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Author’s note


As a lifelong water-funk with an ineradicable fear of total immersion, I must thank all the scuba-diving enthusiasts who have helped me with advice, and vividly described the joy and freedom they themselves feel when exploring underwater. In particular I am grateful to Andrew Powell, who not only explained the basics of buoyancy control and corrected my terminology, but suggested ways to scupper enemies underwater that would not have occurred to me.


Any errors that may have slipped through the net are entirely my own.




Half human, half seal, a selkie is…


Myth or fantasy? Fairy tale or product of one dram too many on a foggy night?


Or could it be a long-buried folk memory of far northern kayakers drifting south on summer currents, to shed their sodden sealskin craft and resume human form? Whatever its origin, the legend of the mysterious selkie still haunts the western fringes of the Celtic world.


They may live ashore for a while, but in the end the sea always calls them home…
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CHAPTER ONE


The Escapers


A SWIRLING RIPPLE broke the glassy black surface of Stockpot, the best holding pool on the lower beat of the Clinie river, and Luke Balfour – beanpole-tall, angular, and beaky as a heron – who had been staring half-hypnotised at the smooth flow of current sweeping his Stoat’s Tail in a semicircle round the shelf of rocky bank on which he stood, stiffened to full alertness and cast again just above it.


Nothing... and then a quick, irritated pluck before the white line straightened out where the tail of the pool broadened into a swift, shallow, gravel-bottomed run. Snagged on that big underwater rock – yet again – he thought, relaxing and taking a couple of steps along the bank before casting once more.


This time the quivering tug that signalled interest was unmistakable. Luke counted two before he struck, and a moment later the satisfying screech of the reel told him the fish was firmly hooked.


Jess will be pleased, he thought. With fishing guests about to arrive and the weekly grocery order held up by last night’s storm, he had been obliged to put aside both his Catch-and-Release principles and the barbless lures that had caused such hilarity among locals when he first bought Kildrumna Lodge, and concentrate on filling his creel in the old-fashioned way.


Back and forth across the pool darted the salmon while Luke played it patiently, guiding it clear of the submerged group of rocks, and checking its run towards the shallows, now letting it take line out, now reeling in quickly as it launched itself towards him, only to dive to the bottom when he raised his rod point and bent to bring it up to the net. Six or seven minutes passed before he felt confident that he had it under control, moving smoothly towards the net, with only the occasional fluttering attempt to break back into midstream.


Not a big fish, he thought, catching a glimpse as it broke the surface, and wondered for an instant why it felt odd. Could it be foul-hooked? But as he brought the net in behind to scoop it from the water and bent to see what he had caught, the question was answered in the way he most dreaded.


‘Hellfire!’ Luke exclaimed, staring in disgust.


Tattered fins, blunted nose, and bloody lesions behind the gills identified his catch as no native wild fish but an escapee from the Moontide fish farm whose feed barge and cages floated in the sheltered neck of the Reekie Sound between Stairbrigg and the peninsula of Inverclinie, close – far too close – to the unprotected mouth of the Clinie river.


Fat, flabby, grey of flesh and loaded with prophylactic antibiotics, it was probably carrying umpteen diseases as well: definitely not one to return to the water. Luke killed it quickly and lobbed it into the deep heather well clear of the path. Bonanza for the otter, he thought, frowning, as he stowed his priest in an inner pocket and picked up his rod to cast again towards the underwater rocks.


Bingo! Another salmon impaled itself on the Stoat’s Tail: same lie, same size, same tattered appearance, same meek acceptance of its fate. By the time an identical third and fourth had joined them on the riverbank, Luke – the laid-back, the unflappable – was simmering with anger. They must be packed in behind those rocks like sardines in a tin, he reflected. Made a break for freedom, poor creatures, and now they don’t know what to do with it. I won’t have them polluting my river, though. Dougal McInnes can damn well beef up the wiring on his cages, or I’ll be on the hotline to Scottish Natural Heritage before he can say knife. Classic angler’s nightmare: a fish hooked at every cast and none of them fit to put on the table, certainly not in front of three French gourmets who have already made their gastronomic preferences very clear, and they do not include diseased, antibiotic-loaded, mutilated farmed salmon.


Detective Chief Inspector Robb and his problem teenager were due to arrive tonight, and would probably eat whatever Jess put on their plates, but his wife had her pride. Hell would freeze over before she served farmed fish to guests who were paying through the nose for the best local Scottish produce, and with supper scheduled for half past seven there was precious little time for her to revamp tonight’s menu.


Despite the expense, lobster it would have to be, together with a fervent prayer that the finicky Frogs did not suffer from shellfish allergy. Surely, they would have mentioned it in one of their exhaustive food-related pre-arrival missives that had so irritated his darling wife?


Gathering up rod, net, and fishing bag, Luke concealed the four farmed fish where the otter would be the first to find them, and set off with long strides for the little harbour to see what luck young Logan Brydon had had today with his creels.


As his size twelves traced the familiar river path, he considered the composition of this week’s fishing party, and wondered how DCI Martin Robb would fit into it.


‘You’ll like him,’ Amyas, his Anglesey-based cousin and lawyer, had said in his breezy way when he rang out of the blue to ask if Luke could fit in two extra guests. ‘I’ve known him most of my life, though I haven’t seen a lot of him lately. In fact, it now occurs to me that you have met him already, way back, because he used to come and stay with his parents at Ti-Bach, that cottage at the end of our drive, during the Easter hols and we all used to climb the cliffs for gulls’ eggs. Remember?’


Luke delved in his memory and came up with a stocky, solid, red-cheeked boy with curly black hair and a ready smile. ‘He had a fantastic head for heights,’ he recalled. ‘And didn’t he play for the Bangor Colts?’


‘That’s the one.’ Amyas hesitated, then said, ‘He’s had a rough time lately, and I’d like to give him a bit of a hand.’


‘What kind of rough?’ Luke had asked cautiously.


‘He was badly smashed up in a crash that killed his wife, and was in and out of hospital for weeks. Off work for over a year, and now when he’s almost fit again, he’s worried about his youngest daughter, who’s gone off her grub and can’t face school. She’s a competitive little devil, and from what I can gather she had a meltdown after a bunch of her – ahem – friends began trolling her and claiming she cheated in some swimming race, though don’t ask me how you can do that. Anyway there was a great hoo-hah, tears, recriminations, parents called in, threats of expulsion all round, and the upshot was that the kid was sent home at half-term with her future uncertain, and now with the summer stretching ahead of them both, poor old Robbo wants something to keep her occupied. A complete change of scene. A much-needed break from social media... The doctor’s threatening to put her on antidepressants, which is worrying the hell out of him. If you ask me, it all stems from missing her mum, but what do I know?’


‘Tricky,’ Luke agreed. ‘How old is she?’


‘Around fifteen, I think. Robb’s got three girls: one married, one at uni, and this Marina is the youngest.’


‘Would she enjoy fishing?’ asked Luke doubtfully. ‘You know what it’s like here: choice between river or loch and precious little else to do. Plus no company of her own age. I’d have thought she’d be bored stiff.’


‘Far from it, apparently.’ Amyas gave the deep, confidential chuckle that always made his cousin smile. ‘Swims like an eel and loves anything connected to the water. The family used to spend most of the summer hols at Ti-Bach when her grandparents were alive, and they called Marina their water baby. Robbo would have liked to take her back there to cheer her up, but now the cottage has been sold, so that’s why he got in touch and asked if I could suggest something. I just wondered if you’d be able to fit them in.’


‘Um-hmm,’ Luke thought it over and said, ‘Well, I’ll do my best, but I’ll have to have a word with Jess. She’s the boss when it comes to numbers.’


‘Good man! I knew I could rely on you,’ said Amyas heartily, though Luke was less sure. He was well aware that his wife wasn’t keen on having extra guests shoehorned into the party at short notice, particularly since they were expecting the arrival of Luke’s godfather Gunnar Larsen any time this week, and with him his new wife, Ravenna. As their major benefactor who had been instrumental in helping them buy and equip Kildrumna, Gunnar’s rare visits always put Jess on her mettle, sending her into a frenzy of cooking and cleaning, and the prospect of entertaining Ravenna – reportedly beautiful, clever, and twenty years younger than her husband – had added to her stress.


‘She sounds quite a girl,’ said Luke as Jess squeezed past him on her way to the ironing room, though whether he spoke in admiration or trepidation was hard to judge.


‘Why? What’s she done?’ Jess was instantly alert.


‘Keen rower at Cambridge, apparently, and although she didn’t quite make the Eight she got a 2:1 in NatSci Bio and was sports nutritionist to the squad which won the European rowing championships.’


‘Sports Nutrition – oh, God!’ murmured Jess, hurriedly reviewing her menus for the week. ‘OK, got that. What else? Tell me the worst. How did Gunnar come across her?’


‘Well, she was working on the cruise ship line that Gunnar bought after selling his trawlers, and she just happened to mention her interest in Viking culture and artefacts –’


Jess breathed deeply through her nose. ‘Serendipity, I believe it’s called.’


‘You could be right. And lo and behold, a couple of years later…’


‘Well, I hope she makes him happy.’


‘So do I. But you see, darling, you’re wearing yourself out and it’s all quite unnecessary.’ Luke took the heavy laundry basket she was carrying. ‘This isn’t a royal visit, far from it. Ravenna’s a working girl and Gunnar’s quite used to roughing it, so long as everyone does exactly what he tells them to.’


‘There speaks his adoring godson,’ said Jess, and he laughed.


‘Well, you know what I mean!’


‘I do indeed.’


‘Anyway he’s only dropping in to see how we’re getting on, and spend a few days on the river. Ravenna stayed here once or twice in her teens as the guest of Isla, old Major Philpott’s niece. Apparently they were at school together.’


Far from reassuring Jess, this raised her stress level. ‘Oh, God!’ she exclaimed. ‘Women always notice if things are in a mess. And if she knew the house in its glory days, what’s she going to think of it now?’


‘Don’t worry so much, darling. She must know things have changed. She won’t expect to find seven maids with seven mops and a bamboo butler at the door. OK, old Philpott lived here en prince, but what happened? It ruined him; and as for her, she’s a career woman. She was keeping the books on these cruise boats when Gunnar met her, not exactly a life of luxury, and she still works on archaeological digs now and then. I don’t suppose she’ll be running a finger along the bookcases looking for dust.’


‘I don’t want him thinking we’re letting things slide,’ Jess insisted edgily. ‘We owe him so much already. What if he decided to withdraw his support? We’d be in the soup, that’s what. We’re in enough trouble already with this damned application for more fish cages in the bay. If we can’t rely on the rivers to produce wild salmon for our guests and on Gunnar to fight our corner against Moontide, we might as well give up and be done with it. Honestly, darling, it worries me how dependent we are on him. I lie awake at night, thinking about it.’


Luke had looked seriously at his wife’s narrow, fine-drawn face framed in its cloud of wiry dark curls, and the persistent groove between her hazel eyes that seemed to grow a little deeper every day. ‘Then you must stop thinking about it because it’s not going to happen,’ he said firmly. ‘Gunnar’s not like that. He’s always backed us to the hilt and it’s not in his nature to let his friends down.’


‘You don’t think he’s been cooling off towards us lately? Wasn’t it a bit odd that he didn’t tell you he was getting married until after the ceremony?’


‘Well...’ Luke considered the question. Seeing the bald announcement in the Telegraph had come as a shock, certainly; but then Gunnar’s unpredictability had always been part of his personality. Besides, when a long-term bachelor marries, he doesn’t always welcome the teasing and astonishment of old friends. Particularly when, as in this case, there is a large disparity in age. How old was his godfather? Luke himself was pushing forty, which would make Gunnar around fifty-five.


‘Not really,’ he said slowly. ‘I suppose he thought it easier to present us with a fait accompli in case we tried to change his mind. Not that we would have, of course, but he might have felt a bit awkward.’


Gunnar feeling awkward? That would be a first, thought Jess, but she knew exactly what her husband meant. Gunnar was a rich man and it had always been plain to her that he looked on Luke as a substitute son, a situation that might change upon his marriage.


‘Gunnar won’t let us down,’ said Luke firmly. ‘Trust me.’


For a moment she held his gaze in silence, then nodded. ‘OK. I’ll try. But all the same, I wish…’


‘What do you wish?’


‘That we didn’t have so many of our eggs in one basket,’ she said in a rush. She picked up the laundry and whisked away before he could answer.


‘Everything’s going to be fine,’ he muttered to her retreating back, but even as he watched her hurry to her self-imposed thousand and one tasks he wondered, not for the first time, what his wife really felt about the charismatic, larger-than-life, heroically bearded godfather who had dominated most of Luke’s adult life. Sure, she paid lip service to his generosity, and never failed to welcome him as a very special honoured guest, but was it possible that deep down she resented – even distrusted – him?


Jess is artistic, imaginative and super-sensitive, prey to wild fancies and unexpected forebodings, whereas I’m just a slow, patient plodder, he thought. Mr Cautious, that’s me. Gunnar used to joke that I had an old head on young shoulders, always following him at a safe distance, ready to pick up the pieces. Not that he wasn’t glad of it on the odd occasion when he ran out of road.


Jess and I could hardly be more different. I stick with what I know, while she darts from one thought to another and sometimes comes up with brilliant ideas, and with crazy ones almost as often. I know she’s cleverer than me, and she’s tough: she wouldn’t have been deputy editor of What’s Good for You? magazine for ten years unless she could stand up to the bullyboys of the food and drink lobby.


I make up my mind about people over a period of time, but Jess relies on flashes of intuition based on nothing you could call rational – gut feeling just about sums it up. Yet when it comes to people and their motives, she has an uncomfortable knack of hitting the nail on the head while I’m still hunting around for the hammer.


Could she be right about Gunnar? Would the man who had always been Luke’s hero, his lodestar, be capable of ditching them without warning? Of withdrawing his financial support and leaving them in the lurch? Feeling as he did, it was easy for Luke to lose sight of the fact that his godfather was a hard-headed businessman, and no one could pretend that Kildrumna was a profitable investment.


Gunnar had dominated not only his adult life, but his childhood too. From his earliest years, Luke’s favourite story had been his mother’s account of how Gunnar – at that time just a tall, skinny teenager on a fishing holiday with his father on the Kola Peninsula in the far north-west of Russia – had saved her husband’s life. It had been while waiting for a transit flight to Murmansk from the base camp on the Varzuga river that Gunnar had watched the ancient helicopter bringing in another fishing party overshoot the rudimentary helipad. The main rotor stalled, the chopper lurched from side to side like a drunken insect, and seconds later dropped vertically, smashing its skids, and ploughing nose down into the mossy, squashy ooze of the riverbank.


As the hatch sprang open and the structure broke up in a column of mud and flames, Gunnar had sprinted towards it, reaching the tangle of wreckage before anyone else on the ground reacted.


Pulling aside the smashed canopy, he had reached into the cabin and dragged out Luke’s father Johnny, then plunged back into the flames a second time to grapple with the unconscious pilot. Every time Luke saw the raised diagonal scar across Gunnar’s forehead, he thought of that heroic rescue; and the rest of their relationship had followed as if pre-ordained.


Gunnar had agreed to stand godfather to Johnny’s month-old son, interpreting this role less as a moral mentor than as a guide to field sports. Throughout Luke’s teens, Gunnar had introduced him to shooting and stalking, fly and deep-sea fishing, scuba-diving and heli-skiing. As every school holiday began, he could expect his phone to ring and hear the deep, amused voice with the faint Norwegian lilt say, ‘Well, little godson, what would you say to some fishing in Chile?’ Or it might be boar hunting in Poland, or canoeing on the Zambezi, or paragliding in Nepal. Always exciting, always unexpected.


Years passed, and Gunnar took over his father’s company, and when, as so often happens, his love of hunting morphed into a passion for conservation, the invitations continued though the focus was rather different. With deep reluctance Luke had to refuse the chance of joining an anti-poaching patrol in the South Pacific, and a whale-counting survey off the coast of Brazil, for as a married father of two struggling to turn around a family business while predatory rivals encircled it like sharks, he had neither the time nor the money to take advantage of them.


Had Gunnar been offended? Was that when their relationship faltered? Surely not: for the very day when Luke finally abandoned the struggle and a small paragraph in the Business pages announced that Huskinson Hosiery had been taken over by Sox ‘R Us, once again the well-remembered Norwegian lilt, amused and mischievous, promising fun and adventure, crackled over a bad signal from Vladivostok.


‘So you are free at last, little godson. My congratulations! Now you need a holiday to clear your head and forget all about balance sheets and redundancy payments while you look to the future. Now listen: in the month of May I have taken three rods on a little river on the West Coast that I love. It is called the Clinie – you won’t have heard of it because it is very remote, very private – and the lodge is owned by an old friend of mine. He doesn’t usually let his fishing, but for me he makes this exception. I would be so happy if you and your wife would be my guests – ja?’


What could he say? Three years later, Luke remembered vividly the rush of delight with which he recognised that Gunnar was right. He was free! No need to think up excuses why he must turn down this invitation. No need to wheedle Jess into agreeing they could afford a real holiday. The boys were at boarding school; the money from Sox ’R Us had thudded into his bank account; even the senior staff had greeted the takeover with relief once their pension arrangements had been satisfactorily negotiated.


‘Free,’ he repeated wonderingly. ‘I suppose I am. After so many years it’s – it’s quite difficult to take in.’


‘So you are a lucky fellow,’ said Gunnar, the laughter gone from his voice. Lecture alert, Luke had thought. Now he’s going to tell me I must invest all the money in something solid. Government bonds, perhaps. But the message was so different it took him by surprise.


‘A very lucky fellow,’ his godfather repeated. ‘How old are you now? Mid-thirties? Less? Not everyone of your age gets a perfect chance to make a new career better suited to his personality. To his talents. Do you understand me? This is your chance: don’t throw it away.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean, little godson, that to be happy – truly happy – you need to work at something you love. Something that occupies you body and soul. You see, I know you very well. You are a man for outdoors – not one to wear a dark suit and stare at a screen all day.’


He was right, Luke thought. Family pressure had kept him working his way up through the family business. Starting at the bottom, ending at the top; chained to a desk and a screen for eight years of servitude, but now at last he was free. The thought had been intoxicating. This was his chance to change course completely.


‘I’ll – I’ll think about it,’ he stammered, wondering what Jess was likely to say to the hare-brained schemes that had started to flood his mind.


‘No, no, no! This moment is for action, not for thinking. Come with me to Scotland and we will see what we can find.’


What they found, of course, was Kildrumna Lodge at Inverclinie, and by the end of that week both Jess and Luke were head over heels in love with it. For any keen fisherman, the narrow peninsula with its two spate rivers – the rocky tumbling Dunseran punctuated with many foaming waterfalls, and the dark, sinuous Clinie – its network of trout-filled hill lochs, and the deep, sheltered estuary thronged with seatrout might seem a slice of paradise, but it was the lodge itself that was the icing on the cake.


Solidly situated on a shelf of rock above the dark mouth of the river, Kildrumna was a mini Neuschwanstein absurdity – a Gothic folly, with turrets and crenellations – typical product of the Victorian fascination with Scotland. A little Big House that needed a dozen servants, awkward to run, difficult to heat, and slowly crumbling, Jess had thought, but Oh! It’s adorable. A sidelong glance at Luke’s star-struck expression confirmed that he felt the same.


Squelching along the river path three years later, his feet so familiar with every tussock and puddle that he could have found his way blindfold, Luke knew in his very bones that Jess’s fears were groundless. Gunnar would never let them down. After all, who had encouraged them to put in a sealed bid when ramrod-backed old Major Philpott decided to call it a day, and who had topped up their money from his own bottomless coffers when it looked as if they would be outgunned?


His godfather had attended the sale in the bar of The Clinie Arms, and sat beside him, overflowing the hard little plastic chair. Jess chose a seat against the wall on the other side of the room, next to mahogany-faced Danna Murison, exghillie to Major Philpott, a wizened sprite and source of much local gossip, delivered in a hoarse sepulchral whisper that made even good news sound ominous.


‘Who’s that?’ she asked him through the hubbub as the sale concluded, watching the dark, burly, curly-headed underbidder shoulder his way with tanklike momentum across the crowded bar towards the door, slapping a back here, shaking a hand there, jovially greeted by one and all of the fishermen and crofters.


‘Yon’s Dougal MacInnes – Big Dougie, as he’s known. A braw gallus and an ill yin tae cross,’ muttered Danna.


‘Gallus?’


‘Born tae be hanged,’ said Danna unequivocally. ‘Ye’ve bested him the noo and he’ll not forget and forgive, mark my words. He married the Major’s niece, Isla Mackay, for all his dad was no more’n the Major’s boatman and never drew a sober breath between one Hogmanay and the next, but the marriage lasted no more’n five years before she’d had enough of his temper and his politics, and was awa’ tae the States wi’ a new man.’


Dougal MacInnes. Jess recognised the name and nodded slowly. Top of Major Philpott’s list of the ‘damned Nats’ to whom he had refused to sell Kildrumna. Yes, he looked the type to enjoy the political gravy train, she had thought, observing him closely. He had slipped into the room late, when the sale was already in progress: a good-looking bull of a man, dark-haired and heavy eyebrowed, with a politician’s easy camaraderie and perpetual smile. Unlike most of those present, he wore a city suit and tie, as if he hadn’t had time to change. Big Dougie: an ill man to cross.


‘Is he your local MSP, then?’ she whispered, and a shadow of a smile crossed Danna’s weather-creased features.


‘Lost the seat tae an incoming Liberal twa year syne – only by a whisker, mind – and withdrew frae the political arena tae “concentrate on his business affairs”.’ His gnarled fingers sketched inverted commas and his grin widened into a wicked leer.


‘What are they?’ she asked as he obviously wanted her to.


‘Everything and nothing, ma’am, but where there’s skulduggery tae be found, ye can be sure Big Dougie has a hand in it. Och, he’s a big man round here, and canny folk steer clear of him.’


‘Thanks for the warning, Danna.’ She filed away the information and watched McInnes leave the bar.


Big Dougie. An ill man to cross.


It wasn’t until she and Luke were well ensconced at Kildrumna and had two successful seasons’ hosting fishing parties under their belts that the shadow of Big Dougie loomed again, with the arrival of an official notification to the Stairbrigg council of a planning application from the Moontide Salmon Farming Organisation, to site six fish cages in Kildrumna Bay at the neck of the Reekie Sound.


Much alarmed, Luke banged back an objection, asking for an environmental impact assessment by the local authority, citing well-known cases of damage to the seabed in a sensitive area, and studies of increased mortality among wild salmon populations, and his stance was staunchly backed by every man and woman living on the Inverclinie peninsula.


‘A dirty, dangerous business and no way to treat God’s creatures,’ said plain-speaking Mhairi Brydon, the faded blonde beauty who lived with her son in a croft facing the harbour, and made delicate silver jewellery set with semiprecious stones to sell in Stairbrigg’s gift shops. Her late husband Seamus had worked on fish farms before he took to the oil rigs, so her opinion counted.


‘Well, at least it’s a good way for us to get to know our neighbours,’ said Jess, energetically distributing leaflets and knocking on doors, heartened by the degree of resistance to the Moontide proposal; but in Stairbrigg, the nearest town, the reaction was very different. Numbers count and money talks; even with Gunnar’s strong opposition and conservationist credentials, the result of the planning board hearing was never in doubt.


One after the other, members of the Council rose to point out the benefits of a well-resourced fish-farming enterprise in the Sound, far enough from the town to be out of sight and smelling distance, yet handy for the associated processing plant and access to the big markets. Along with the existing smokery, it would put Stairbrigg on the export map, key to unlocking government grants as well as generating much-needed revenue and even-more-needed jobs.


With local youth unemployment hovering around 80%, the lure of jobs and investment effortlessly trumped ecological concerns, and when the Moontide application was put to a vote, it was unanimously approved.


‘Half of them in McInnes’s pocket and the other half licking his arse,’ growled Gunnar, loud enough for his words to reach the Chairman and, as the Council members shuffled out, closing their files and chatting, Big Dougie had caught Luke’s eye and gave a small, satisfied nod that said unambiguously, ‘Quits.’
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If only it had stopped there, thought Luke. As usual, he tried to put himself in the other chap’s shoes. McInnes belonged here, and he did not. Why should incomers like him and Jess prevent those born and bred on this coast from making money from one of its few commercial possibilities?


At first he had been hopeful. The six cages had not caused a significant drop in Kildrumna’s catches of wild salmon for the first two years; nor had there been any major escapes as the captives were transferred between cages until they had grown to the optimum size for marketing, and were then killed and taken to the processing plant. It was true that more seals now congregated on the offshore skerry and also at the mouth of the Clinie river, and at times of flat calm an ominous turquoise bloom would spread from the sheltered water where the cages were anchored; but as far as he could tell the operation was well-run and largely staffed by locals.


Any form of factory farming, whether above ground or under water was anathema to freedom-loving Jess, who said she couldn’t look at the cages without feeling sick.


‘Thank God we can’t see them from the house!’ she said with a shudder as she watched them being towed into position.


Luke himself preferred not to dwell on the horrors of lifelong imprisonment with thousands of captives jumping continuously as they tried to exist in too small a space, fouling the seabed with their faeces, frequently vaccinated or doused with pesticides to rid them of sea lice, and fed with fishmeal derived from sand eel, anchovies, or herring, so depriving both seabirds and other predators of their natural food.


A horrible life followed by stressful premature death: hardly surprising that Jess found it difficult even to greet McInnes civilly when they met – as they could hardly avoid doing – on shopping trips to Stairbrigg’s supermarket or car park and she thought he took a perverse pleasure in engaging her in conversation, asking how many fish their guests had caught, and volunteering quite unnecessary information about his progress with renovating the smokery and processing plant.


‘Typical politician,’ Luke said soothingly. ‘Hide like a rhino. Feels he’s got to engage with all sides even if they’d rather he didn’t. For goodness sake don’t start a row with him, darling.’


‘As if I would!’


But her resolve was tested on the March morning when he came swaggering out of the harbour cafe to intercept her as she waited for the ferry across the bay to Inverclinie. In place of suit and tie he wore a thick dark-blue guernsey and faded jeans, his rubber boots turned over at the top as the lobstermen wore them. With his broad shoulders, mop of dark curly hair and three-day stubble he looked less politician and more West Coast boatman, but there was no denying he was a handsome devil, admitted Jess grudgingly to herself. A braw gallus, as Danna had said, but a bonny one too – and boy, does he know it!


Tucked under his arm was a copy of the Stairbrigg Gazette. She had the distinct impression that he had been waiting to waylay her.


‘Hot off the press. Thought you’d be interested,’ he said, and without waiting for a response spread the news-sheet on top of the wall, pinning it down with both big hands as the wind plucked and rustled the pages. The headline leapt out at her.


Local Firm Wins Top Award


Only two years after harvesting its first crop of salmon, Moontide Aquaculture, owned by local businessman and former MSP Dougal McInnes, has been honoured with the Scottish Salmon Producers top award for Marine Enterprise. ‘Our team has worked very hard to achieve this recognition of excellence,’ Mr McInnes told our reporter. ‘We hope that by being seen to raise standards in aquaculture we can counter the myths put about by our opponents and secure the future of Stairbrigg as a beacon of best practice in salmon farming and associated industries.’


‘Astonishing,’ said Jess stiffly, and tried to move on, but he detained her.


‘Aren’t you going to congratulate us?’


She bit back the furious responses that sprang to her lips. I don’t believe you. Who did you bribe to get that endorsement? Why does every escaped fish that we see suffer from lesions and discoloration? Why did so many die when you raised the water temperature to kill the lice?


All this and more she had heard from their neighbours’ gossip, but she dared not voice them for fear of Big Dougie’s cosy relationship with the Press. It was too easy to imagine how the reporter would frame his next paragraphs.


Opposition to the success of Moontide was voiced by Mrs Jessamine Balfour, 39, whose husband recently bought the exclusive Kildrumna fishing lodge on the Inverclinie peninsula... and there would follow everything she had said, twisted to emphasise the Balfours’ Englishness, the supposed wealth of their fishing guests, their selfish preoccupation with keeping Scottish rivers private instead of opening them for ‘hard-working families’ to share in their bounty... and so on and so forth.


She dared not risk it.


‘Well?’ Though his mouth smiled, his eyes were watchful. He wanted to trap her into an unguarded remark, and she was damned if she would give him that satisfaction.


‘Yes, of course. You must have worked very hard,’ she said as casually as she could. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me…’


He wasn’t ready to let her go. ‘Oh, we did, we did! And it was well worth it.’ He paused, and when she said nothing he went on, ‘This means we can put a premium on our product, and market it as top of the range. Success breeds success, you know, and we must strike while the iron is hot.’


This sounded ominous. ‘What do you mean?’


‘We’ve put in an application to the DSFB – that’s the District Salmon Fishery Board – for ten more cages in the Sound. That ought to help with our advertising and put the business on a firm footing.’


‘But you can’t! Not here. It would be environmental vandalism! Didn’t SEPA’s report warn that the Sound can’t take any more pollution without risk of depleting all the rivers on Inverclinie and the coast?’ She had read and re-read the report by the Scottish Environment Protection Agency on the environmental impact of salmon farming until she almost knew it by heart. ‘If the District Board permits your application it’ll drive a coach and horses through SEPA’s advice, and I promise you we’ll fight it every inch of the way.’


‘Best of luck with that, Mrs Balfour,’ he said with a grin, ‘but I think you’ll find local opinion on our side. People are queuing up to work for us, and the economy of Stairbrigg is booming thanks to the Smokery. I’ll be surprised if the Board turns down our proposal.’


Ten more cages! Jess felt sick and turned away, unable to endure his taunts any longer. She was hardly aware of how she got home, but when she blurted out the news, Luke simply nodded.


‘Gunnar said this was bound to happen sooner or later. I’d better ring him tonight and say it’s time to bring up the big battalions. He told me to avoid getting into a fight with MacInnes because he’s still so well in with the Scottish Government, but Gunnar’s promised he’ll step in and calm things down when he visits us in June on his tour of inspection before writing his report for SEPA.’


Thunderstruck, she stared at him. ‘You mean you’ve been talking to Gunnar about this?’


‘Well, emailing.’


‘That’s just as bad. Why did you never mention it to me?’


‘He asked me not to because he thought it might upset you,’ said Luke, avoiding her eye. ‘Well, actually I was pretty sure it would, so –’


‘I’ll tell you what upsets me, and that’s you going behind my back and making plans with Gunnar without a word to me!’ said Jess fiercely. Her smouldering resentment of his godfather’s influence burst into sudden flame. ‘Come on, Luke! We’re supposed to be a team! You’ve no right to keep me in the dark about something that affects our whole future. We should deal with this together, not go bleating to Gunnar.’


Luke shook his head with his usual maddening calm. ‘Steady on, darling. You’re getting ahead of yourself. Don’t you see – this is exactly why I didn’t tell you about the application for more cages – I was afraid you’d lose your rag and do or say something -’ He broke off.


‘Something what?’ she asked with dangerous calm.


‘Something... undiplomatic. Something that would make things worse. Look, my love: it’s no use going ape about this. MacInnes is a pretty big cheese around these parts, and he’s got a lot of local support. We’ll have to handle it carefully, and Gunnar’s the obvious one to sway opinion our way.’


‘But he’s a foreigner! He’s got nothing to do with Scotland. We’re the people this application is going to affect – whose business it’s likely to ruin. Why should anything Gunnar says make a difference?’


‘Don’t forget he’s a well-known conservationist and belongs to any number of regulatory bodies around the world. He loves Scotland, and has written umpteen papers opposing the degradation of the sea bed in coastal waters. He was instrumental in proposing strict limits on the number of cages fish farms are allowed and where they are sited. And he’s an ex officio member of the Advisory Committee on Fisheries and Aquaculture, even though he’s Norwegian.’


He looked at her closed, stubborn face and went on, ‘Believe me, he’s a serious figure in the world of conservation and when he talks, people pay attention. People who matter. He was instrumental in drumming up support for the right of the Press to publish photographs of sick salmon – over 300 of them – taken by fish health inspectors. Some of them are absolutely revolting. Of course the fish farmers fought tooth and nail to have them suppressed, but now the government has decided that those images will be published regularly. I tell you, darling, when Gunnar launches a campaign, he’s an unstoppable force.’


It’s useless; he won’t listen, thought Jess. The habit of deferring to his godfather is too strong. He’ll never shrug off his advice, or choose to deal with problems in his own way. Or even in my way. Gunnar’s been very kind to us, I don’t discount that, but he’s old-fashioned and personally I don’t trust his judgment. Look at the loss he made when he sold off his trawlers and went into cruise boats; it’s not beyond the bounds of possibility that he’d welcome the chance to get rid of Kildrumna, which even I can see is a black hole of expense and never likely to do more than wash its face.


But spelling out these thoughts to Luke was not an option. For one thing it would shock him that they should even occur to her, and risk appearing disloyal; for another that to shake his faith in Gunnar might undermine his own belief in their future here.


I know we can make it work, she told herself; and as she thought again of the newspaper article he had taunted her with the outline, an idea floated into her mind. Two could play at that game, and if Luke was prepared to share their troubles with an outsider, so could she.


When she returned to her laptop that evening she clicked on Contacts and sent a message to her former editor.
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As Luke squelched along the river path three months later, his thoughts were also dominated by the Larsens’ visit. Estimated Time of Arrival uncertain, as usual. Gunnar’s plans were never cut and dried: he took a mischievous delight in surprising his friends by his sudden appearances, though this was seldom appreciated by his hosts and certainly not by Jess, who liked to know times and numbers for meals.


Commissariat apart, he must plan for his guests’ entertainment. Fishermen and women would happily spend all day on the rivers and lochs, but partners who did not enjoy sketching or watching from the bank were a problem. Wifi was erratic and slow, and mobiles could not get a signal: so once they had taken a few walks and finished telling him he was lucky to live in such a beautiful place, such surplus visitors were apt to settle down by the drawing-room fire, from time to time invading the kitchen for unscheduled coffee and biscuits, or chatting up the team of cleaners as they tried to restore order to bedrooms, all of which drove Jess up the wall.


Old Danna had turned out to be a skilled and resourceful carpenter with a talent for design, and each of the little fishing huts he had constructed alongside the holding pools had a charming balcony with benches and a pull-out table, besides a two-ring gas-fired stove and tiny kitchen. These made an attractive refuge for non-combatants when the fish wouldn’t bite or rain came down in stair-rods, but even in the height of summer you could be chilled to the bone after sitting still for more than an hour.


A lot depended on the weather, of course, but after the last downpour the water for the next few days would be high enough to put fishermen onto the top beats until Wednesday, at least; and when the de la Caves and Marianne Labouchere left on Thursday morning to continue their gastronomic tour on Skye, Robb and his daughter would probably enjoy fishing from the boat on any of the lochs – note to self, he thought, send Logan to check there was fuel for each of the outboards and that the oars were in good nick. Earlier in the season, a loch-fishing party of German ladies had been outraged to find only the charred remains of oars which had been used as firewood by some benighted hiker, and ever since then, Luke had insisted they were locked in the bothy.


Even without the added complication of Gunnar and his bride, it was going to be a busy week, thought Luke, but first things first, and that meant securing six lobsters for dinner tonight.
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From the north-facing window of the studio she had constructed from a redundant calf-shed set at a right angle to her long low croft, its roof weighted down with heavy turf as insurance against westerly gales, Mhairi Brydon recognised the ancient tweed fishing hat perched on Luke’s black hair, and as the rest of his tall, loose-limbed figure came first into sight and then within shouting distance, she pushed aside the baskets and bowls that held her jeweller’s tools – tweezers and delicate hooks, tiny silver links and a minuscule hammer – and leaned out of the double-glazed casement to call: ‘If you’re looking for Logan, Mr Balfour, he’s down the jetty, helping with the nets.’


Instead of deviating from his course, he continued towards her and as she hurriedly shut the window to stop the wind scattering all the materials on her work bench, she caught just fragments of his reply: ‘Sorry... emergency... raid your larder...’


Moments later he pushed open the door of her spartan kitchen. ‘Those damned farmed fish!’ he said without preamble, and she raised her eyes to heaven.


‘I heard from Logan there’s been another escape – a big one, too. The bottom ripped out of the middle cage, and they say there’s seals feasting all round about the feed barge. Like as not it was them caused the damage, and the good Lord knows how many salmon have gone up the rivers by now.’


‘I caught four of them this afternoon,’ said Luke grimly. ‘Hauled them out and donated them to the otter, but now we’ve nothing for supper. I wondered if you’d enough lobsters in your chiller to feed our visitors tonight?’


‘Och, aye. You can have them and welcome. Logan brought in nigh on a dozen and I boiled them last night, so they’re good and fresh. How many do you need?’


‘You’re a star,’ said Luke gratefully, and Mhairi shook her sandy head so that wisps from the loose bun at her nape escaped to flutter round her cheeks.


‘Wait now: I’ll put them in a cold-bag right away.’


As she hurried out to the larder, he gazed round the neat warm kitchen with its bright rag rugs and haunting whiff of turf smoke. Even though the ash in the basket grate was dull grey, just a few puffs of the bellows would rouse it to glowing embers again, he knew, to be economically ‘smoored’ once more when Logan finished his homework. He was heading for university next September – or so his mother hoped – and she was ruthless at ensuring that his re-takes in Maths and Biology, which he was due to sit in the spring, came up with better results than first time round.


Poor devil, thought Luke with feeling. He had never shone in exams either, and thought Logan’s practical skills would be wasted by four years of academic work, but Mhairi was adamant. She was a traditionalist to her fingertips and believed in hard work. Something for nothing was anathema to her, and learning meant the kind of knowledge that came from books. Her son might be a born fisherman and very useful mechanic but in her view that counted for nothing beside a degree which would liberate him from island life and send him fully fledged into the world of business.


‘I’ve done all that,’ Luke had assured her, ‘and I can tell you it’s one big headache. I wouldn’t wish it on a dog. Every CEO I ever met was longing to throw it up and retire to Scotland where he could spend his time fishing. Lord, how they envied me!’ and she had laughed.


‘Get away with you, Mr Balfour!’ Mhairi’s high cheekbones flushed and her grey eyes, which could look so dreamy, fastened on Luke with sudden intensity. ‘Say what you like, you’ll not change my mind. Logan’s going to have the chance to get a top job, and that means he’ll need a degree. Look at Big Dougie now. Who’d have thought the poor wean that he was would wind up an MSP with a finger in every pie you can name. I’ve heard he has only to drop a hint in the First Minister’s ear for her to change a law that would hurt his business.’


None of which had made comfortable hearing for Luke, and Mhairi’s mind must have been running on the same lines because now she said as she returned with the cold-bag, ‘It’s a disgrace for him to destroy our rivers for the sake of a grudge, for that’s what I believe it is. We’d have had none of this fish farm trouble if the old Major had agreed to sell him Kildrumna, but once Big Dougie’s offer was turned down he took a scunner to the place, for all that he was born and bred here.’


She paused, then added delicately, ‘Ye’ll have spoken to him yourself, of course? I’ve heard that now and then Mrs Balfour shares a table with him in the harbour café when the ferryboat’s late.’


‘Better than freezing to death on the quayside,’ said Luke, laughing; and she looked at him narrowly. Couldn’t he see what was all too plain to her – that along with half the female population of Stairbrigg, Mrs Balfour fancied Big Dougie and was doing her best to deny it?


‘As for speaking to him – I’ve done my best. Written, spoken, asked him for a drink to discuss it... and all the response I get is that salmon is Scotland’s biggest food export, and it’s not right that the interests of a few rich landowners should be put before those of ordinary people trying to earn a living.’ Luke sighed. ‘All of which is perfectly true. Unanswerable, really.’


‘What about environmental costs?’


‘Waste of breath.’ Luke picked up the cold-bag and hefted it, then looked inside. ‘Thanks for these, Mhairi. They’re beauties – absolute crackers. Where did Logan catch them?’


‘Wheesht, Mr Balfour. I’m surprised at you. Don’t you know better than to ask where a lobsterman sets his traps? If he tells, he’ll likely find them empty tomorrow,’ she said severely. ‘That’s the tradition.’


‘Oh, lord! Sorry, I didn’t know. Thanks, anyway: you’ve certainly saved our bacon tonight. Let me know what I owe you and I’ll drop it over tomorrow.’


He moved towards the door, but Mhairi put out a hand to detain him. ‘Wait, now, Mr Balfour. D’ye ken what’s the word down the harbour about Moontide joining forces with the other independent fishfarms here on the West Coast?’


Luke stiffened and a chill seemed to grip his stomach. This was the last thing he wanted to hear. Fending off McInnes alone was bad enough, but if he amalgamated his business with others it could be a death blow for Kildrumna. ‘I’ve heard nothing about that. Tell me more.’


‘Well, it’s hush-hush just now, but Danna’s niece Jamie-Lee, who’s a bright lassie and has a boyfriend works as a packer at the Smokery, told Danna they mean to form a consortium strong enough to take on the big boys like Mowi and Scottish Sea Farms, and they’ve asked Dougal McInnes to chair it.’ She paused, then added the clincher. ‘The Council’s all for it, but they’re after dragging their feet until Mr Larsen makes his report.’


‘Ah.’


‘Danna says Yanis and his boys have been ordered to weed out all sick or dopey fish – white heads, amoebic gills, anything with sores and fungal growths – and test each cage for signs of pancreatic virus. He saw a tipper truck of dead fish driven away from the quay yesterday at 4am, just as it was getting light.’


‘Where were they taken?’


Mhairi shrugged. ‘Och, there’s many a bog hole between here and Templeport will tell no tales. But if Mr Larsen puts in a bad report, says Jamie-Lee, other West Coast fish farms would take fright and then as regards the consortium all bets are off.’
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