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      Rob MacLaine squeezed up to the bar in the busy riverside inn on the Thames embankment and concentrating on attracting a member of staff in an effort to get another round of drinks for himself and Joe Harper, who was sitting at a small table in a corner of the crowded room. Joe was his business partner and fellow director of Harper MacLaine Security. Earlier that day, they’d visited a prospective client to whom they had presented a final costing for a package of security measures. On the way back, they had stopped off to celebrate. At six foot four, Rob rarely had a problem in getting someone’s attention when he wanted to and tonight was no exception.

      “A Diet Coke and a large Malbec, please,” he called to a pretty, petite barmaid whose attention he had grabbed.

      The Diet Coke for Joe and the Malbec for himself. The barmaid poured the drinks and set them on the counter in front of him. Having paid, he was about to turn away, when another customer barged into him, as he reached across Rob to pick up a wine list.

      “Woah, careful!! Rob warned, trying not to spill his drinks.

      “I beg your pardon, I do apologise, that was entirely my fault,” he said immediately, seeing the size of the man he had bumped into. He waved the wine list and with a nervous smile, hastened down the bar.

      “Just as well that was my drink you spilled on me and not your red wine,” said a female voice to his left.

      Rob scanned the young lady noting her smart mid-blue suit, comprising a short jacket and skirt, complimented with a white silk blouse. He noticed liquid had splashed onto her jacket.

      “Sorry, I didn’t realise. Will that stain? I’ll pay for the cleaning, if necessary,” Rob stammered.

      “Gin & Tonic? No, it’ll be fine,” she laughed

      Rob stared. She was beautiful, Even sitting on a bar stool she appeared tall and slender. Long, naturally blond hair was pulled back into a ponytail set off by large blue/green eyes. Her flawless skin was tanned and she was smiling at him with the most kissable mouth he had ever seen. She was looking him in the eye as she said something Rob didn’t hear.

      “Sorry?” he said, as he came back into the room

      “I said, its Gin & Tonic, it’ll be fine, just as well it wasn’t your drink, or you would have a big cleaning bill”

      Rob laughed, “Sorry, yes, red wine does make a bit of a mess when it ends up where it shouldn’t be. I must admit to having ruined the odd shirt that way”

      He was staring again. She was probably a few years younger than Rob, mid-thirties he would have guessed. His gaze fell to the single-drop pearl necklace that adorned her long graceful neck before eyeing the matching earrings. There was no other jewellery. No question, she was stunning.

      “Rob, Earth to Rob,” a male voice intruded on his thoughts.

      “What? Oh, sorry Joe. What did you say?”

      Joe Harper was standing beside Rob, his hand on his shoulder

      “Got to go Rob” he said apologetically “Suzy called, she’s not feeling too good, so she asked if I would pick up some stuff for her before the pharmacy closes”

      “Oh, that’s a shame Joe, I hope she feels better soon.”

      “Wife’s pregnant, not having a great time,” Joe explained to the young lady Rob had engaged in conversation.

      “Listen, I’ll leave you two children to play. Judging by the looks on your faces, you won’t even notice I’ve gone”

      “That’s unfair Joe, what am I going to do with a Diet Coke on a Friday night?” Rob chuckled, lifting the tall ice-filled glass.

      “If you’re really stuck for ideas, you could always spill it on someone,” Joe replied, “Watch him, he plays dirty,” Joe said, touching the lady’s shoulder lightly. “Must go, see you Monday, bright and early,” Joe smiled at Rob with a nod and a wink, and walked off through the crowd to the door.

      “My partner,” Rob explained as they watched Joe amble through the bar.

      “Really?” She inclined her head and kept watching.

      “Business partner.”

      “Just teasing. I’d gathered that.” She chuckled. “So, what do you guys do when you’re not spilling drinks on unsuspecting young ladies?”

      “Uh uh!! Friday night, we don’t talk about work on a Friday night, sorry! Change the subject!”

      She motioned the barmaid for another gin and tonic, then regarded him intently.

      “What does he mean when he says you play dirty, do you spill drinks over all your women?”

      “Absolutely, I have it down to a fine art. I never get drunk, just spill most of my drinks over unsuspecting women.”

      “My name is Rob, as you may have gathered”

      “Justine,” the blonde goddess replied, shaking his hand.

      “Look, why don’t we grab a table where it’s more comfortable, seeing as we both appear to be on our own now. I wouldn’t want to risk someone else spilling their drink over you and stealing you away from me.”

      “OK, I’m wearing your drink now so that makes me yours, is that how it works?” Justine teased Rob

      “It’s your drink you’re wearing and I get the impression you’re very much your own person,” he replied with a broad smile and they both laughed.

      They found a table overlooking the Thames embankment and Vauxhall Bridge spending the next few hours talking animatedly and laughing almost non-stop about all sorts of non-work related things. By late evening they were both quite tipsy when they left the bar as they wandered out on to the embankment, Rob’s hand resting gently on the back of Justine’s neck.

      “I love the river at night,” Justine said, “My parents have a house on a river and I used to enjoy lying in my bed at night with the window open listening to the water flowing over the rocks.”

      “You don’t live with your parents anymore?”

      “No, I live in an apartment in town now. You?

      “No, I don’t live with my parents either.”

      “You’re being silly now, I meant do you live in town.”

      “Yes, overlooking the river, in fact.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, just, there,” he replied, pointing to the recently completed luxury apartment block on the opposite side of the bridge.

      “No!”

      “Umm, penthouse apartment, top floor.”

      Justine turned to look at him, her big blue/green eyes wide, “No! You’re having me on. I don’t believe you!”

      Rob took her hand, “All right, come on then.”

      “What, where are we going? “Justine asked, as she followed in Rob’s wake along the embankment.

      “I’ll prove it to you and, show you the Thames as you have never seen it before.”

      They stepped out from the living area of Rob’s top floor penthouse apartment through the folding glass doors on to a large curved terrace which overlooked the river Thames, Vauxhall Bridge and the MI6 building directly opposite.

      “Wow! Oh wow! You certainly know how to impress a lady, I’ll give you that.”

      Rob left Justine to admire the view while he walked through to the kitchen, easily popping the cork on a bottle of Champagne.

      ““Look, there’s the bar we’ve just left! This is just stunning, absolutely beautiful,” she said as she surveyed the view from the terrace.

      “Not the only thing of beauty I can see from here,” Rob handed her a glass of bubbly.

      “Umm, flattery will get you everywhere, Rob” she snuggled close into him.

      “I’m certainly hoping it will,” he kissed her for the first time.

      As the evening drew to a close and the early hours of the morning crept in, the contents of the Champagne bottle disappeared. Rob was vaguely aware of the passage of time as they finally went back into the apartment. They slowly undressed each other, kissing, caressing and exploring, until eventually Rob carried her through to his extra-long, king-sized bed. Having made love, they fell into a deep sleep in each other’s arms.
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      Rob woke with a start, his ultra-sensitive inbuilt alarm system telling him that something was wrong. At that moment, something moved in the blur that was his “waking up with a hangover world”. He sat up quickly, his mind focussing instantly as he stared at the blonde goddess lying beside him. He had not closed the blinds on the Velux windows in the bedroom ceiling and the dim light from outside illuminated one of her ample breasts as it poked out from under the duvet, reminding him instantly of the magic of the previous night, bringing a smile to his lips. No wonder he felt hungover God, what a night.

      Still the alarm bells inside his head were telling him something wasn’t right. A mobile phone was ringing somewhere, not his though, he didn’t recognise the ringtone. It must be Justine’s, should he wake her and tell her that her mobile was ringing. He glanced at the clock. Five in the morning, they could only have been asleep for a couple of hours. All these thoughts came cascading in a matter of seconds, into his now alert brain.

      Then suddenly, the ringtone, “Brown Eyed Girl” from that Van Morrison album, it was his mobile. He rolled out of the bed and dashed in the direction of the ringing phone, where the hell was it, this was important, something was wrong. Having left home all those years ago he had given his then new mobile number to Fraser McEwan, his Dad’s ghillie. He’d asked that it was only to be used in the event of a dire emergency or crisis and he’d attached “Brown Eyed Girl” as the ringtone for that number only. That was over twenty years ago and he had never heard it play, until now.

      His pale grey suit jacket lay on the floor by the dark red, leather corner settee. It was playing “Brown Eyed Girl” to him. The phone must be in the pocket. As he picked up his jacket, the music stopped before Rob could reach the phone.

      “Shit! Shit! Shit!” Rob whispered in near panic.

      What now! This was new, this had never happened before. Would Fraser leave a voicemail? Should he phone back. What the…?

      Rob jumped and almost dropped the phone as “Brown Eyed Girl” started to play again. He stared at the phone for a couple of seconds in sheer disbelieve and then hit the green answer icon. He gingerly put the phone to his ear. There was silence at the other end.

      “Hello, who is this” Rob enquired tentatively.

      “Robbie, is that you Robbie?” a woman’s voice at the other end asked.

      Rob hadn’t expected a woman’s voice. He had given this number to Fraser McEwan, with strict instructions to use it only in an emergency and to give it to no one.

      “Robbie, is that you Robbie?” the woman’s voice at the other end asked again with added urgency.

      “That depends on who’s asking?” Rob growled with a touch of anger in his voice.

      “Robbie, its Lorna Cameron, Fraser gave me this number, he’s in hospital, told me to tell you he needs you here as soon as you can. He needs you right now. I can’t talk, it’s not safe. I need to go, just get here, Robbie, but be careful. Bruce can’t know you’re here, Fraser says. Please come Robbie”

      The line went dead.

      “Lorna, Lorna! Are you there? What’s the matter? Where’s Fraser? What…” Rob suddenly realised that Lorna had ended the call and he was talking to himself. He stared at the phone, what the hell was happening on Achravie.

      “Who’s Lorna?” Justine’s voice from behind Rob asked in a tone that was both curious and petulant at the same time.

      “Doesn’t matter, another life”

      “Matters to me, we’ve been shagging each other’s brains out for the past few hours. Please tell me you’re not married, Rob,” Justine’s voice becoming more insistent.

      “No, I’m not married…” Rob snapped, turning to face the source of the questions. She was standing in the doorway between the lounge and his bedroom wearing a pair of very brief white panties and an “I’m not happy” look. Her arms were folded across her chest to cover her ample breasts.

      Rob stared at her for a moment. God she was beautiful; tall, graceful and intelligent, if last night’s conversation was anything to go by. They had just clicked instantly last night, after Rob had accidentally spilled that small amount of G&T over her jacket in the bar. ”Sorry” had been the first word Rob had spoken to her, now he was saying “sorry” again.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap. Sorry, sorry, you didn’t deserve that” he added with genuine remorse.

      “Look, please don’t take this the wrong way, but I have an urgent and by the sounds of it,” he said holding up the mobile phone,” a serious family problem that I need to attend to. I know this sounds like a brush off but it isn’t. This has come totally out of the blue. I didn’t expect that call, as you may have noticed and please believe me, I would rather go back to bed with you, get up, shower, make us breakfast, then see where the day takes us. Sadly, I need to be in Scotland as of now!”

      “OK”, she said a little uncertainly,” I understand, I think. Can I do anything to help?”

      “Probably not, best if you just grab your kit and let me get on with it. I’ll get you a minicab.”

      “Oh, right! Leggy blond, good tits, nice arse, must be thick! Is that where your tiny man brain is taking you,” the semi naked blond goddess snapped as she gathered up her clothes, turned and stomped back into the bedroom heading to the en-suite bathroom to get dressed.

      Rob followed her back into the bedroom, pulled a robe from a hook behind the bedroom door and shrugged it on.

      “Justine, no, I’m sorry, that’s not what I meant. God, I seem to be constantly apologising, sorry!”

      “Shit! There, I’ve done it again” Rob said to the bathroom door

      “Look, I’d like to make this up to you when I get this “thing” sorted out at home”

      “Don’t bother, I meet guys like you every other day. Think women like me are just brainless eye candy, only good for one thing!” the voice behind the door replied.

      As Rob turned away, he almost tripped over a small white clutch bag which had fallen on the floor and spilled most of its contents on to the carpet. As he picked it up, a driver’s licence fell to the floor. His natural curiosity getting the better of him, he glanced at it, the photograph on the licence was indeed Justine’s. Her name was Justine Fellows. Justine Fellows, how did he know that name, Rob wondered? Justine Fellows, Justine….

      The bathroom door burst open, banging against the doorstop and Justine Fellows, now fully dressed strode into the room, glowering at Rob.

      “What are you doing? That’s my purse, give it to me, please, I am just leaving, I’ve been told.”

      Rob stared at her in disbelief as a penny dropped somewhere deep in his head.

      “You’re Andy Savage’s PA,” he said as she grabbed the purse and driver’s licence brushing past him towards the door.

      She stopped, turned round and returned his stare. “Sir Andrew, yes. Do you know Andrew Savage?

      “Yes, I know him very well. You and I have actually spoken on the phone, but strangely enough, we’ve never met,” Rob replied.

      Narrowed eyes regarded him closely. “How do you know Sir Andrew? Is he the reason you chatted me up last night?”

      “No, no, I didn’t realise until just now. I saw your surname on your driver’s licence and put two and two together.”

      “Thank God for that. How do you know Sir Andrew?”

      “My company provides all his corporate and close personal security.”

      Justine Fellows stood transfixed for a moment, and then her hand went to her mouth, “Oh God, your Rob MacLaine, Harper MacLaine Security! You had dinner with him on Wednesday. Oh my God, how embarrassing. I had no idea!”

      She thought for a minute,” The guy with you last night at the bar, was that……?”

      “Joe Harper? Yes”

      “Oh my God, it gets worse. He’s going to know that we…”

      “No, no, no, that’s cool. Joe left before us. As far as anyone knows we had a few drinks, you went home, I went home on my own. God no, I wouldn’t embarrass you like that.”

      When Rob MacLaine left the SAS five years earlier, he had already done much of the groundwork to utilise his undeniable skills, honed in the darkest corners of twenty first century wars. He had met and worked with Joe Harper, a fellow covert operative who left the service a few months ahead of him. Rob had very few friends and was very slow to trust and connect with people but he and Joe had very quickly cemented a relationship of trust and respect which had in time blossomed into a deep, lasting friendship.

      Between them they founded and ran Harper MacLaine Security, a company which provided high end corporate security and close personal protection to a small number of clients around the western world. Sir Andrew Savage, Chairman and CEO of SGS (Savage Guidance Systems) was one of Harper MacLaine Security’s biggest clients to whom they provided both security consultancy and personal protection. SGS manufactured infrared missile guidance systems, passive weapon guidance systems which use the infrared (IR) light emission from a target to track and follow it. He and Rob had developed a personal friendship which on occasions took them outside of business. This was not something either man normally advocated, but Rob wondered if Sir Andrew saw him as a surrogate son to fill a gap created when his own son had been killed in action in Afghanistan. Either way, both were comfortable with the situation.

      “Look Justine, I really meant what I said about a serious family problem. I need to get to Achravie”

      “Achravie?” Justine asked

      “Achravie, it’s a little island off the west coast of Scotland, which sits between Arran and the Mull of Kintyre. My family live there, own pretty much the whole island in fact. It’s my ancestral home as they say, been in the family for generations. Not the easiest place to get to, as it happens, but I need to get there, sharpish.”

      Justine frowned at Rob, “How serious, how urgent is your “serious” family problem, Rob?”

      Rob sighed, “It’s a long story Justine. Suffice to say that I left home twenty odd years ago, when I was just a teenager, in the bad books to put it mildly. I’ve had no contact with my family since I left, apart from a few letters from a guy called Fraser McEwan, my father’s ghillie. I gave Fraser my mobile number not long after I left and told him that if there was ever an emergency or if he ever needed me, he should contact me on that number and never, ever to give the number to anyone else. That call was, Lorna Cameron—she and I were close when we were young and he told her to call me.

      That call is the first contact I have had with Achravie in twenty years. Lorna said that Fraser needed me, as in, now, but that my brother Bruce shouldn’t know I was there. She said Fraser is in hospital, said it wasn’t safe to talk and hung up. Her last words were “Please come Robbie.””

      “Wow, no wonder you wanted me gone. But please, let me help, I can help you know, I’m used to making travel arrangements for Sir Andrew and you are going to need to travel quickly. Let me make a couple of calls and you go get your things together.”

      “OK, thanks, that would be good,” Rob agreed, rather than waste time arguing with a very determined sounding Justine. He went into the en-suite for a shower.

      Rob left Achravie as a tall, skinny, clean-shaven, spotty teenager and he resolved to look as little like that boy as he could on his return. At six foot four, Rob was still tall but his years in the military and as a Special Forces operative had seen him transformed from gangly youth to a powerful, athletic man, with broad shoulders a deep chest and well developed arm and leg muscles. A petulant teenager had given way to a highly trained, combat hardened ex-soldier—a very dangerous man to cross swords with. He looked at his face in the mirror. His long blond curly hair of boyhood was now cut fashionably short and a white scar which ran diagonally across his left cheek gave a rakish look to his otherwise handsome good looks. Only the vivid, bright blue eyes of the young Robbie MacLaine remained in the face that looked back at the thirty four year old Rob MacLaine.
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      Having showered, Rob dressed and went through to his study. He crossed the room and opened a code protected, half height door to expose a large safe which he opened by inputting a numerical code.

      He pulled out a black waxed canvas rucksack which he kept prepacked, for times when he needed to move quickly. He unzipped it and checked its contents; changes of clothes, toiletries, a passport and drivers licence. His military training had taught him that no matter how sure you are of something, always re-check. Better to be safe than be killed.

      Rob took out a metal case and again checked the contents, this time a Heckler & Koch SFP9-SF pistol. He quickly disassembled, checked and reassembled the weapon and was in the process of replacing it in the case when Justine swung open the study door and walked in.

      “Oh my God, you have a gun?

      “Once a Boy Scout, always a Boy Scout. “Be Prepared.””

      “Don’t you need a licence for that? Wow, what am I getting into here.”

      “You’re not getting into anything, Justine. You just offered to arrange some travel for me and that’s all. And, yes, I need a licence to own a gun and I need separate approvals in the UK to take it with me on a commercial flight, I have both.”

      “You’re taking it with you?”

      “Yes, I’m sure I’m not going to need it but I’ve got a bad feeling about this whole thing. Lorna said Fraser was in hospital, but not why he was there. She also said it wasn’t safe. So just in case, it comes with me.”

      He shut the case and stuffed it into the rucksack, on top of the leather sheath housing a Serrated Edge Tactical knife with a razor sharp seven inch blade, which Justine had not seen. He closed and locked the safe, stood up and turned to face her.

      “So tell me about my journey to Achravie, Miss PA, what have you booked in the way of flights? How am getting there and most importantly, when will I be on the island?”

      “Well, actually,” Justine replied with a mischievous look, “I spoke to Sir Andrew, told him that I kind of knew you already through your dealings with the company and had bumped into you last night. I said you got a call while I was with you to say that there was a serious family problem at home, which you needed to attend to urgently. I suggested to him that as Peter Hall, his pilot, had flagged up that he was light on flying hours this quarter he might cement relationships between our two companies by having Peter fly you north. Two birds, one stone. Andy rather likes you anyway, so it wasn’t too hard a sell and probably not a bad thing if you’re going to tote that thing around with you,” Justine said, pointing at the rucksack.

      “You’re joking Justine, you’ve borrowed Andy’s chopper?”

      “I wouldn’t put it that way,” she said raising an eyebrow, “Lets stick with helicopter, shall we?”

      As she walked from the room, she called back to Rob, “Just let me know when you want to leave and I will set things up with Peter, he’ll meet you at the Savage building.”

      Rob followed Justine through to the lounge where she was looking out through the glass doors at the views across the Thames. He stood behind her and put his arms around her slender waist, pulling her back towards him.

      “Thank you for doing that, I really appreciate it,” he said kissing the back of her neck.

      She turned in his arms reaching up to touch the end of his nose with her finger, “You can show your appreciation when you get back, big boy. Now while Peter is getting organised at his end, how about that breakfast you mentioned earlier. Then, we’ll head out.”

      Joe had been driving the previous day, so Rob’s car had been left in the underground garage at his apartment. It was merely a matter of picking up Justine’s Mercedes SLK from the car park at the bar and then driving over to the Savage building to meet up with Sir Andrew’s pilot and helicopter. On the way there, Rob had called Joe to fill him in on the morning’s events, including Justine’s overnight stay. Justine having reluctantly agreed, assured of Joe’s discretion.

      “There has to be something seriously wrong, Joe. I gave Fraser McEwan that number almost twenty years ago and he has never called me. Now all of a sudden I get a message to say he needs me, like now, right now. He says my brother can’t know that I’m there and that I need to be careful because it’s dangerous.”

      “OK, I’ll get Eve to clear your diary for a few days, first thing on Monday. Do you need me to do anything else?”

      “No, I’m sorted at this end. I’ve got a bag with me so I’ve pretty much everything I need for a few days. Justine has somehow managed to persuade Andy Savage to give me his chopper and pilot for the day, gave him some excuse about making up flying hours she says, but I think there’s maybe a bit more to it than that,” Rob smiled across at Justine as he said this. “Do you remember “Big Mac”, Iain MacDonald, one of the snipers we worked with in Helmand?”

      “Yeah, yeah, big guy. About seven foot tall and built like a brick shithouse wall, if I remember rightly”

      “Yeah, maybe a bit of an exaggeration, but yeah, big guy. Anyway he kept in touch from time to time and he runs an Adventure Training Camp thing on Arran, about half an hour from the Achravie ferry, would you believe. I gave him a call and he is going to meet us and let me have a vehicle to use for a few days. I thought a helicopter landing on Achravie might just attract attention, so I’m going to his and driving down from there.”

      “Have you got any hardware with you, Rob?”

      “Just my Boy Scout stuff.”

      “I take it that means a handgun and a rather large knife. Boy Scout stuff!” Joe scoffed,” Baden Powell would turn in his grave, man. Just remember, you’re going to Achravie not Kosovo. Don’t go re-enacting the gunfight at the OK Corral, I don’t want you getting locked up.”

      “No, no. I just need to take a look, see what’s going down, I’m not going to engage if it seems any way dangerous. I’ll talk to Fraser and see what the problem is.” Rob assured Joe.

      Joe was less than convinced, having seen first-hand Rob’s ability to create mayhem in a combat situation “OK, but keep me in the loop. If you drop out of contact for more than twenty four hours, I might have to come looking for you. Text me a number for “Big Mac.”

      “OK, daddy. I’ll be a good boy. I’ll text you that number and I’ll report back every twenty four hours. See you soon,” Rob cut the call then texted “Big Mac’s” contacts to Joe.

      Justine drove quickly and confidently through the traffic which was now building up to its Saturday morning peak as people headed for offices or shops. As they approached the Savage Building in Chiswick, Justine glanced across at Rob.

      “I like you, Rob MacLaine. I don’t say that often or lightly.

      “I like you too Justine,” Rob said, smiling and reaching across to touch her hand which was resting on the gear-lever. “Does that make you my girlfriend?” he teased. “Can’t remember when I last had a girlfriend. One night stands, yeah, but not someone that I really liked and wanted to spend more time with.”

      Justine nodded to the security guard at the gate as she presented her pass to the panel on the post beside the main entrance barrier to Savage Guidance Systems. The barrier lifted and she drove to the parking bay beside the main reception, where she parked her car.

      “Let’s go,” she said “Pete will be waiting on the roof.”

      She blipped the remote and the indicators blinked as she led Rob through the automatic doors and over to the elevators. As the doors closed, cutting them off from the rest of the world and the elevator rose smoothly towards the rooftop helipad, Justine looked over at Rob again as she had done in the car with a wistful smile on her lips.

      “I don’t trust easily, Rob, too many broken hearts in the past, please don’t play with me.”

      “I won’t, Justine, I promise.”

      “My friends call me Tina.”

      “Am I your friend?”

      “Yes, Rob MacLaine, I think you are, which means I can say, “You look after yourself”. Don’t take any chances up there, do you hear!”

      “Oh God, I’m falling for a nagging woman,” Rob laughed, pulling her toward him.

      “Is that what you’re doing, falling for me?”

      “Mm, yes, I do believe I am,” he smiled as he kissed her gently on the lips.

      Justine was about to say something else when suddenly the elevator doors opened and there stood a smiling Peter Hall. The two jumped apart quickly. “Hi Justine. Hello again Mr MacLaine, all ready to go?”

      “If you need anything Rob, give me a call or text” Justine said, pulling a business card out of her purse, handing it to Rob. “Otherwise, call me when you get a chance, Bye for now”. She blew Rob a kiss as Peter Hall turned away.

      Peter Hall had met Rob MacLaine on a number of occasions when the latter was providing Sir Andrew Savage with personal protection. He was not a talkative man. Experience over the years had taught him that the people he flew about the country and into Europe did not normally want to have an ongoing conversation when they were traveling. He did not try to engage Rob in conversation when he saw his eyes flutter then close, soon after the Agusta 109 E Grand Helicopter took-off.

      Rob was not asleep, he was remembering the events of twenty years ago, which had led to his acrimonious departure from his home and family, sent away in disgrace by his father, blamed by his brother, Bruce, for a fatal accident he did not cause.
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      Fifteenth of January, a cold winter’s night, it was Robbie MacLaine’s eighteenth birthday party in the library of Hillcrest House where Robbie lived with his father Andrew, his mother Elizabeth, his eldest brother Angus and his middle brother Bruce.

      Like most boys who were brought up on a large estate like Achravie, or any sizable farm for that matter, Robbie was an accomplished driver before his eighteenth birthday having driven cars, Land Rovers, quadbikes and tractors about the estate from the day his feet reached the pedals. It was therefore no surprise that Robbie was due to start his driving test the very next week and on the expectation of him passing, Andrew MacLaine bought him his first car as an eighteenth birthday present. A shiny, if not new Ford Escort sat on the drive outside the house.

      The music was loud, the dancing in full swing and the boys’ parents had beaten a discreet retreat for an early night to leave the young ones to enjoy the evening. At about ten o’clock someone suggested that they should all go down to the Red Lion, the local hotel which was about a mile or so from the Hillcrest road end. The theory being that this would allow Robbie his first legal pint in a pub, so the party decanted into four cars and set off down the hill.

      “Let’s take your car,” shouted Bruce to Robbie as they raced down the front steps of the big house. “You can drive with your L plates up and I’ll sit beside you. I’ll not drink a lot and drive you back, which is only fair; it’s your birthday.”

      “OK, sounds good to me” shouted Robbie excitedly diving into the car to drive it for the first time.

      Fraser McEwan, the ghillie, watched them as Robbie who resembled a six foot something skeleton with a skin-graft, racked the driver’s seat of the Escort right back to allow his tall frame a comfortable driving position.

      “He’s needed to do that for a few years now,” Fraser McEwan mused and he laughed to himself. Strange how two boys from the same parents could look so different, Robbie six foot odd, lanky, all arms and legs and Bruce, a full head shorter and stocky, more like his father’s build, he thought.

      Robbie felt great driving his own car for the first time. The tractors and Land Rovers were good fun when you’re a boy he thought.

      “This Escort really motors compared to the stuff on the estate,” he shouted to Bruce and the others in the car.

      In no time at all they had reached the Red Lion and piled out of the car into the car park.

      “Mind out,” shouted Lorna Cameron, “This car park is getting icy”

      Bursting in through the front door into the public bar Robbie was first to the bar

      “This rounds on me Hamish,” he said loudly to Hamish Allen, the landlord. The music and chatter seemed unusually loud. “And mine’s a pint o’ lager.”

      “Whit’s awe this,” Hamish shouted back, “wee boys comin’ in tae ma pub and wantin’ to buy drink?”

      “Wee boys my arse Hamish, eighteen today, so as of now you’re talking to a man no a wee boy. Anyway, I’ve been about six inches taller than you for the past three years or so, so we’ll have less of the “wee boy,”” Robbie laughed.

      “Aye, OK, OK. A knew it wis yer birthday, fur yer dad left some money behind the bar fur yer first round, so put yer money away for the time being anyway. Right lads and lasses whit’ll it be,” he shouted above the others and started pouring drinks for the revellers.

      The bar closed at eleven o’clock but as is common in many small village pubs and hotels, Hamish served a few more rounds, including more lager for Robbie, behind the closed doors.

      By midnight the shutters were down on the bar and as the last of the revellers left to go home, mostly in the village, Bruce and Sheila Stewart, whose father worked on the estate, poured the by now semi-conscious Robbie into the back of the Escort. Lorna Cameron lived in the village like most of the others and as she started to walk back home shouted to the others, “Watch these roads, it’s getting really icy now.”

      A few moments later Robbie’s blue Escort shot past her heading for the Hillcrest Estate.

      Robbie couldn’t remember much of what happened next. In his drunken stupor, he felt a sudden impact and heard the distant crunch of metal against something solid and the sound of glass breaking and falling around him. He then vaguely felt himself being lifted off the floor of the car and lifted outside. He remembered vomiting over his jacket and trousers and then he blacked out.

      He awoke to the sound of voices, shouting. He was aware of flashing blue and red lights. He was being pulled roughly away from the car. Now he was sitting in an ambulance, someone was trying to clean vomit and blood from him.

      Someone else was asking him, “Can you hear me son? Can you speak? What happened?”

      “I don’t know what happened”, mumbled Robbie, “I was sleeping on the back seat, ask Bruce, he was driving. I don’t know what happened. Ask Sheila, she’ll tell you what happened. This is crazy, what‘s going on? What’s happening?” I’m going to be sick again.” Robbie vomited on to the floor of the ambulance, just before he passed out again.

      When Robbie woke up again he was lying in a hospital bed wearing a surgical gown and an oxygen mask. He had tubes coming out of his arms and he was sore all over. He opened his eyes when he felt movement beside him and looked over to see his mother sitting on an upright chair beside his bed.

      “Robbie, darling, how do you feel? She said leaning over to touch his arm

      “Sore, mum, sore all over,” Robbie said pushing the oxygen mask aside. “Where am I?” he asked.

      “You’re in the Cottage Hospital, Robbie. Do you not remember the accident?”

      “Accident? What happened? Where’s Bruce? Is he all right?” Robbie started to get more agitated as some of the events of the previous night came back to him. The impact, the noise, being lifted from the car, the ambulance. Oh God his new car.

      “Is the car OK, Mum? Can we get it fixed?” he felt tears coming to his eyes.

      “Do you really not remember what happened? Were you really so drunk that you don’t remember the accident?” his mother asked through fresh tears, as if she could not believe her son had got himself so drunk.

      

      “Mother! I don’t remember anything! I was sound asleep in the back seat when it happened. Ask Bruce, he was driving,” Robbie pleaded

      “Andrew? Andrew! Come here” his mother shouted loudly “Andrew, leave that, come here”

      His father appeared at the door “What is it Elizabeth? His father asked impatiently. Elizabeth was his mother’s name when his father was angry or upset. Lizzie at any other time but his father was clearly angry.

      “Robbie says Bruce was driving, says he was sound asleep in the back of the car, says he doesn’t remember a thing about the accident”

      His father stared down at the two of them, first Robbie and then his wife ”Aye, doesn’t remember a thing because he was nearly four times over the drink drive limit, drunk as a skunk, that’s why he can’t remember anything. “He turned back to Robbie “And now he has the cheek to say Bruce was driving.”

      Robbie looked at his Dad in horror “What! What are you saying? Bruce was driving! Did Bruce say I was driving?” he gasped. “No, I wasn’t, I was absolutely out of it. I couldn’t walk never mind drive. Bruce and Sheila dumped me in the back when we left the pub, Bruce said he would drive back when we were leaving the house. Dad! Ask Sheila, she’ll tell you”

      “Ask Sheila, ask Sheila, I wish to God I could ask Sheila. Sheila’s dead Robbie. You’ve killed her!”

      He watched in horror as his Dad fled the room and turned to look at his mother as she sat, her body racked with sobs as she stared at him in disbelief.

      “How could you, Robbie? Bad enough to get drunk and kill a wee girl, but to try and blame poor Bruce, I can’t believe any son of mine would do that” she sobbed and without another word, rose and walked out of the room. That was the last time Robbie had spoken to his mother.
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      Rob’s thoughts were interrupted by Pete Hall. “We’re almost there Mr MacLaine” he said glancing over at Rob, who had chosen to sit in the second crew seat rather than the separate passenger cabin to the rear of the Agusta helicopter “The co-ordinates you gave me”

      “Sorry, Pete, I was miles away. What did you say?”

      “We’re pretty close to the co-ordinates you gave me. I take it you’ve never been here before”.

      “Oh, OK, eh, no, I’ve never been here, but we’re being met by an old buddy of mine from the army. He knows we’re coming and he gave me the co-ordinates. Said it was the easiest way. He runs one of these survival boot camps for corporate team building and homemade Rambos with too much money. The site has a marked helipad, so we should be OK”.

      “OK, couple more minutes, Mr MacLaine”

      Presently, the white Agusta with its grey and yellow markings, banked to the left and started its descent as Pete Hall saw the large white H painted on the tarmac at the end of a large car park. In close proximity was a long, low stone building with a new grey tiled roof. As he approached the helipad he could see a number of cars and a black 20 seater Mercedes Sprinter minibus parked close to the building. In the middle of the carpark well away from the building and the helipad sat a black 5 door Land Rover Defender. A huge man was standing beside it, obviously waiting for the Agusta to land.

      “Looks like we’ve got a welcoming committee, friendly, I hope” said Pete as he eased the Agusta to the ground, “From the size of him, I’d rather have him as a friend than an enemy,” he added with a laugh.

      “Oh, trust me, Pete, you definitely wouldn’t want Big Mac as an enemy. Fortunately, he’s a friend, a very good friend at that”.

      Rob jumped down from the Agusta and shoulders hunched against the downdraft from the rotors, strode across the tarmac to meet his friend. They stood looking at each other for a few seconds, shook hands quickly and then both stepped forward. Peter Hall winced as this six foot seven giant of a man enveloped Rob in a tight bear-hug which Rob returned with the same gusto. These were obviously old friends. Pete Hall walked slowly over to the two men, carrying Rob’s bag which he had collected from the Agusta, giving them time to greet each other. Rob turned round to Pete and made the introductions.

      “Pete, this is Iain MacDonald, an old buddy from my days in the forces. His friends call him Big Mac, for obvious reasons. I don’t know what his enemies call him, he killed most of them,” Rob laughed at the expression of apprehension on Pete’s face as Iain “Big Mac” MacDonald stuck out a huge paw of a hand for Pete to shake.

      “Joking, Pete,” Rob laughed, “Mac, this is Pete Hall. I let Pete drive today” Rob winked.

      “Good to meet you Pete,” the giant of a man said. His voice was unexpectedly soft and almost lyrical with his west highland accent, his handshake firm but not crushing, much to Pete’s relief. “Let’s get going,” he said, swinging Rob’s bag into the back of the Land Rover. The trio climbed in, and Big Mac drove off.

      He drove passed the long, low building at the end of the car park, turned right on to a well-maintained tarmac road and accelerated quickly away. The Land Rover engine sounded unexpectedly throaty and the vehicle felt very responsive to the throttle, Pete noticed, but he said nothing. The man driving, however, noticed his expression.

      “6.2 Litre V8, 430BHP or there abouts is the answer to the question your face is asking” Big Mac smiled back to Pete via the rear view mirror.

      “Jeez, it must fly!” Pete answered after a moment’s thought

      “No, I’ll leave the flying to you, Pete. But it does motor along fairly rapidly,” smiled Big Mac with a note of pride in his voice and the three men laughed.

      “What the hell do you want with a beast like this, Mac?” said Rob.

      “Ah well, it’s for towing my caravan up Ben Nevis,” Big Mac explained

      “A caravan, up Ben Nevis, surely that’s against the law?” Pete asked with a frown

      The two big men in the front of the Land Rover almost exploded with laughter at Pete’s obvious concern.

      “One thing I should have told you about Big Mac,” explained Rob, ”When he comes away with something as ridiculous as taking a caravan up Ben Nevis, nine times out of ten, he’s extracting the urine. Problem is, on the tenth occasion, he’s serious!” The two men laughed again and Pete joined in.

      As this joke at Pete’s expense was playing out, Big Mac had turned off the main road onto a narrower drive which led up to a long, low, stone built house, a professional barn conversion, which provided a main open plan living/dining/kitchen area, three bedrooms and two bathrooms.

      Homemade lentil soup preceded a lamb stew Big Mac had cooking in a slow cooker. Once fed, they assembled on a long leather Chesterfield settee and chair, situated before a large fireplace. Although highlanders were expected to sit with a “wee dram”, the three men shared an excellent bottle of Argentinian Malbec before Pete announced he wanted to get an early start; he excused himself and went to bed.

      “Let’s go for a wee stroll” suggested Big Mac and he and Rob walked through the small garden to a gazebo at the far end. As the two friends sat down Big Mac looked across at Rob,

      “So, what brings you to see me in such a hurry? Sounded serious Rob”

      “I wish I knew Mac, I got a panic phone call from someone at home to say there was something seriously wrong and Fraser McEwan needed me urgently. That’s all I’ve got, but I know the caller, or did do twenty years ago, we were really close at the time. She wouldn’t call like that if it was a wind-up”

      Mac already knew about that episode in Rob’s life, Rob had told him during a long, cold night in the Iraqi desert. Rob recounted the conversation to Big Mac and the man’s brow knitted into deeper furrows as Rob told him.

      “Could be anything, Rob, but yer right to be prepared for all eventualities, the lass sounded genuinely scared. What do you need from me other than transport? I’ve a fair stash of firepower if you think you might need something there.”

      Rob sat upright and looked over at Mac.

      “Really! You never fail to surprise me Mac, what the hell do you need with “a fair stash of firepower,” in the Scottish highlands. Surely these nationalists are not that scary.

      “Man never knows when he might need what,” said Mac with a slight peeve in his voice. I do a wee bit of supply from time to time. Only reputable clients mind, guys like yourself, in security, working abroad.”

      Rob shook his head, “I might have known the centre didn’t quite pay for this lot,” he said gesturing towards the cottage and the two Land Rovers parked in the drive.

      “I think I just need wheels, if you can do that. I have a handgun and a big scary knife in my bag. I won’t need any more than that, surely.”

      “Yer heading for Achravie, Rob, no Afghanistan, with any luck you’ll no need any o’ that. Bang a few heads together and off, back to being a big southern softie again.”

      Rob rose from the gazebo, “Aye, right, as we Scots would say,” grinned Rob, “I’m off to bed, busy day tomorrow.”

      “”We Scots,” he says, with a southern softies accent like that. You sound no more Scottish than Lulu on the Graham Norton Show.” Big Mac laughed and slapped Rob’s shoulder with one of his giant hands as they walked back to the cottage.
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