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Chapter One

			The high security Royal Naval Armament Depot at Coulport lies on the western shore of the Rosneath peninsula. The depot is also situated at the end of an unclassified, grey, Ministry of Defence road which begins near the coastal village of Garelochhead and sits, unsurprisingly, at the head of the Gare Loch just two miles from Her Majesty’s Naval Base at Faslane where Britain’s nuclear submarines dock and are maintained. This wide, high quality road was designed and constructed by the Ministry of Defence to provide easy access for road convoys transporting nuclear warheads. 

			On six or seven occasions a year, nuclear warheads are removed from underground bunkers in the Trident Area at the Explosives Handling Jetty at Coulport and taken under escort to Burghfield, just south-west of Reading in England. The route taken varies but the components of the convoy seldom does. Usually, four large articulated vehicles painted dark green carry the warheads and interspersed are several police vehicles, a bus carrying supplementary police officers, a fire tender, a breakdown lorry, a decontamination unit, a spare cab in case of need and several MOD police officers on motorcycles. Whatever route taken, the convoy always has to take smaller roads at each end of the journey before accessing their preferred motorways and ‘A’ roads due to the great weight of the lead-lined convoy trucks. 

			On a hill high above Garelochhead, high magnification binoculars followed the convoy as it travelled the five miles to a roundabout just north of the village that had to be navigated whichever subsequent route the huge lorries took. 

			Four warhead lorries….one, two three, four police vans, eh…seven motorcyclists…plus two at the rear and the usual ancillary vehicles. The field-glasses were adjusted to increase the magnification as the warhead convoy slowed at the roundabout. They’ve, eh…seven axles…dual tyres on the rear but only single tyres on the front axel for easier handling and manoeuvrability. The glasses were raised to view the hinterland behind the vehicles. Perfect!…Wooded area to the rear. If I’m accurate, any bullet deals with the front tyre, ricochets off the road surface and buries itself in a tree. It’d never be found. The convoy lumbered slowly up the road and slowed even though two motorcycle policemen had stopped traffic in all directions to provide the lorries with safe onward passage. 

			The binoculars were trained again on the convoy. Only one breakdown lorry, mind you, so if two warhead carriers were taken out it would cause them a problem. The convoy was watched until it was out of sight whereupon the binoculars were packed away and a small, folding military shovel was removed from a camouflaged army backpack. 

			Some three hours later, a hide had been established within a substantial yellow gorse bush in a dense wooded area. Standing immediately before it, even someone purposefully looking for signs of human activity would have been disappointed. Add a reflective space blanket inside and neither the infra-red nor high definition cameras could detect a presence here if they sent a chopper up. The noise of their own engines down on the road will ensure that the convoy couldn’t tell where or even initially how their tyres burst. They couldn’t hear a distant gunshot.

			Now words were spoken audibly. 

			“I can do this.”

			***

			The letters’ editor of The National newspaper in Glasgow picked up the few letters he received by mail, most of the content of his pages arriving electronically. He spread them out on his cluttered desk next to his keyboard and read the first two, innocuous and with grammatical error, but possible entries. The next to be unfolded captured his attention immediately if only because the hand-written lettering had all been capitalised and all letters had been contrived with a sharp font. Every ‘T’ had been written as if the number 7, every ‘O’ and ‘Q’, indeed every curve of any letter had been squared. It read; 

			SIR

			IT HAS LONG BEEN ESTABLISHED THAT THE DECLARATION OF ARBROATH IS ONE OF THE WORLD’S GREATEST HISTORICAL DOCUMENTS.

			LET ME REMIND YOU OF A CLAUSE; ‘AS LONG AS BUT A HUNDRED OF US REMAIN ALIVE, NEVER WILL WE ON ANY CONDITIONS BE BROUGHT UNDER ENGLISH RULE. IT IS IN TRUTH NOT FOR GLORY, NOR RICHES, NOR HONOURS THAT WE ARE FIGHTING, BUT FOR FREEDOM - FOR THAT ALONE, WHICH NO HONEST MAN GIVES UP BUT WITH LIFE ITSELF’.

			I STATE THIS BECAUSE AS A DIRECT CONSEQUENCE OF THE OBSCENITY OF NUCLEAR WARHEADS BEING STORED ON THE CLYDE AS A PRECURSOR TO A DEVASTATING WAR, THE NOTION OF ‘ONE HUNDRED OF US LEFT ALIVE’ IS - AT LEAST IN THE CENTRAL BELT OF SCOTLAND - NOW AN ALL TOO TERRIBLE REALITY. THE DETONATION OF A ONE HUNDRED KILOTON BOMB WHETHER BY ACCIDENT OR DESIGN WOULD CAUSE A BLAST EIGHT TIMES MORE POWERFUL THAN THE ONE THAT DEVASTATED THE JAPANESE CITY OF HIROSHIMA AND KILLED ONE HUNDRED THOUSAND OF THEIR CITIZENS. ANYONE WITHIN FIVE KILOMETRES OF THE BLAST IN SCOTLAND WOULD DIE INSTANTLY AND COUNTLESS MORE WOULD PERISH THROUGH RADIATION SICKNESS AND BURNS. THE BLAST ZONE WOULD BECOME DEGRADED AND UNINHABITABLE FOR DECADES.

			I HAVE NOW DECIDED TO TAKE DIRECT ACTION AGAINST THIS DEBASEMENT OF AN OFFENCE AGAINST A CIVILISED MORAL CODE. I AM NOW CONVINCED THAT THE BRITISH ESTABLISHMENT ARE ACTIVELY ACTING AGAINST THE PEOPLE OF SCOTLAND. THIS LETTER IS MY WARNING TO THOSE WHO WOULD SUPPORT THEM AND THE NUCLEAR ARMS INDUSTRY. I AM WELL AWARE THEY WILL NOT CEASE THEIR EFFORTS UNTIL PUBLIC OPINION REQUIRES IT. I INTEND TO BRING THIS ABOUT.

			YOURS FAITHFULLY

			ALBA GU BRÀTH

			DALRIADA

			PS. (NOT FOR PUBLICATION) I AM WELL AWARE YOU MIGHT CHOOSE TO DRAW THIS LETTER TO THE ATTENTION OF THE AUTHORITIES. HOWEVER, THERE ARE NO FINGERPRINTS ON THE LETTER, THE ENVELOPE OR THE STAMP. THE PAPER WAS FROM A REAM PURCHASED MORE THAN TWO YEARS AGO FROM A LARGE SUPERMARKET. THE CHEAP PEN ALSO. IT HAS BEEN POSTED TO YOU FROM A LOCATION THAT IS NOT COVERED BY ANY CAMERAS AND WAS NOT WITNESSED. AS YOU CAN SEE, MY HANDWRITING IS HEAVILY DISGUISED. I WORK ALONE AND NOT IN A UNIT THAT CAN BE INFILTRATED. I AM OTHERWISE A LAW- ABIDING CITIZEN. 

			LEST I HAVE CAUSE TO WRITE TO YOU AGAIN AND IN ORDER THAT YOU CAN ESTABLISH THAT ANY SECOND OR FURTHER LETTER IS GENUINELY FROM ME, I WILL PLACE TWO PLUS MARKS (++) AFTER MY NAME, THUS; DALRIADA++. I WILL ALSO LEAVE A CALLING CARD ON ANY OCCASION I TAKE ACTION TO ALLOW COPYCAT INCIDENTS TO BE IDENTIFIED AS SUCH.

			***

			The letter wasn’t published but passed instead to Police Scotland where shortly it landed on the desk of Jimmy Boyd, a young Special Branch officer who asked forensic scientist, Dr. Edwin van Ossen to pass his practised eye over it. 

			The interview room door closed quietly as Dr. Van Ossen took a seat and opened a file on the table. He looked at the two officers before him; Boyd’s sergeant, Colin Boston, insisting that he be in attendance.

			“Gentlemen, I have looked at your letter in some detail and view this as a realistic threat.”

			Sergeant Boston looked at the facsimile of the letter before him.

			“I’ll need evidence, Doc. I’ll have to take this up the line and if they’re going to put resources behind this they’ll want to be able to defend their decision.”

			“The writer constructs his sentences in a way that is grammatically correct. It has the feel of an educated person. No colloquialisms that might be expected of a young person so I’d say someone aged over thirty certainly. I’d say male before female but I have no evidence. It has images of masculinity but no more. The soubriquet ‘Dalriada’ is as you will be aware, a term to describe the Gaelic kingdom that encompassed the western seaboard of Scotland and the north-eastern corner of Ireland. At its height in the sixth and seventh centuries, it covered what is now Argyll. The writer knows his or her history and the quote used is accurate - again suggesting someone who is reasonably well-read. They appear to have insights into the kind of assessments someone like me - or you two, for example - might undertake to establish authorship and has appeared to take steps to block any likely positive outcome. As was also asserted, no prints or DNA is available.”

			“What about your analysis of the paper, Doctor.” 

			“Ah, yes. I looked at that but as I say not with any real hope of unearthing anything helpful. You see, our laboratory analysis of paper takes into account its colour and opacity, the size of the sheet, its weight and thickness, its fibre content, the direction of the grain, the finish, and the watermark. Comparison in these respects with exhaustive files of domestic and foreign paper stock samples serves to identify most papers. However, if the paper is a common, low-grade type, it will yield no clues to the originator of the document except offering perhaps a broad location. In this instance, as was asserted and as could have been predicted, there is no prospect of identifying the source of purchase.”

			“Ink?”

			“The identification of an ink is begun by determining the type to which it belongs. The three chief types in use today are gallotannic, which is the most common, chromic and aniline. Others are China ink, the coloured vegetable-dye inks, a few dark ones like those made from wolfram and vanadium, and those for special application as for mimeograph and stamp pads. Chemical differences enable the laboratory to identify these types. This ink is gallotannic. Very common.”

			He continued after sipping from a carton of coffee he’d brought with him.

			“The pen used appears to be a ball-point pen which is more easily identified than an ordinary one as it uses an ink unique to the maker. There is a specific width of the ball point for each brand, and the surface of the ball, smooth as it may seem to the unaided eye, is really full of scratches which leave a pattern on the paper…the pen’s own fingerprints, as it were. Any non-standard type of pen is the more readily identified because of its scarcity. However, the pen used is most probably a cheap Biro bought in a supermarket store somewhere - and probably over two years ago as the writer suggests.”

			“Handwriting?”

			“The obstacles which confront a forger or a disguiser of his own writing are manifold. It is practically impossible for a writer to divorce himself from certain inherent characteristics manifested in pressure points, pen lifts, the shading of strokes, of which he is not even aware. However, our friend has circumvented this by printing letters in a contorted block form that makes identification impossible. This person knows what they’re doing.”

			“So you can’t help us?”

			“Well, I suspect I can rather. I think you are looking for someone who has had an education, probably a male, probably older that thirty and well-read. They have their wits about them. He may come from, or now live in, Argyll. His sign-off, ‘Alba gu Bràth’ and his use of a stanza from The Declaration of Arbroath suggests an affiliation with the Independence movement. He may or may not have a familiarity with the orthography…the conventional spelling system of a language… of Scots’ Gaelic, as he accurately places a grave accent mark above the ‘a’ in ‘Bràth’. There are no indications of obvious mental health issues in his writing. His analysis of the nuclear threat is real and one with which many people, including myself, I might say, can identify with. He makes no reference to which tactics he…or she, I suppose…might employ but I imagine it’s safe to say they may be violent.”

			Boston met the gaze of his partner, Jimmy Boyd.

			“Yeah…I’m assuming that when he says, ‘direct action’ he doesn’t mean pushing the button to make the Wee Green Man stop a nuclear convoy as it passes his front door.”

			He turned again to Van Ossen.

			“So do you think this person appears to have the emotional and intellectual wherewithal to carry out violent attacks as are implied in this letter?”

			“I think it’s a racing certainty, Sergeant!”


	
		
			
Chapter Two

			It was Friday and it had been a long and tiring day.

			Old Archie McFarlane wearily tied one end of a waxed rope to a rusty hook on the side of his lorry, threw the tether over a cargo of pine logs and walked to the near side. Taking care to step round a muddy puddle, he tugged forcefully at the the truckers’ hitch he’d created by tying a half hitch, forming a loop and tightening it, securing his load of ten sturdy pine logs.

			Stepping back, he inspected his handiwork and pronounced himself satisfied before rounding the lorry once more and settling into the driver’s seat. Some nicotine was called for and a carton of John Player Special Real Blue King Size was retrieved from the glove compartment. One was selected and lit. Inhaling deeply, McFarlane emitted the smoke through clenched teeth with a long hiss.

			“Off to Ballindalloch,” he coughed to himself under his breath, his eyes watering as a consequence of the exhaled smoke.

			The B9102 from Grantown-on-Spey is a safe road. Accidents are rare but as the road leaves Lettoch it turns sharply to the left. It was here that McFarlane’s knot held tight against the extra strain of the vehicle’s sudden manoeuvre whereas the lorry’s rusty hook surrendered instantly to the centrifugal force placed upon it. A deep pot-hole completed the coup-de-grâce, upsetting the load. First slowly, then with increasing rapidity, the sturdy logs began their journey to the roadside in a roaring cloud of dust and splinters. Bouncing and rolling end to end, nine of the logs were eventually rendered harmless having come to rest by the simple expedient of destroying a farmer’s ancient dry-stone wall. One of the logs, however, rebounded from the tarmacadamed surface, its end rising some four feet from the road, colliding foursquare with the windscreen of a black Volkswagen Passat GTE travelling in the opposite direction, demolishing its cabin and decapitating the occupant in the passenger’s seat. The driver’s attempt to brake as he saw the carnage unfold was as slow as it was unnecessary, the heavy log bringing the vehicle to a halt almost immediately.

			A torrent of anxious expletives spat from Archie McFarlane’s lips as he limped hurriedly from his now stationary lorry to the Passat where he found the driver unconscious, an airbag having been deployed. His eyes fell upon the gory site of the headless passenger. Neurones within McFarlane’s brain received these grisly sensory inputs and interacted with his medullary reflexes that controlled emesis. In a nano-second, his efferent vagus nerve relayed instructions to his pharynx, larynx, oesophagus, stomach and upper intestine resulting in the copious expulsion of the gastric contents of his gut. McFarlane spewed his load!

			On his knees now, both eyes red due to blood vessels in the mucous membrane of his eye having haemorrhaged due to the violence of his vomiting, he placed a weak hand on the side of the Passat to steady himself just as the driver of a following vehicle approached on foot.

			“Jesus, pal. You okay?”

			McFarlane could only shake his head as the man reached for his phone and punching in nine, nine, nine, demanded every emergency service other than the coastguard.

			It took but some six minutes for first the police then the ambulance to arrive from Grantown-on-Spey. One officer began coning off the area and directing new arrivals to turn round and take another route. The Sergeant attended the crash scene as the sole paramedic dealt with the yet unconscious driver.

			Removing his police cap, Sergeant Angus Darroch looked inside the crashed vehicle before crouching on one knee beside McFarlane who was seated on the road, his back leaning against the rear wheel of the Passat. He placed a reassuring hand on McFarlane’s shoulder.

			“Can you tell me what happened, sir?”

			McFarlane strained upwards still in shock. He took a moment to answer.

			“The logs…the logs on my lorry, they came off at the bend.”

			“Yeah, I can see them. You okay, sir?”

			McFarlane’s eyes were tearstained. “That poor guy.”

			Darroch could only empathise.

			“Yeah.”

			The younger police officer approached Darroch and signalled his attention with the upward jut of his jaw. Both officers retreated a few steps and conversed quietly.

			“Just called the car in, Sarge. It’s a Scottish Government car. From their car pool. That boy who’s lost his heid, he could be a Cabinet Minister or something.”

			“Hard to tell. The face in the back is just mush. Mind you he was sitting in the front. Don’t Ministers sit in the back? They do when you see them on the telly. Anyway, he’ll have ID in his wallet, I’m sure.”

			“Aye. Right enough, sir.” He changed the subject. “I’ve asked for back-up to handle traffic. We’ll be here a while taking notes and statements.”

			“Good shout, Calum. You ID the dead guy and get a statement from that witness over there who called us out. I’ll speak with our friend here but we’ll need to get the two remaining live ones to the hospital before we take a statement and I’ll need to organise a wee test to make sure there’s been no alcohol involved. We’ll also need those traffic cops and forensic and get the deceased to the morgue. I’ll tell the boys back at the ranch to put out the news that this road will be closed until further notice. Can you handle that if the driver’s still unconscious?”

			“Aye. But the forensic boys from Aberdeen’ll take hours to get here.”

			A fire engine and a low-loading recovery vehicle now appeared, their occupants showing somewhat less urgency than the uniformed responders who had first arrived on the scene.

			Darroch watched them arrive.

			“Aye, we’ll be here for a while right enough, Calum. Better phone home and let your wife know you’ll be a while. Dinner will be late tonight if you still have the stomach for it. I’ll be seein’ what’s left of that fellah’s head in my dreams.”

			***

			In Edinburgh, Molly Fenwick, the First Minister’s Chief of Staff reacted sharply upon taking the call that the Permanent Secretary to the Scottish Civil Service had been killed in a motor accident just outside of Grantown-on-Spey.

			“But I spoke with him by phone only this morning. We’re sure it is him? He’s been positively identified?”

			The police inspector in Grantown-on-Spey hedged his bet only slightly.

			“The deceased was travelling in a black Volkswagen Passat GTE, registration K 37 JBB, a car from your government pool. The car left Inverness around three-thirty this afternoon heading for Edinburgh with him and one of your drivers, a Mister Ewan Graham who is alive and in hospital being treated for his injuries. His condition is being described as stable. He seems in no danger. Unfortunately, the passenger, whose driving license, Scottish Government buildings’ access pass and bank cards show him to be a Mister Giles Merchant, is deceased and as a consequence of facial injuries cannot be identified from visual inspection alone. In the footwell of the car was a folder of e-mail and letters addressed to him…so we’re pretty confident we know who he is.” He hesitated. “Unfortunately, he was decapitated and what’s left of his head is unidentifiable. We have a couple of officers visiting his home in Edinburgh to advise his widow and ask her to ID the body as we speak. Press have not been advised.”

			***

			It was almost closing time when Angus Darroch and his police colleague, Calum Buchanan, both now in plain clothes, met in Grantown-on-Spey’s small Claymore Bar on the village’s High Street.

			Buchanan was at the bar having just ordered a neat brandy. He acknowledged his senior officer. “Hi Sarge. Usual?”

			“Aye….and it’s Gus when we’re out of uniform, remember.” Both men were silent as the barman tended to the whisky order. “Thanks, Calum.” Darroch swallowed the large malt whisky in one visit and showing the empty glass to John, the barman, invited another while signalling the addition of a large brandy as Buchanan finished his. “A big one, John.” He turned to Buchanan. “Christ, the things you see in this job, eh?”

			“Aye, thon poor bastard won’t be having an open coffin funeral, that’s for sure,” responded Buchanan. “What a mess! That old driver fellah was fairly shaken up, eh?”

			Darroch nodded his agreement as he lifted the glass to his lips.

			“Aye. I’m prepared to bet that the Crown Office will do him for the nick of his lorry. He’s got a clean driving license, no other convictions but it was his lorry. He owned it and it was as auld and decrepit as him. They’ll fine the poor auld sod and he’ll probably never drive again - or want to. But his poor loading and rusty vehicle resulted in the death of the head honcho of the Scottish Civil Service. The big cheese…the heid bummer. The powers that be’ll be all over this like a rash so our procedures and paperwork better be beyond reproach.”

			“I’m sure they will be, boss.”

			John the barman finished cleaning a glass and turned to converse with the two local policemen.

			“I see the toon’s in the news the night!”

			“Aye, we had a bit of a bump just outside Lettoch. A man died at the scene.”

			“Terrible, that.” He lifted another glass to polish. “We were on the telly. Was the fellah local, Angus?”

			“Nah. Not from these parts. Still to be identified but it wasn’t one of your regulars, John.”

			Turning to Buchanan, Darroch gestured towards two vacant chairs at a table. The barman watched their movements.

			“Don’t you two be gettin’ too comfortable now. It’s nearly closin’ time and the polis might check to make sure we’re not servin’ drink after hours.”

			Darroch smiled at the barman’s quip knowing full well that a half-blind eye was taken to miscreant pub owners in the town so long as there was no accompanying raucous behaviour at closing time - which there seldom was. Grantown-on Spey was a civilised rural community where everyone knew one another, relationships were for the most part fraternal and the more vulnerable were looked after. During the day, the Claymore Bar saw its fair share of tourists but of an evening it was mostly locals using it as a community facility.

			In furtherance of this ethic, Darroch lapsed into police duties.

			“Tomorrow we check the paperwork then we go up to auld McFarlane’s cottage. His wife has dementia, he’s approaching seventy and although he’s recently made a few quid from the Forestry Commission hauling these logs around, I’d bet he doesn’t have a pension worth a damn and he’ll be in bits. I’d like to check on him to see whether we need to involve social work or his doctor. The poor man won’t be able to think straight.”

			“Good shout, boss.


	
		
			
Chapter Three

			Sir Jonathan Burton, Cabinet Secretary and Head of the Civil Service in London pursed his lips as he read the message placed before him. This rather puts the cat among the pigeons, he thought before picking up the phone and dialling a number he used only infrequently. It was answered immediately.

			“Sir Jeffery Arbuthnot’s office.”

			“Burton here. Cabinet Office. I need to speak immediately with Sir Jeffrey.”

			“Of course, Sir Jonathan. I’ll put you through.”

			Allowing only for sufficient time to elapse during which his identity was drawn to the attention of the Director General of MI5, the call was again answered almost immediately.

			“Jon. Good to hear from you. Haven’t seen you since we each enjoyed rather a good day at Cheltenham. You won rather more than did I as I recall.”

			“I was in good form then, Jeffrey. The Champagne gave me sufficient Dutch courage to ignore the advice of that pompous racing pundit who visited the box and helped everyone else lose their collective shirt.”

			The informalities over, Arbuthnot moved to business.

			“May I take it you’ve called about the Scottish incident?”

			“Indeed so. Whilst I will of course shortly express my condolences to family and friends, I knew you would first wish a quiet word about his replacement. The role of supporting and advising the First Minister of Scotland is so central to the smooth and efficient running of the United Kingdom, I understand full well the importance you chaps in MI5 place upon any candidates being possessed of certain additional qualities that underpins that particular post.”

			“Exactly that, Jon. And my immediate problem is that due to the role being so public, I can’t encourage just anyone with those ‘additional qualities’ to fulfil that task. It would be observed as suspicious immediately if someone appeared as a candidate who was not firmly in the hierarchy of the civil service.”

			“Agreed. Let me think…let us think…of candidates who have come up through the ranks of the civil service who may have the potential to adopt the skill sets required by MI5 officers rather than consider MI5 officers who may have the temperament to fulfil the role of the grey civil servant.”

			“Exactly my thoughts, Jon. Let’s talk later in the week once we’ve given this some further thought.”

			***

			On placing the phone on its receiver, Arbuthnot lifted it once more, pressed four digits and asked his secretary to invite his deputy, Jack Strachan to join him as soon as he was free.

			Half an hour passed before a light knock on his door presaged the arrival of Strachan.

			“Sorry, boss. I was sitting in on a meeting with some of our friends and allies in MI6 and the CIA, each of whom are concerned about Islamic terrorists visiting our shores and those of the United States by way of Ireland.”

			“Productively?”

			“Not really. They seem to have two types over there that they send over here, the highly educated, liberal pragmatists or the self-righteous, America-first, shaven-headed goons who look down their collective nose at all other intelligence services. Today it was the latter, I’m afraid.”

			The door opened and a tray carried by Miss Eldridge was brought in on which had been placed coffees for each man. Each accepted a cup graciously and sipped as the secretary took her leave.

			“Well, thanks for popping up. You may have heard on the grapevine that our man in Scotland, their Cabinet Secretary, Giles Merchant was killed yesterday in what appears to have been a genuine road accident. No likelihood of foul play.”

			“Yeah, I knew Giles well. He and I were at Edinburgh together. His wife, Gillian will be devastated. No kids, thankfully. I’m going to make it my business to see that she’s all right.”

			Ignoring his colleague’s obvious compassion, Arbuthnot moved to address his problem.”

			“He’ll be hard to replace. The sheer tonnage of information he supplied to us over the past three years would be literally impossible to achieve by anyone in any other post. You’re a proud Scot, Jack. Any thoughts?”

			“Yeah…not only did we have immediate access to all confidential briefing papers but also insights into relationships, factions round the Cabinet table, tittle-tattle, and we must remember that thanks to him placing bugs in each of their dozen or so various pool cars over time, we also overheard confidential back seats’ conversations as Ministers travelled together. That legacy, at least will remain even if he has gone.”

			“So how do we replace him?”

			“Well, it’s in the hands of your friend Sir Jonathan Burton, the Head of the Civil Service here in London. There will be a number of interested parties already in Scotland but we don’t have any officers of sufficient seniority to nudge them into place. The First Minister will choose from perhaps two candidates provided by Sir Jonathan. Our task is to find one who would be an obvious selection. I’d suggest two immediate filters. First, we should try to find a Scot with a Unionist perspective and secondly we should attempt to ensure that the candidate is female. Possibly someone who has earned their spurs elsewhere in the service of the crown. The second candidate should be worthy but male, boring, even misogynistic in a past life or with a flaw that could be exposed at interview.”

			“Sounds like a plan, Jack. I’ll be speaking to Jon Burton in a couple of days, put some feelers out and see if you can rustle up some contenders.”

			***

			It was lunch hour in the British Embassy in Tokyo when the phone on Catriona Burns’ desk rang.

			It took a moment for the quiet beep to register as she gazed mid-chew across the Chidorigafuchi Moat to the Japanese Imperial Palace, whose extensive grounds accommodated the residence of the Emperor of Japan.

			She lifted the receiver.

			“Miss Burns, I have John Chiswick on the line. He’s from our Commercial Section asking if he can meet with you immediately. Says it’s important but won’t give me any detail. If you choose to accept, you have forty minutes before you meet with Sōsuke Takeshita here to discuss next week’s delegation from London.”

			“Isn’t John Chiswick one of our Intelligence Officers?”

			“I believe so.”

			“I’ll take the meeting.”

			Five minutes later the diminutive figure of John Chiswick entered the room, a practised smile creasing his face.

			“Ah, Miss Burns. Your secretary tells me you’ve another meeting in fifteen minutes.”

			“She’s just protecting my diary,” grinned Burns. “I’ve at least twenty.”

			Uninvited, Chiswick sat in a chair opposite his host, folded his hands and ensconced them somewhere near his groin in a gesture he seemed to think suggested seriousness.

			“I’ll come straight to the point, Miss Burns. I have been asked to convey the weight and gravity of our confidential conversation here today by the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom no less.”

			Burns didn’t respond with the reverence Chiswick had anticipated. Slightly disconcerted, he continued.

			“You may have read that the Permanent Secretary to the Scottish Government, reporting directly to the First Minister of Scotland…and of course the Cabinet Secretary at Number Ten…was unfortunately killed in a terrible road accident recently.”

			Burns nodded almost imperceptibly, still maintaining a poker face.

			“Eh, well, you see, the powers that be…the Prime Minister and the Head of the Civil Service…are most anxious to fill the unfortunate vacancy and, well, your name came up in dispatches.”

			“Really?”

			“Indeed. It would be a promotion, it would permit a return to Scotland…I gather you’re from that part of our sceptred isle…our blessed plot,” offered Chiswick theatrically.

			“Shakespeare was referring to England not Britain and it’s a misquote anyway,” replied Burns stonily.

			“Your knowledge of the Bard is impressive, Miss Burns.”

			“Where I come from, the Bard has the same surname as me.”

			Expecting rather more gratitude from his target, Chiswick’s discomfiture showed itself.

			“I thought you might be rather more excited at the prospect of promotion.”

			“This is my excited face.”

			“Please don’t shoot the messenger, Miss Burns. I am to advise you that it might be in your personal and professional interest to show interest in a very important position which would be of material benefit to Her Majesty’s Government. But of course if you are disinterested in advancement…”

			Burns mellowed slightly.

			“Mr Chiswick. Let me make a few points. First, the sun is shining here and it’s warm, I have a senior position in the British Embassy; a job I love and a job I fancy I’m quite good at. I gaze from my window to the gardens of the Imperial Palace, I have begun to develop an active social life, I have a lovely apartment and have just…only just…begun to appreciate the joys of saké. Most importantly, I had to persuade an unconvinced husband to pack up everything he knew in London and travel to the other side of the world to allow me to advance my career. He’s now happy and settled here, working in the tourism sector. I am very unsure of his reaction if I suggested another move…even to the glittering metropolis that is Edinburgh.”

			“Edinburgh and London. You’d have two masters remember.”

			“And I have no doubt that the fact that it is an Intelligence officer who is contacting me in regard to this opportunity means that there will be an element of the job that would involve ensuring that London was kept abreast, let’s say, of the goings-on in Edinburgh. Or that I might be asked from time to time to conduct myself in a way that might not meet the complete approval of the senior Scottish politicians I’d be serving.”

			“It would be foolish of me to deny that you might have split loyalties from time to time, Miss Burns.”

			Burns consulted her watch. “I need to prepare for my next meeting. I will speak with my husband. If he gives the idea the green light, what happens next?”

			“Well, if he gives it the green light, as you say, within the next two days, and you accept the opportunity, your name will be placed on a list…a very short list and you would become one of two recommended candidates that will be placed before the First Minister of Scotland. The post would be offered on an immediate basis and would be on an interim footing but that is merely a device to cut through bureaucracy and have the candidate installed quickly. Matters would be ratified and formalised in due course.”

			“And would the other candidature be a sham, Mr Chiswick?”

			The practised smile returned to Chiswick’s face.

			“I’m sure I would never refer to anyone of my senior colleagues in the civil service in such a manner, Miss Burns.”


	
		
			
Chapter Four

			The Inverskillen Estate was comprised of over two thousand acres of incomparable beauty. Sheltered beneath the glowering and muscular Cairngorm mountain range, its soil nourished by the waters of the River Spey, its rolling hills, for the most part tree-clad, Inverskillen was home to a wide variety of flesh, fowl and fish. For over one hundred years it had been owned by the Wishart family, its most recent steward being Harold Wishart, the Laird, who had died in London only four years previously. A long time property entrepreneur, he had spent his stewardship of Inverskillen attempting to build log cabins for the tourist trade but had had his ambitions rejected by the planners. An adventure park met the same fate as did proposals for a dirt bike racing track. A large fence surrounding the entire estate was dropped due to the extravagant costs involved. Now the estate was owned and managed by Helen Wishart; Lady Wishart of Inverskillen.

			Despite most early opinion supporting the notion that his wife, the plummy-accented Lady Wishart would sell up and retire to her spacious and elegant apartment in London’s Chelsea, she’d defied the doubters, and within six months, had sold Inverskillen Castle and its five surrounding acres as a hotel on the edge of the estate, moved into a large four-bedroomed gatehouse with her dog, a Labrador called Rory, and joined the local branch of the Scottish Women’s Institute as well as the local Green Party. Lady Wishart was passionate about the environment, and set about rewilding the estate. Buoyed by the fortune bequeathed her by her late husband’s property portfolio in London, she set about developing her extensive forest in ways that maintained biodiversity and encouraged its capacity for regeneration. Freed from her deceased husband’s commercial instincts and also from his mantra that a dead tree is worth more money than a live tree, she ensured ecological improvements that did not damage other ecosystems. In her endeavours she made use of the talents of one man, Lachlan ‘Van’ MacAskill who served as a ghillie, forester, bridge-builder and dry-stane-dyker.

			MacAskill’s nickname ‘Van’ amongst the children and elderly in the village was derived not from his given name but from his preference in living in an ambulance which he had converted into a motor home replete with bed, kitchen, toilet and shower. He lived in this custom with his dog, a Golden Retriever called Blaze. Although Lady Helen had gifted him a cottage on the estate, MacAskill preferred the ability to sleep anywhere he chose, usually close to any task he was fulfilling that day although on a few evenings each week, his matt-black converted motor home could often be seen somewhere on the edge of Grantown-on-Spey to permit a late visit to the Claymore Bar with Blaze.

			Lady Wishart had one daughter, Isla, a vet who had both trained and practised in Gosforth, Newcastle. Brought up and educated locally in Grantown-on-Spey, she’d never lost either her accent or her love of her Scottish upbringing. Now home with her mother on holiday in the gatehouse she was never happier than when walking her mother’s dog, Rory.

			It was early morning when she and Rory walked one of the many new paths laid down upon the instruction of her mother and by the sweat of MacAskill’s brow for general use by the public.

			A blue sky and barely discernible breeze was masked by the dense forest until she came to a stream which opened up the vista and allowed the scenery to be viewed in all its majesty.

			God, this place is beautiful, she reflected as she called Rory to her side.

			“Here, boy.”

			She fondled his coat affectionately as the dog’s ears pricked up and he trotted off along the path and round a bend, out of sight. Intrigued, she followed to see the dog seated motionless and facing what appeared to be a Golden Retriever which sat as if mirroring Rory. Both dogs seemed entirely calm and remained so until following their visual assessment, each utilised their keen sense of smell to provide vital information about their canine acquaintance’s rear end. The dogs’ acute olfactory senses worked overtime to identify the gender and mood of their new friend and whether it was happy, aggressive, healthy or ill. Satisfied, each dog then became distracted as Isla approached.

			“Hello, you,” said Isla to the Retriever. “You’re a beauty.”

			Kneeling, she ran her hands affectionately over the necks of each dog, smiling before looking up to see where the Retriever’s owner was. Seeing the path before her bereft of anyone, her gaze fell on the stream. A waterfall, perhaps shoulder-high to the pool beneath it, cascaded and burbled some thirty yards away. Beneath its shed, a man stood, groin deep in the pool, naked and facing away from her. In his thirties, she guessed and with a rippling torso. He was quite oblivious to her presence. Throwing back his head he allowed the water to spill and tumble on his face as he went about his ablutions. Isla watched for some moments before realising that she might be observed if the man turned around. She ruffled the neck of the Retriever, located its collar and looked at its name tag.

			“Hi Blaze,” she read. “Tell your owner he has a very nice arse!”

			Standing, she again slowly dropped back into a crouch, partly concealing herself behind a gorse bush as she noticed a rifle leaning against a tree close to where his clothes had been lain.

			Christ, he’s a bloody poacher. That’s a stalking rifle if I’m not mistaken.

			“C’m’ere, Rory. Let’s go report this. Quietly, now.”

			She led Rory into the depths of the forest and back towards the gatehouse. Blaze followed for a while then returned to the pool.

			***

			It was breakfast time as Isla returned. Her mother stood over an old and much used Aga cooker stirring a large pot of porridge.

			“Ah, you’re back, darling. I’ve made us a bowl of porridge. Enjoy your walk with Rory?”

			“I did but when I was over by the old stables.There was a pool and a poacher was washing himself without so much as a care in the world. I thought we’d better phone the local police.”

			Lady Wishart turned and slid her spectacles to the tip of her nose and looked over the rims to her daughter.

			“And this poacher…was he on his own, aged maybe late thirties? Red, unkempt hair?”

			“Yes…He had a dog…He looked younger”

			“Yes, he does actually. That’ll be Van. His dog’s called Blaze.”

			“It was. I met with Blaze on the trail.”

			“I’m sure you’ll meet Van while you’re up here, darling. He’s an absolute godsend and I’d trust him with my life.” She placed a bowl on the table and, using a large spoon, scooped two healthy offerings of porridge into it. “Here. Tuck in. It’s good for you. No sugar. Salt if you must.”

			“Does he work for you on the estate?” asked Isla as she fetched a couple of spoons from a drawer.

			“In a manner of speaking. Darling. He lives largely ‘off the grid’, as I believe it’s called.” She took a second bowl and filling it with porridge, sat down at the kitchen table opposite her daughter.

			“When your dad died, I made it my business to develop the estate in a way that future generations could enjoy. Your dad was always up to some idiotic commercial adventure and, thank God, they never amounted to anything. I took the place in a different direction. One day, I was walking the estate and came across a man who was sitting, both feet in the burn with his dog, just appreciating the beauty of the trees and the water between his toes. We sat and talked. He was a quiet man. Reticent. But we got chatting and he told me he’d been in the army. The Royal Marines…actually 3 Commando Brigade Air Squadron. He retired with honour from the army in 2013 as a result of suffering from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. He’s actually a gentle soul. Badly damaged by the fighting in which he was involved. He just decided to drop out and have nothing to do ever again with the Union Jack. If you ask me he’s a closet Nationalist. When I look into his blue eyes I’m sure they’re Pantone 300…the same colour as the Saltire! He’s a small army pension that keeps him in beer money and diesel but it’s just below the level where he needs to pay much in the way of tax. He lives in an ambulance which he converted and eats anything he wants from the estate; fish, fowl, rabbits, deer. He gets eggs from the hen house and he has a couple of wee gardens near the cottage where he grows vegetables. His ambulance is magnificent. Like a wee home from home. All modern amenities other than a television. He’s no time for news or current affairs. Like me, he’s passionate about the environment and offered to help out on the estate. I offered to give him a job but he’s refused all offers of payment. I trust him so much I gave him a blank credit card. Each month the bank sends me a run down of all expenditure on the card and each and every item is to do with work on the estate. There’s not ever been an item purchased that is personal in any way. If anything costs more than five hundred pounds, he’ll knock on my door and seek my permission. He’s lain paths through the estate, built small bridges over burns, harvested trees and keeps the deer population under control. If he shoots a deer, my freezer is stocked - but so too are the freezers of some of the senior citizens or less well-off in the village. They just find a wee parcel on their doorstep and it might be venison or maybe a salmon or a trout fillet. The man’s a saint.”

			“Well, it certainly sounds like the man I saw in the pool.”

			Smiling, Lady Wishart swallowed a spoonful of porridge. “Well built isn’t he?”

			“Can’t say I noticed,” lied Isla.

			“Well, he’s always working on the estate and only pops in now and again. You’re only up here for two weeks so you might not cross paths. Even if you’re out walking Rory, you could easily miss his van. He painted it matt black and has a dozen places on the estate where he parks it and sleeps overnight. It doesn’t reflect light so it just merges with the background and can be almost invisible.”

			“Curious name, Van”

			That’s not his real name, darling. His name is Lachlan MacAskill and…’

			“Lachie MacAskill! He was at school with me here in the village. He used to pull my pigtails in the playground and, as I recall, was top of the class narrowly missing out on Dux. He certainly got more Highers than me. When we were both eighteen I went to university to find a career and he joined the army to find adventure.”

			“Well, find it he did. But he saw enough of blood and guts to last several lifetimes and now he’s happiest with animals, plants and solitude. He speaks silence fluently.”

			“God, he was so happy-go-lucky as a young man.”

			“Well, now he’s my unofficial ghillie but what he doesn’t know is that I’ve being paying a wage into an account that will be made over to him when I die or at some other earlier time as seems appropriate. He must have about seventy thousand pounds in it by now. I’ve also given him the old cottage over on the other side of the estate but he doesn’t really use it. I’ve popped in on occasion and he’s done it up and it sparkles inside but he prefers his van.”

			“Sounds like an interesting guy.”

			“He’s a gem and d’you know, he’s always immaculate. Collar and tie even when he’s chopping wood and if you ever see him off duty, his shoes shine like he’s about to go on parade. He’s allowed his red hair to grow a bit but there are some parts of army life he’s not forgotten.”

			Lady Wishart returned the spectacles to the bridge of her nose. “His only friend is Gus Darroch, our local police sergeant.”

			“God, I know him too. He and Lachie were great pals back in school.”

			“Well, Lachie and Gus drink in the Claymore Bar in the village. You should pop down one night and renew your acquaintances.”

			“Perhaps.”

			“Neither of them is married, y’know! Gus is divorced. He married dull!”

			“Mother!”

			“Well you are thirty-eight now and ever since you dated that horror Stanley something or other, I’m unaware of you taking an interest in continuing the family line as it were!”

			“Jesus, is that all I am to you? A breeding machine? Someone who’ll carry on the traditions of Inverskillen Estate?”

			“Now you know full well that I don’t mean that but you can’t let life slip by. I suspect you’re another one who’d rather spend more time with animals rather than people…just like Lachie!”

			“God! You’re impossible.”

			Placing the now empty porridge bowl in the ancient Belfast sink rather too roughly than was good for the ceramic, Isla left the kitchen and headed up to her bedroom.

			Lady Helen took another mouthful of porridge.

			What’s a loving mother to do?

			***

			Simon Thorpe had been an Intelligence Officer in MI5 for a decade and had served his country all over mainland Europe. Recalled by his superiors to London, he now found himself in a car park above the port of Dover watching a blue Jeep and awaiting the return of its owner.

			For the previous twenty minutes he had watched the arrival of the Calais/Dover Ferry as it emerged through the gloom of the evening and now took a particular interest in its disembarkation. As crowds of passengers stepped from the walkway and cars began to drive onto English roads, one gentleman of Arabian appearance, dressed nattily in a dark business suit but wearing an embroidered, tight-fitting Kufi skull cap strode towards the Jeep.

			Thorpe left his vehicle and smiling broadly, approached the man.

			“As-salaam ‘alykum…Peace be upon you, my friend”.

			Surprised but not alarmed, the man responded automatically.

			“Va-alaikum as-salaam…Peace be unto you too.”

			Thorpe offered his right hand in friendship and the man moved his briefcase from his right hand to his left to free his hand to respond. Shaking it warmly and holding it tight, Thorpe used his left hand to remove a 9mm Browning Hi-Power single-action handgun from his rear waistband. Holding it at hip-height and pointing it at his captive, he growled an instruction.

			“Into your Jeep. You’re driving!”

			Startled, the man complied as Thorpe made his way to the passenger’s seat all the while pointing the gun in the direction of the driver. He sat at an angle on the seat facing the driver ignoring both its belt and the constant bleep instructing it’s deployment.

			“Briefcase!”

			Now more appreciative of his assailant’s motives, the man affected a grim expression and handed over his attache case.

			“Now drive. I’ll give directions.”

			The Jeep progressed along Upper Road, turning left at Lighthouse Road and made its way along bumpier farm tracks to St. Margaret’s Bay.

			“Stop here! Keep the engine running.”

			Removing a file from the case, he closed it and wiped both the handle and lock with a piece of cloth used to clean spectacles. He threw the briefcase into the footwell at his feet.

			“As-salaam ‘alykum!” Smiling once again, he transferred the pistol from his left to his right hand and holding it by the barrel, he used his considerable upper body strength to strike the butt against the chin of the driver.

			Dazed but not fully unconscious, it took a moment to realise that Thorpe had removed himself from the passenger’s seat and had walked round to the near side. Opening the door, another two blows to the head were issued. Now concussed, the driver was helpless to stop Thorpe leaning over and releasing the handbrake. He stepped back and closed the door as slowly as the car trundled forwards until it reached the edge of one of Dover’s famous chalk cliffs where gradually but inevitably it plummeted to the sea, three hundred and fifty feet below.

			“As-salaam ‘alykum!” He peered over the top of the cliff. “Obvious suicide if you ask me.”

			He folded the file, placed it in the rear of his waistband next to his Browning handgun and made his way back to the farm track and to the car he’d left only minutes earlier.


	
		
			
Chapter Five

			The steps down to the basement restaurant in an alley in Tokyo’s Shinjuku district were steep and the treads narrow. Catriona Burns took them carefully, holding on to a flimsy bannister. The restaurant, Nabezo Meijidori, was a favourite of hers and the owner Gu Zhiqiang was, as ever, pleased to see her. Speaking in English, he welcomed her.
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