told everybody in the glen exactly how long a person had stayed and where they had come from, and she said this in the doorway in a completely conversational way and then heard herself doing it, at him, in his own house, and stopped.

"Sorry," she said.

"It's all right."

"It isn't. You've forgotten less than I have." She put her coat on. "The photographs stay. All eleven. There's a number under the salt and it's good for eleven days and then it isn't. Don't call it from anywhere within forty miles of here."

"Claire."

She waited.

He found that he did not have the sentence, and that she was going to stand in the doorway in a wet coat until he either had it or didn't, and that she would not make it easier for him, and that this was affection and not the absence of it.

"Nothing," he said.

"No," she agreed. "Well."

She put her hand on his arm, once, briefly, above the elbow, and then went out into the rain and down the track without a light, and he stood in the doorway and listened to her going for four or five minutes, and heard nothing at all after the second cattle grid, which was correct and which he noted.



He did not touch the photographs for two hours.

He cleaned the stove and filled the water container for the morning and sat with the laptop and went through Naismith's product a second time, all four hundred and sixty frames of it, and found nothing new in it, which he had known before he started.

Then he took the lamp off the shelf and put it on the table and sat down and set the two frames side by side and went through them for the third time.

He was not looking for anything. That was the thing he would think about afterwards, at various hours, in various places: that he had stopped working and had simply been looking at his sister crossing a courtyard, and that it had got in underneath while he was not defending anything.

Her left hand was not swinging.

The right one was doing what a hand does when a person walks, out and back and out again, and in the second frame it had come forward with the stride. The left one was down against her thigh and half closed and the wrist was turned so that the back of it faced very slightly forward instead of in, and it had not moved between the two frames at all.

She had gone off the top of a wall at the back of the school in Kirkby when she was eleven, putting one hand out because that is what you do, and she had broken the fourth and fifth on that side and been set badly at a hospital that was closing that year and reset in the spring at a different one, and she had been in a cast for most of two terms and had used the whole of it as a means of not doing PE. Afterwards the hand had worked. It had done everything a hand does. It had simply stopped swinging when she walked, and she had never noticed, and their mother had never noticed, and no boyfriend of hers had ever noticed in twenty years.

He had noticed at fourteen, walking behind her up a hill in Cumbria, and had never once mentioned it to her, because he had been fourteen and she had been eleven and there was nothing to say about it.

You could build a woman. You could find a woman of the right height and dress her and thin her and put her in a courtyard eighteen hundred miles away and shoot her at four hundred metres in bad light with a long lens.

You could not build that.

Liam sat at the table with the lamp on and the rain going across the window and his hands flat on either side of two photographs, and did not move, and understood with a completeness that arrived all at once and from a great distance that the floor he had been standing on for twenty-two months had not been there for some time.
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​Chapter Three — The Coroner's Arithmetic
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He drove south through the night and came down into Northumberland in the grey part of the morning with the heater on and the window open two inches, and got to the reservoir a little after eight.

He had never been. That was a thing he had known about himself for twenty-two months and had never once said out loud.

The road ran along the north shore under the forestry, single carriageway with passing places and a broken white edge line and a drop of a few feet through bracken to the water on the left, and the water was flat and dark and went out for two miles to a treeline that was still half in cloud. There were three vehicles in the visitor car park at Tower Knowe and a man in a hi-vis emptying a bin. It was a Tuesday in the last week of October and there was nobody on the road at all.

He parked in a forestry entrance and walked the mile and a half in.

The grid reference in the file put it on a left-hand bend eleven hundred metres east of the Whickhope junction, and he found the bend and stood in it and looked at it for a long time. Coming from the west you took it at maybe forty. There was a run-off of about four metres on the near side and then a shallow forestry drain, dry at this time of year, and then a bank of rough grass and cut stumps rising eighteen inches before the ground fell away.

He walked down through the bracken to the waterline and back up. He did it twice.

A car leaving the road on that bend at forty would put its nearside wheels in the drain and its sump on the bank and it would stop, and it would stop in a mess, and there would be a man on a phone at the roadside inside four minutes because the timber lorries came down that road at half past six.

Three hundred and forty metres further east there was a passing place cut into the verge where the ground went straight off the tarmac into eight feet of bracken and then into deep water with no drain and no bank at all, and a car would go in there and keep going.

Liam stood in the passing place for a while with his hands in his pockets.

Then he wrote it down in the notebook and gave it no weight.

Grid references in an inquest file came from a police officer standing on a road in the dark with a handset, and they were wrong by three hundred metres about a third of the time, and a man who was looking for a particular answer could walk a mile of Northumbrian back road and find a place where a car might have gone in more neatly and then feel clever about it. That was not evidence. That was a man with a shovel deciding where to dig.

He walked back to the car and drove to Hexham.



The coroner's office was in an annexe off a car park behind a building that had been something else, and the woman at the counter was in her sixties with reading glasses on a chain and a Northumbrian accent so soft he had to lean in, and her name was Gail Mowbray and she remembered him.

"Mr Vance," she said, and put her hand up to her mouth. "Oh."

"Mrs Mowbray."

"Gail. It's Gail, you called me Gail." She came round the end of the counter, which he had not expected and did not want. "You came in on the fourteenth of January. It was that cold snap. You had no gloves on and I made you a tea and you didn't drink any of it."

He had no memory of the tea. He had a memory of a corridor with a radiator ticking in it and of signing something with a pen that was chained to a clipboard, and beyond that a great flat white nothing, and that was all there was.

"I'd like to see the file," he said.

She took him through the process because she had to, and he let her, and he did not hurry her. Interested person. Application in writing. Fee. Documents that could be released and documents that could not. There was a form and he filled it in at the counter with his own name and his own address and his own relationship to the deceased, and none of it was a legend and none of it was a cover, and it occurred to him halfway down the second page that he had come six hundred miles and was going to get everything he needed by being exactly who he was and looking exactly as tired as he felt.

He noticed himself thinking it. He noticed that he had not corrected the way he was standing when she came round the counter, and that he had not corrected it on purpose, and he made a small precise note of that somewhere and moved on.

"Normally it's a fortnight," Gail said. "But you're next of kin and I've got most of it in the strongroom and there's nobody in this afternoon. If you can sit in the back room I'll bring you what I'm allowed to bring you."

"That's very good of you."

"Aye, well." She looked at him over the glasses. "It's a long way from Sutherland."



The back room had a table, four stacking chairs, a window onto the car park, and a poster about bereavement support with a phone number on a tear-off strip that nobody had torn.

She brought a green box file and a folder and set them down and left him alone with them, and came back twenty minutes later with a tea he did drink this time, and then left him alone again.

He started at the top and went down.

The record of inquest was the same single sheet he had signed for in January and had read once and put in a box under the bed in a house that no longer had a bed in it. Maya Elizabeth Vance. Date of birth. Occupation: Analyst.

She would have gone up the wall about that. She had gone up the wall about it, once, at their mother's, over a plate of something, when someone had used the word at her.

I'm not an analyst. Analysts read things.

He looked at the word for a while and then went on.

Medical cause of death: unascertained; presumed drowning. Conclusion: accidental death. And in the box for how, when and where, four sentences of coroner's prose that he had read twenty-two months ago and that had gone into him like an anaesthetic and had held for the better part of two years.

Underneath it was everything else, and everything else was where the work was.



He read for three hours and he did it in the order he had been taught to do it, which was not the order the papers were in.

First: what should be here that isn't.

There was no post-mortem report, because there was no body. There was no identification statement, for the same reason. There was an application to the Chief Coroner under section one, subsection five, for an inquest to be held in the absence of a body, and a direction granting it, and the direction was dated eleven weeks and three days after the vehicle was recovered.

He sat with that.

He did not know the average. He knew that when he had been in it, a coroner asking for permission to sit on a person who could not be produced had been the kind of application that generated correspondence for a year and a half, because the state does not like declaring people dead and has learnt not to, and because there is always a possibility that has not been excluded. Eleven weeks was not impossible. Eleven weeks was fast. He wrote it down and put a line under it and did not decide anything.

There was no phone data.

That one stopped him properly. The police summary said the deceased's handset was believed to have been in the vehicle and was not recovered, and there was nothing else. But a handset's last cell connection does not live in the handset. It lives on the network, and the network keeps it, and any officer investigating a sudden death at a reservoir at eight o'clock in the morning puts in for it before lunch, because it tells you where the person came from and when and whether they stopped, and it is the single cheapest thing on the list.

There was no request in the file. Not a refused one. Not a pending one. Nothing.

There was no ANPR. Cheltenham to Kielder was two hundred and sixty miles up the middle of England on roads that were cameras from end to end, and there was one line in the summary saying that no relevant automatic number plate recognition data had been identified, and no reference number under it, and no date, and no name.

Second: what is here that is odd.

The vehicle had been located by sonar on the second day and lifted on the fourth. The lift had not been done by the police marine unit. It had been done by a company called Whitley Marine Services Limited, described in the summary as assisting, with no procurement reference and no cost line and no statement from anybody who had been on the barge.

He wrote the name down.

Third: what is here that is wrong.

There was an engineering inspection report on the vehicle, four pages, on letterhead, signed. It attributed the loss of control to an intermittent fault in the fuel delivery system consistent with a momentary loss of drive at low road speed. It was competently written and it was the only technical document in the file and it was the load-bearing wall of the whole conclusion, because without it there was a woman who had driven off a straight-ish road into a reservoir on a dry morning for no reason anybody could name.

The letterhead was a garage in Bellingham. The report was dated the eleventh of February.

He read the four pages twice and then he sat back and looked out of the window at the car park, because there was something about the letterhead and it took him a minute to find it, and when he found it he did not believe it and read it again.

The letterhead carried a company number.



Gail Mowbray put her head round the door at half three.

"There's a photocopier if you want anything doing," she said. "It's twenty pence a sheet and the machine's older than me."

"Can I ask you something?"

"You can."

"When a coroner releases a vehicle." He kept his voice entirely level and entirely uninterested. "How long would it normally sit?"

"Until it's not needed." She came in and stood with her hand on the back of a chair. "Which is usually the inquest, or near enough. If there's a technical issue you keep the thing until everybody's had a look at it, because you can't get it back once it's gone." She made a face. "We had one sat in a compound at Prudhoe for three years."

"Who signs it out?"

"The coroner's officer, or me on their say-so, and it goes in the running record."

"Thanks."

She hesitated in the doorway.

"Are you all right, love?"

"I'm fine," Liam said. "It's easier than I thought it would be."

That was a lie, and it was a good one, and he watched it work.



He did the company number on his phone in the car park with the door open and one foot on the tarmac.

Whitley Marine Services Limited: incorporated the previous September; one director, an address in Blyth that was a mail-forwarding service; dissolved, voluntarily, thirteen months later. No accounts filed other than dormant. It had existed for four months before it lifted his sister's car out of Kielder Water and for eight months afterwards and then it had stopped existing.

That was not evidence either. Small marine contractors went in and out of existence like weather. He wrote it down.

Then he did the garage.

Hepburn & Son (Motor Engineers) Ltd, Bellingham. Incorporated 1994. Struck off the register and dissolved on the fourteenth of October — three months and twenty-eight days before the date on the report that carried its letterhead.

He sat in the car with his foot on the tarmac and read the Companies House page four times.

There was a version where this was nothing. A garage closes; the fitter takes the business on in his own name; there is a box of headed paper in the back and he uses it up over the next two years because paper is paper. That happened. That happened all the time. It was not even dishonest.

But an engineering report on a fatal is not written by a fitter with a box of old paper. It is commissioned. Somebody instructs it, somebody pays for it, and there is a letter of instruction and an invoice, and the invoice goes to the coroner's fund and has a number.

He went back inside and asked, and Gail looked, and there was no letter of instruction and no invoice, and she frowned at the screen and said, "That'll be the police side, that. They'll have had it done and copied us in," and it was said absolutely without suspicion, and it was probably true, and there was no way for anybody sitting where she was sitting to know that it wasn't.



The witness statements were the last thing he did, and he did them in the car on the way back west, with the folder on the passenger seat and the light going.

There were two.

A woman who had been driving to Falstone at approximately 07:20 and had passed a dark hatchback travelling east at what she described as normal speed. A man who had been walking a dog on the shoreline path near Whickhope and had heard, at some time between seven and eight, a noise he thought at the time was a tree coming down in the forestry.

Neither of them said anything that mattered. That was the point of them. Two ordinary people had put two ordinary things into the record and between them they had converted a car with nothing in it into a car that had been driven along a road at a normal speed by somebody and had then made a noise.

The addresses were both in the file.

The first was a cottage on the road out of Falstone, and there was a key safe on the wall and a laminated card in the window with a letting agency's number on it and a QR code. He rang the number from a lay-by two miles further on and asked, as a man planning a week in February, whether they'd had it long.

Eleven years, the woman said. It was one of their originals.

He asked, in passing, in the voice of somebody making conversation, whether it went in the winter.

Not really, she said. Not before March, apart from Christmas week. It sat empty most of it.

He thanked her and rang off and sat in the lay-by with the engine running.

The second address was a bungalow on the edge of Bellingham with a For Sale board that had gone green at the bottom of the post, and a hedge that had had two seasons at it, and three or four years of free newspapers rotted into a lump behind the glass panel of the door.

He did not knock. He drove past it twice, once each way, at about twenty, and did not stop either time.



He rang her from a call box outside a shut post office in Otterburn at ten past six.

"It's me."

"Where are you?"

"Not on the phone."

"No. Sorry." A pause. "Go on."

"Who releases a vehicle before an inquest?"

Claire took a moment. He heard her put something down.

"Nobody," she said. "Or the officer in the case, if the technical work's finished and the family are pushing and the compound's full. It happens. It's not sinister on its own."

"How often?"

"Often enough that you can't hang anything on it." Another pause, and then, carefully: "Liam, is that what you've got? Because if that's what you've got, I'd want you to be very slow about it."

"It isn't all I've got."

"All right." She did not ask. That was the thing about her that he had always been able to use and had rarely had to think about: she never asked for the middle of a thing when she could wait for the end of it. "Do you want anything from me?"

"No."

"Then eat something," Claire said, "and don't drive it all in one go," and she rang off before he could decide whether he minded.



He got back to Hexham the next morning at ten past nine and Gail let him have the box for another two hours because she was not supposed to and did it anyway, and he went through the running record page by page with a finger, which he had not done properly the first time because he had spent the first day on the documents that said things and the running record said nothing. It was a log. Dates in a column and one line each. Papers received. Statement received. Letter to family. Direction requested.

Entry for the twenty-second: Vehicle released. Disposal authorised.

Eleven days after the lift. Eight weeks before the direction was even applied for. Fourteen weeks before anybody sat in a room and decided how his sister had died, the vehicle that was the only physical fact in the case had gone to a crusher in County Durham and come out as a bale.

He put his finger on the line and did not move it.

The entry was in the same hand as everything else on the page. There was a signature block at the foot of the sheet and it was initialled by a coroner's officer whose name was on eleven other pages in the file, and it was correct, and it was in the right place, and everything about it was exactly what it should have been.

In the margin beside it, three-quarters of an inch out into the white, somebody had put a stamp.

It was small and oval and purple and it had been rolled slightly so the left edge was heavy. A four-figure number over three letters. 3117. LPI. Beside it, in blue ballpoint, in a hand that was nobody else's on that page, a date and two initials: H McT.

Liam looked at it for a long time.

He knew the shape of coroner's paperwork and he knew the shape of police paperwork, and he knew what force stamps looked like and what a URN looked like and what the CPS put on things, and he had spent eleven years reading the marginalia of other people's institutions, which is where the truth of an institution generally is. There was nothing on that page that belonged to any of them. It was a receipt mark
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