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CHAPTER ONE


          

          
            A DESTITUTE POET

          

          WITHOUT A POEM

        

      

    

    
      I had a decent enough dinner but there was no sign of Sir Walter Scott, the famed Scottish novelist, who I’d read had dined here in bygone days. His attendance at a meal was noted by a grim-faced portrait of the great man hanging on one of the walls of this fine dining room. Instead of him for company I had the two main officers, as well as the Chief Petty Officer and, as a further break from tradition, Second Officer Lucy Walton, WRNS.

      Apparently, it was not normal practice for the non-commissioned officers to have cocktails with the commissioned ones, let alone dinner, but my arrival had loosened the traditions for a while, but not the drinking of a pink gin or three!

      Before I left the evening company, I asked Captain Lloyd to signal the Admiralty for an increase to the number of ratings available to use as prison guards. I did not want to draw attention to the place by asking the Home Office for private security guards. I thought having them around in garish uniform would be a backward step for local relationships, but what presently existed was lacking sufficient numbers.

      The inevitable question of why the sudden need of an increase to security, came from the Lieutenant only micro-seconds before that from the Captain; however, the answer was the same no matter who had asked. “Call it my natural ministerial worry now she’s temporarily in my charge. I hope she will be moved by the time I leave your warm hospitality.”

      That night, the naval guard was doubled, with four now on perimeter patrol, and ratings ordered to closely accompany Fields when in the garden. Using my name for the instructions, Captain Lloyd petitioned the Admiralty for additional service personnel to strengthen the contingent at Gardie.

      Within an hour, his signal to Admiralty House in Whitehall was answered with a corps of naval personnel arriving by boat from a frigate, HMS Prudent, presently on shore patrol duties. I later learned the warship was to be posted to a British-led carrier group which was cruising near the South China Sea. Without a full complement the posting was postponed. Was it an omen or a case of an unexplained coincidence? I don’t know about you, but I’m not a great lover of coincidence.

      I asked about Judith, using her Home Office ascribed surname of Fields, and was told she was in the library. Over drinks, Lucy Walton, the WRNS officer, told me she spent practically every day alternating between the library and the garden, where she was detailed to work. It was too dark for the garden so she would be back in the library at this time of night. Lucy Walton was not only the officer in charge of the WRNS unit; she was the person with overall responsibility for Judith’s welfare. There were seven Wrens on the island. The number was included in the overall strength of eighteen.

      Privately, I could not fully understand why Meadows was still alive and being kept in reasonable comfort, having been the number two to probably the greatest Russian master spy since World War II. She had not told her original interrogators anything, but that was not known to her Russian masters, who must be worried. Or, perhaps not!

      From inquiries I’d made before I left to travel here, I discovered the visitor she’d had in her first prison was not part of the solicitor’s team she had engaged for her trial. The papers he’d carried had been false. It was highly irregular to get entry into the state-of-the-art prison she was held in at the time, so the lengths that person had gone to in order to see her were, to say the least, extreme. Knowing the intensity of Russian retribution, I wondered why she had been left alive.
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        * * *

      

      It was a little after nine-thirty when I left the dining room fully satiated but tired and in need of a cigarette. The two naval ratings in the guard room at the end of the garishly lit, broad corridor leading to the open front door recognised me and, after I signed the duty-register, allowed me to pass.
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        * * *

      

      I had the specifications of Gardie House, which had yet to have a full complement of cameras and microphones added to all the open rooms, but outside the main building it was different, with practically all areas covered by cameras. There was also a directional microphone hand-controlled from inside the camera room, behind the guard room. There was nothing in Jerry’s notes to say the microphone had ever been used, nevertheless, I considered it to be a useful addition. After smoking my compliment of cigarettes during my stroll under the stars, I went to find my room.

      With the weight of Gardie’s information overwhelming the contemptible yet confusing memories I had of Judith, my night’s sleep in the austere room I’d been allocated, was agreeable, if on the ascetic side of life. I woke in time for the uninspiring breakfast, then, with nicotine from my Dunhill cigarettes fortifying my reserve, I went for another stroll.

      Fortunately, I had never discussed the feelings I’ve mentioned to you before I discovered her to be the murderer she was. Not only was she responsible for two murders, she had successfully shielded a traitor for years. Surely this ‘love’ I’d professed to myself to feel, in a palpable state of achievability, had been eclipsed by these memories of murders. Let me now be strong enough to murder the infantile longings I’d named as love.

      It was still early. More importantly, it was earlier than one of the many times on the checklist Lucy read out to me when I declined the after-dinner port. The timing of her work in the garden was one of the few I consigned to my memory, so I knew there were thirty or more minutes to go before Judith’s tidy-up in the garden would commence. I knew where she would be at this time of day, because I’d asked. I took myself off to the library for the start of the reversible roles played out with a murderer I’d had developed uncommon feelings for. I didn’t have long to wait!

      I have never before broken down moments in my life into ones referred to as life-changing, but if I had to decide when it was my life changed with the realisation I could finally handle my feelings towards Judith, it was now, as she altered her walking pace from slow to swift, leaving me feeling as though I was in a silent movie as I watched her close the gap between us. It was then, in that moment, it registered I’d been a colossal fool. I was no longer a fool. My once strong but idiotic resolve to chase love, had changed to one of the same tenacity found inside the barren heart of a poet searching for a poem where none exists.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, Harry, how I’ve missed you! Have you come to rescue me?” Her hands were clutching my face. I left them where they were.

      “They never told me it was you who was coming. They only said someone from the Home Office was coming to see me. I got a brief glimpse of someone, who must have been you, earlier through the laundry room windows, but I couldn’t make out for sure who it was. From the inside they have a coating on the glass that makes everything blurry. Are you back working at Thames House on Millbank?”

      She withdrew her grip on my face and took a hasty half-step backwards away from me instead of planting her full, luscious lips on my lips. What was I thinking of? Was she the only one of us thinking straight? Maybe those two murders had once and for all made a mark on her subconscious, compelling her to face the same shame and remorse I felt. Was my remorse a sham? After all, it was true to say I felt no affection for either Edward or Elliot. Was it possible for me to feel shame? I could not find any rationality anywhere inside my head.

      I had killed in the past. Two of those I’d killed were married, leaving wives after I had taken their lives. One of those men had a mother still alive to mourn his death. So why am I blaming my loss of love on the murder of two relatives for whom I had little or no feelings? No, I’m not debating this. In the business I’m in, we kill first, love last. Let’s get on with it, Harry, and stop f…… about!

      “I’m in a position where I can help you, but you must assist with a matter predominately concerning Russia. However, we will cover other subjects.” Thankfully, I had rediscovered some of my professional side.

      “Whilst we are conferring, you will refer to me as Mr Williamson. You will not call me by my real name, nor my rank. When we are discussing our business, you will refrain from being whimsical. You must listen to what I’m asking and answer what I’m asking of you. This is a new opportunity, so use it, Judith. It’s in your favour to treat this examination sensibly. I will start this examination with a name.”

      I indicated the table she had just run from as our place of questioning. The irony of me being the one asking the questions did not escape me, nor her, as I saw a wry grin on her face as she sat. Then I thought the grin could be for a matter I had no knowledge of and my confidence started to drain away.

      She closed the open book on the table, adding a gold-coloured leather bookmark with some letters embossed on it. From where I was standing I could not make it out. I wanted to ask if the lettering meant something to her, but decided against it. I wanted to keep everything as impersonal as I could.

      I began in Switzerland, with Paulo Sergeyovitch Korovin and the first time she used the word ‘ruffled’.

      “There is a Russian who holds a very high position inside a part of the Russian security service who is an American double agent. Recently, he contacted me by using the word ‘ruffled’, alongside another clue leading me to you. I was told the sender of the message carefully selected the surname of his messenger he sent all the way to New York. I’m hoping you can unravel its lettering in such a way that it could be the opening to something important.”

      “Important in what way?” she asked.

      I replied that I wished I knew, but then I was lost for words. Her large, hazelnut-shaped, green eyes still held the same fascination they had done the first time we met in daylight at King’s Cross Station. As I remained in this wordless state, she offered to make a cup of tea which I declined, preferring to leave what thoughts I had undisturbed by any social nicety.

      I held the thought of when she had proudly proclaimed her father’s title—Lord Edwin Meadows. How did he feel on being told of his daughter’s treason? I could not guess the magnitude of his heavy-heartedness, but I do know it would have been a colossal blow to someone as wrapped in tradition as he must have been. He had then to face his employer, Her Majesty the Queen, to offer his resignation from the position as her private secretary. I wasn’t ready to resign, silently I shouted at myself.

      “Does the Russian surname of Oborka mean anything to you, Judith?”

      She withdrew a pen from the small, brown leather, oblong bag I hadn’t seen her with before, and she wrote the letters of the word OBORKA in a small, flip-top, lined notepad after asking how I spelled it. It was a different notepad from the one she used at The Hall with what was then a pen, but was now a pencil. In less than a minute she had discovered quite a few.

      “It could stand for book, brook, boa, boar, rook, the vegetable okra. I think I’m stuck there.”

      She fell quiet for a moment, staring into my eyes. I thought she wanted to ask a question, but also appeared worried in some way. I fashioned a stifled half-smile, hoping to encourage her to ask whatever was troubling her. It worked, but I was disappointed in its subject.

      “I shall not say his name, Mr Williamson, but if I was to ask if you knew what had happened to a certain nameless person who was arrested for treason at the same time as I was arrested, would you know who I mean, and would you tell me what you know?”

      “Yes, I know who you mean, but I have no idea what happened to him,” I lied. “I could make inquiries in the morning, if you wish. But I doubt I would turn up anything nice.”

      She chose a view of the table instead of my eyes. Not being wanted, I invented some plausible excuse and left to look at her collection of books on art stacked on top of one another, next to a computer screen showing the words, Art and its Condemnation. I wondered if I shared another of those coincidences with the word condemnation?
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        * * *

      

      I left her with the word puzzle, off to seek my own answers to finding the room where I’d emptied the grey canvas bag I’d carried all the way from London, as if I was off to the northern wilds of provincial Scotland in search of a malt whisky trail, which in a way I suppose I was. Only my adventure was concerned with the hunt for the real Harry Paterson who had just poked his head above the battlements.

      Thoughts of comfort insisted on the carriage of three bottles of single Jura malt, so it was with a glass of this refuelling liquid in one hand, that I used the spare one to open the bedroom door to the unexpected knock.

      Knock, knock. A rehearsed knock. A practised and bold type, not a timid knock. It was not a ‘can I please come in?’ Oh, no, not this. This was an ‘open this door at once’ kind. A military knock. Yes, I was right. Petty Officer Boyce stood there. Upright, shoulders back, arms behind his back, feet apart. He was standing at ease. I was not.

      ‘Never rush to answer a door, Harry, my boy, bad news can wait to find you. Whereas, if good news is kept waiting, it will be enjoyed the more.’

      Such was an example of another pearl of wisdom my great-grandfather Maudlin and I would mull over when I was in London visiting him.

      On my visits in those faraway days, I would travel to London by car, with John, the now retired chauffeur, going stoically about his business without speaking to the young me in the back of ‘his’ newly polished red and burgundy Rolls Royce for the journey to see The Old Man before he died.

      I was with The Old Man in his office of Annie’s, when there was a similar knock on his cream-painted office door, the door marked Chief Executive, written in black-inked calligraphy onto the middle rail separating the two translucent glass panels from the lower wooden half. I had risen quickly from the black, cushiony leather chair at the window overlooking Birdcage Walk only to be softly rebuked by him who, by a single hand motion, ushered me to sit. With his spare hand he took a slow draw on the cigar that almost filled the silver, glass-bowl ashtray and then, when satisfied, called “Enter,” in a deep, self-reliant voice.

      I can’t recall if Maudlin had good news that day or bad, it mattered not to him; what mattered was the dignity applied to the incident. I answered my knock in the same leisurely way I had learned from him.

      “Sorry to disturb you, Mr Williamson, but I have a message from the prisoner,” the Petty Officer announced. I held out my hand expecting a written message. I was wrong.

      “She said,” he cleared his throat, “it means Lady’s Fingers, and she knows the hidden meaning of that word, sir.” His eyes reflected the same obedience and duty I had seen on non-commissioned officers, as well as on the faces of the rank and file soldiers of the British army, in all the places I’d served.

      “Thank you, Petty Officer,” I replied.

      “Would you like me to take a reply to the lady, sir?”

      “You could do, Petty Officer.” I looked down at my hand with the glass of my favourite whisky, then looked at him.

      “What would you like me to say, sir?”

      “Please tell her I will see her in the morning. The journey was far too tiring, I’m afraid.”

      I shut the door on the appeal she once held over me, leaving it to sink into the sea that surrounded my island.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          
            REPRIEVE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Yes, I got it quite quickly. Okra is a derivative of Oborka, it’s a vegetable. But the word Okra means Lady’s Fingers. It leaves the letters BO, but who wants that, hmmm? And the Lady’s Fingers belonged to a sculpture called Samothrace, or, more correctly, The Winged Victory of Samothrace. That’s its full name. Not bad, hmm?

      “In all the books I’ve read it’s supposed to be quite nice. Mind you, statues are not my type of thing. As I say, most of my knowledge comes only from books, but it’s a marble Hellenistic sculpture of Nike. It was, apparently, created in about the second century BC. No, Harry, it’s not the trainers or sweatshirts, if that’s what you’re thinking. This one is another Nike. In ancient Greek civilisation, Nike is the goddess of victory. I looked it up last night before going to sleep. Since 1884, the statue has been on display at the Louvre, in Paris.”

      It was the following morning and I was with her in the library for what felt no longer than a few minutes, but I couldn’t be definite. Time seemed to have stopped for me. One moment I was at home, leading horses across the cobbled paddock yard, waiting to ride out, next I was here, either asking questions or listening to answers.

      She had read all about the statue with its missing hand, an open palm and two outstretched fingers being found on the Greek island of Samothrace. It was, according to Judith, fascinating. She didn’t stop for air whilst she was describing the importance of Okra’s Lady’s Fingers.

      It was as she was speaking of Samothrace that I remembered when Gerald Neil and I were gossiping in the Bottomly library. He told me he had a yacht tied up in the harbour as well as having property on the same island. Could the torture he’d suffered be connected to this statue in some obscure way? It seemed as though it was one coincidence too many for it not to be true. I was silently thinking of that whilst facing Judith in this library, with neither of us speaking since her explanation mixed with my worry. It was a question from her that broke the silence.

      “Did the question I asked yesterday, about you-know-who, upset you? Only your mood changed immediately after that and you left. Also, I hope you notice how reticent I’m being with the name of you-know-who. Walls have ears and all that! Are we still enemies, Mr Williamson?”

      Did that question come from her mouth or mine? I wondered, as she stared at the walls, alternating the stare from one to another, literally driving me mad with those big eyes of hers. God should never give green eyes away to traitors, or murderers. Certainly not for free. He should have made it a prerequisite that green eyes had to be earned in a way only He would have been able to figure. I thought about her question for a short moment before quickly realising we were precisely what she asked.

      “How could we not be enemies? What else did you expect, Judith?”

      It was as though the Heavens were against me today, as outside it was continuous rain, keeping my frustrated body from venturing into the fresh air for any length of time. I grabbed a cigarette while walking under a garrison umbrella, but I didn’t want to walk while questioning Judith in the rain. Besides, there were other matters to consider.

      The previous day had indeed been tiring, not only because of the journey, at least in the open air I could relax, but I could not relax with the calls to and from Serena. She and my solicitor were the main contributions to my feelings of fatigue. I skipped both meals, breakfast and lunch, settling on a bag of peanuts eaten on the flight, by which time I had decided I could not fight my ex-wife any longer.

      The second night I couldn’t sleep and it was useless to try. I think it was some moral sense of right and wrong that kept my mind alive with my eyes closed. Closed as they were, sleep deserted me and there was no point in using my stock of Jura as a sleeping tonic. I had informed Judith of the plans for tomorrow, an early start after breakfast, but I hadn’t told Lucy of those plans.
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        * * *

      

      It was no good! I got out of the bed and walked down the stairs to the ground floor, continuing to where the guard room was. I asked the guards to unlock the front door, then, once it was opened, I went outside for a walk around the outer area of the base with a cigarette in hand and the packet in my pocket. I hoped the walk or the cigarette would make me feel sleepy, but it didn’t work. I tried another cigarette and another walk. That ended with the same result. There were two naval ratings on patrol whom I passed twice, with another standing to one side of the front door. I wondered if they were all there to stop Judith escaping, or to stop someone wanting to break in. I didn’t wonder long. There was no respite to find in thinking.

      Inside the building, there was a small reception desk to the left of the front door, on the opposite side of where the guard was standing. I’d had no reason to take more than a cursory look at it when first entering the house, nor a few minutes ago before setting off for my walk, but now was different. I opened the visitors’ register book, purely because I was bored.

      After thumbing through the first three pages my boredom was worse, nevertheless tiredness was still a long way from me. Fixed on the wall, to the left of where the register was lying, was a highly colourful wooden newspaper and brochure rack. Predominately the colour was yellow, but even so, there was room for blue, red, and orange randomly painted streaks. All in all, it made a rebellious statement against the old standard, brown-varnished wallpaper, with the even darker stained wooden panelling.

      Curiosity got the better of me. I started to look through the colour-strewn racks holding the local newspapers, edging me closer to the weariness I wanted to find. There were maps of the island, alongside timetables for the ferry and train connection times from Lerwick to other parts of Shetland. There was also a directory of local arts and crafts that interested me, in particular the photographer who Jerry Furley, at Vauxhall, had mentioned to me prior to coming. There was some of her work included in the six-page local free newspaper. On the last page there was a collection of her photographs of the island.

      There was one photograph that grabbed my fervent attention, so much so it caused the guard, the other side of the open door, to inquire if I was okay after his eardrums were assaulted by my scream of incredulity.
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        * * *

      

      It was a little after four in the morning with three and bit hours to wait for the first ferry to leave the island. All thoughts of weariness disappeared as a more practical side of me took over. I left a message for Lieutenant Murray with the ratings in the guard room, stating I was catching the first ferry into Lerwick and would not be present at breakfast. I left another message for Second Officer Lucy Walton to the same effect but adding I would not want Fields for questioning until my return to the island. I estimated that to be around midday. Most of the remaining time I spent chatting on the phone with the duty officer at Thames House, Millbank, where I hoped the information I needed could be found.
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        * * *

      

      In London, Jerry briefed me on the universal codes to be given to Home-Casuals, the name given to the volunteers like the Lerwick photographer, in order to set things in motion.

      “This is Timothy, from Stepney,” I said into the telephone recorder, hoping someone would pick up, but no, nobody was there. I had asked Jerry how long this woman photographer had served as a volunteer.

      “Not sure, exactly, but quite possibly a long time. I got her name from Millbank immediately after you said you were going to Shetland,” was the answer I was given. I asked him how long since she was last contacted? To which I got another indefinite answer. All I could think of was now would be a bad time for her to forget her tradecraft and find Timothy from Stepney meant nothing to her other than there was an escaped mental patient who had her telephone number. If the name Timothy had meant nothing, then the rest of the message was also a waste of time.

      “Please, make your call to London to verify the authenticity. I’ll be at the dock at Lerwick as soon as the first ferry from Bressay docks. For the purpose of this operation I’m named Williamson from the Home Office. I’m visiting Gardie in search of a special avian species. You will easily recognise me. I’m quite scruffily dressed and I have fair, red hair.”

      I added a bit more about the photograph I was interested in, saying I thought I’d noticed the bird I was looking for in the corner, leaving it there. I closed my mobile phone, more in hope than belief that she would come.

      
        
        :* * *

      

      

      My hope paid off. It had not been a waste of time.

      “Mr Williamson? I’m sorry to trouble you if you’re not, but I’m Mrs Tate and I’m looking for a Mr Williamson.”

      “How did you guess?” I replied with a smile that, for a split second, I worried gave away volumes of uncertainty. She was also smiling as she replied.

      “You looked so out of place, that’s all. I can normally spot the locals. Up here, they all look so Scottish as they’re normally rushing everywhere to keep warm, but I can’t tell them that. I would be ostracised if I did!” She laughed, then carried on.

      “It’s much better in the holidays. We are all generally much busier then with tourists. It’s tapering off now, as you can see. The ferry can get very busy. It’s good for the local business, but you haven’t come to discuss the tourist situation, now have you, Mr Williamson?” she stated, adding a charming smile to the trite conversation.

      “Do you include yourself as a tourist, Mrs Tate, as you don’t sound very Scottish to me?” I asked.

      She was very similar to how I had pictured her. Small in height; five foot would have been a compliment. Petite in size; if my estimation about Judith Meadows being a size zero was correct, then Mrs Tate was at least a minus one, zero. She was roughly seventy years of age, but my powers of guessing people’s ages are woefully poor. I think I may have said that already, but if not, it’s something you should bear in mind whenever I estimate age.

      She had thick grey hair tied in a bun and wore stout, brown-framed glasses that did not quite hide her aged, grey, round eyes which must be suffering from short-sightedness as the lenses she wore were thicker on the edges and thinner in the middle. I thought I knew this to be the case as a lady I know in Harrogate was, I’m sure, short-sighted, and the lenses in her spectacles were made in a likewise fashion.

      Mrs Tate had a small, oval face with very few lines worth the mention, other than one narrow groove across her otherwise unsullied forehead. In my imagination, I saw her in a studio quietly sitting in front of a canvas whilst inwardly she fretted over how to paint the awkward scenes, the ones that caused the line to appear on her forehead.

      I thought her too minute to bear children, but what did I know about children? Her clothes were certainly colourful and summery, perhaps somewhat bohemian, with a wide, silk, blue and pink scarf with a matching-coloured linen blouse. Open-toed, yellow slip-on canvas boating shoes, which complimented her not old-fashioned, nor outlandish outfit. Most of this was how I imagined her to be; what I hadn’t expected her to be was English.

      The pre-recorded message on the Tate’s telephone was in a strong, male, Scottish voice, with slowly spoken directives. On the ferry crossing I had said ‘good morning’ to a local delivery driver, who was standing beside his bread van looking towards Shetland, probably dreaming of the coming day. I could not understand a word of his reply, because of his broad local accent. I was expecting the same from Mrs Tate.

      My offer of a cup of coffee was refused, as apparently she never drank ‘the stuff’, as she put it, adding that she doubted anywhere would be open at that time of day, so we settled on ambling along the wooden landing platform when I broached the subject of why I had caught the first ferry to Lerwick.

      “In the photograph from the newspaper I sent you, there was someone I thought I recognised. I was wondering when the photo would have been taken?”

      “Well now, the paper is a weekly edition in summertime, then it goes out every two weeks in late autumn as well as in the winter. We get a fair lot of those tourists I was talking about up here for the birds in the autumn and the winter months, you see, but the weather can be very harsh for venturing too far. I spend that time consolidating my collections.

      “The east coast of Bressay is famous for the birds, but across Noss Sound is where the real treasures are. The island of Noss is one of many National Nature Reserves in this part of Scotland. Boats are hired from here to take the bird fanciers around Bressay. Or, for the brave and hardy, there’s an inflatable dinghy for hire, to go across to Noss Sound.

      “Dunlin and Great Skua are just two of the breeds one can find on Noss. I go there, but not as often as I used to. I can see by your blank expression you’re not a twitcher, Mr Williamson? Ah well, it’s not for everyone. Yes, anyway, the photograph you’re interested in. I’m sorry, I get carried away when speaking of the attractions of the island, don’t I? You’re unfortunate that I’ve not found anyone else out and about at this time in the morning to use up my energy of speaking.” She was smiling again as she stopped for breath.

      It could have been an effect of the early morning sun on my unusually uncovered head, but to my knowledgeable ear of women’s voices, I thought Mrs Tate’s voice carried a smile on every note wrapped inside mixed melodious tones.

      “The images for the edition you’re talking about would have been taken in the week they’re included. It’s my husband’s paper, you see, and he selects the photographs from whatever’s in my weekly diary. He does sometimes look further back into my portfolio, but that’s unusual. Very fastidious is Mr Tate, a man of skilful habit.

      “He was the compositor for one of the big London newspapers before he retired. It was his first and only job working for that newspaper. He did fifty-three years setting print on machines. He started part-time on the delivery side. I won’t tell you at what age he started, but what I can tell you is he loved every second and found he couldn’t give it up when he got here.” The smile was still there, as though it was a joke worth sharing. I smiled in return.

      “It keeps him busy and out of my hair,” she added as an afterthought.

      Whatever caused her amusement, was finished as she returned to the reason for our meeting.

      “I brought the original photo with me. I just hope it’s the one you meant. You can keep it if it is. I sometimes use photographs as a form of motivation for the canvas, but I don’t usually paint people. I find them a little difficult.” I thought I detected a slight frown when she confessed.

      “I’m much more a landscape person, but I might try painting people again.” I thought I detected a sigh, before—“I shouldn’t. I should just accept the fact I find painting people too difficult. No, I should tackle it. What do you think?”

      I had complimented her, but maybe I hadn’t praised her enough. I tried to remedy any mistake I may have made in that department before thanking her and moving off to catch the returning boat, saying I would pass on word of her good work when I got back to London.

      The photograph was the one I wanted. When I was satisfied I was far enough away, I put the photo in the envelope I’d already addressed to Jerry Furley, at his home address. I would ring him later to explain it was taken earlier this week.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          
            HUMVEE

          

        

      

    

    
      Judith was waiting for me, seated in the library with a ruled notebook on the table in front of her, her sharpened pencil lying neatly beside it. She was facing the open door.

      “Harry! Out on the tiles all night, were we? I hope she can remember your name this morning. The poor girl.”

      I ignored her use of my first name, thinking I would be rather petty by bringing it up. I didn’t need to admonish her to reinforce my dislike. The laugh was as false as the rest of her. It seemed as though she had built a wall between herself and what was real, wanting to live in the world of fantasy she had created. I tried to use that to my advantage. I introduced the name of a Russian illegal I wanted her to think about, who had worked for Microsoft in America until he was arrested by the FBI in 2010. He then skipped bail, never to be seen again.

      Christopher Metsos, real name Pavel Kapustin, was a professional Russian agent who travelled from Canada into America to bankroll an operation, codenamed Ghost Stories. Amongst other things, the operation concerned the transmission of misinformation communicated to local news outlets, intent on causing as much unrest as it could. The FBI believed Metsos was the Russian banker for other sleeper agents, similar to the ‘illegals’ London wanted information about. First, though, I needed what she knew of this statue of Samothrace.

      “I have the information you want, but there’s a price-tag to it. You being the person you are would expect nothing else. It could be said what I know about the island is the Russian equivalent of the British Crown Jewels. Yes, H, don’t look so surprised, it really is. But, is it worth my while to tell you?”

      “Before we test the ground with that, I want all the information you have on some smaller points that will show me if you’re worth trusting or not. I’ll put it another way, one that’s easier for you to understand; if I can trust you, then I’ll recommend you are reprieved to Russia. Maybe we can get you to Moscow.”

      “I most certainly do not want to go to Moscow. Why would I? I want to settle here in good old England. Maybe near you on that estate of yours. How about I move in as Lady Paterson? I could live on the edge of your estate in one of those houses you have there. Where on earth did you get an idea I wanted to go to Russia? I gave you credit of having one brain cell more than a unicellular organism, but after that idiotic suggestion I’m not so sure.”

      “If you’ve stopped showboating, we’ll play the game of ‘let’s see if you’re worth anything’, shall we? I’ll put the salient points to you and you concentrate on what I ask. Your starter for ten: have you ever met or heard the name of a Kuwaiti, named Sabah Al Salim?”

      “Yes and no. I never met him but I have heard the name mentioned. I came close to him when I was attached to a Special Projects Team having direct orders coming from Vauxhall. It was a long time ago, Harry. If you’re fishing for an introduction you might be out of luck. I’ve been out of circulation for a while.”

      I asked another question, about how long ago it was since she heard his name. There was a prolonged silence whilst she estimated the time since she’d heard it. The answer surprised me.

      “It must have been over ten years ago. You have to remember that I was in deep-deep cover with absolutely no possibility of ever being sdiscovered, before your Russian relative started to look so very closely into what was going on inside British intelligence. I have been posted to many private military contractors, or divisions of MI6, Special Projects being just one. During the occupation of Iraq there was an operation against a Kuwaiti with the same name. I have no access to my notes of the time, so the year and other such points are guesswork. May I?” she asked, just before helping herself to a cigarette from the packet of Dunhill International that lay on the table in front of me.

      I nodded my agreement and pushed my lighter towards her. We had been here before when she had no cigarettes. That was when we were at The Hall, in Yorkshire. To alleviate the same problem arising, I had brought some packets of her usual brand, but being the forgetful person I am, I’d left them in my room. I promised to send them to her later.

      “When this Sabah Al Salim was on the ops table, he was financing what was then a small group of idealists before they became the Islamic State of Iraq, or ISIS. My section were instructed to work up a plan to take him out. Apparently everyone was on the same side, even my Russian handler agreed with British intelligence. They were, so I was told, an unsettling influence in an already unnerving part of the world that held one fifth of the world’s oil reserve. Instructions coming from Moscow were to make myself conspicuous to those in charge of Al Salim’s assassination.

      “I did all I could with those orders in mind and I was selected, but not in the first assigned pairing. I was in the second. The first kill team was all American Delta. I was one of three from twenty-two SAS regiment in the second grouping. My unit, about twenty of us, was transferred to a base camp near Karbala, in central Iraq. We had two kill teams, both with a four-strong back-up.

      “A drone strike was a no-go as he operated in densely packed areas of Baghdad or Karbala. He was a very cautious man, often using a public bus to travel in between the two cities. At the time, GCHQ were providing the up-to-the-minute intelligence on his entourage and his movements. I wasn’t told until afterwards there was a Russian agent in his grouping. There was nothing sinister about being told afterwards. In a way that shows how good my cover was.

      “Both teams were incorporated into a battle group comprising a Rangers section, a unit from the US 3rd Infantry Division, supported by the 101st Airborne Division. The idea was that we blended in with this battle group so as not to look as though we were assassination units.

      “Our four vehicles separated from the main party as it passed through a place called Ar Razzazah. When Sabah Al Salim was identified by the agent inside his group as being in the supermarket on the corner of a built-up area, we moved in as planned. It was all done by the forward ranged operational control system in the vehicles of teams one and two. More importantly, we got times of convergence along with preferred escape routes forwarded on via the Global Positioning System.

      “At the set time, team one, which was, as I said, an all Delta unit, rammed the grey Land Rover that should have been carrying Al Salim in the rear seat. The team were out of their transport and whilst the front crew were laying down fire on Al Salim’s vehicle from one side, I saw a figure who resembled him running from the other side of the vehicle towards his second protection team who were coming fast and starting to open up with the top-mounted M2 heavy gun.

      “Our Humvee and the front team started to returned fire, but there was little chance of either team hitting the target. The order came to withdraw and that’s what we did. I know of three terrorists who were killed and I saw another two, on the ground, who looked cold. Sorry, service speech. I mean dead or wounded, but definitely—out of play.

      “At the collective debrief, intelligence was blamed for the escape.

      Evidently, the intel indicated there would be two terrorists with Al Salim on the rear seat of the Land Rover. Al Salim would be seated on the outside of the three, next to the door where the reinforced Humvee would ram. The collision would make it impossible for him to jump clear, therefore being killed where he sat. That’s not how it worked out.

      “It meant nothing to me. I’d fired a few rounds off in something not a drill, making me feel good, had the old adrenaline pumping up and down, and my profile went up without me doing anything towards it. I slipped back into my personal protection role inside the intelligence service at Vauxhall with a little tick against my name, carrying on with life as it was.”

      I decided to let a lot of what she’d said go over my head without comment. For example, when she’d said everyone was in agreement and even her Russian handler agreed with British intelligence. The truth was she had no Russian handler. She was the handler! I changed the subject, asking a question that could cause her some embarrassment.

      “Have you heard the name of Alexi Vasilyev before?”

      “What’s wrong with you, Harry? Have you become more stupid on purpose? Are you looking for a big payoff for being an idiot, so you can put your feet up counting the cows on your estate? I do seriously wonder about the quality of what’s called counter-intelligence in Britain today. You notice I didn’t say Great Britain? Well, I didn’t, and it was your fault for being so imbecilic. Of course I know that name. We spoke of him when we were together in Switzerland on the night I felt sorry for you. So much for my support.

      “You were grieving and I was a bitch, a hard bitch with a soft centre, though. Later on from a night in a hotel with Paulo, it was Alexi Vasilyev who gave the Americans your Katherine. I guess he got fed up with her. I don’t remember how, but we worked out he was working both sides. Oh yes, I remember now. He hadn’t changed all of Katherine’s names. Had he? He was showing himself to us. You surely cannot forget that? It was you who said he was with the Yanks. Big moment in both our lives was that.”

      “Yes, I suppose it was a big moment. Not as big as when I found out you were working for the other side though, was it?”

      I left my question hanging, not needing any answer. The only question needing an answer was, why had I not remembered how we uncovered Alexi Vasilyev? Surely I wasn’t old when counting the years between my birth and now, but if fifty-one was reversed, then I would be even younger. But playing around aside, my memory was not what it used to be. I didn’t need the woman I’d held emotionally driven feelings for laughing at me because of a failing memory. It wasn’t the first time I had forgotten a date on a calendar, or a time of year, or the number of the year, or, far more worrying, the name of a woman I shouldn’t have forgotten. The specifics of that sorry episode of my life is one I will not commit to paper, nor mention in company. It was a one-off, I can assure you.

      “What of Valery Agapov? Remember him, do we? Now your honesty’s being tested without the use of any mechanical, or electrical machines. Is his name known to you in more ways than being mentioned in Switzerland, Judith?”

      I was hoping the obscure mention of a polygraph might have regained the ground I could have lost if Judith had suspicions over any failing memory I might have. She replied she didn’t know him in any other sense and I left it there for now. There were still matters Sir Leonard Miles and Charles Wallace had added to my brief that Judith may have been in a position to assist, in those enquiries.

      “Take me back to Pavel Kapustin, or Christopher Metsos as you may have known him. You were saying he was in the same business as Al Salim, as a banker for terrorism or espionage. Were you ever told the two men may have met, or do you know of such a meeting?”

      “Oh, Harry, I do worry about you. I have not said I know him. You may have thought you mentioned his name, but you haven’t. You really must go and see a doctor, a scan on the brain-box might be favourable.

      Either that or more sleep, or, come to think about it, a drastic reduction in the amount of whisky could be a good point to start with. If we want to recount on the work we’ve done so far, then please do, but you never asked me about Kapustin or Metsos. You have asked me about Sabah Al Salim.

      Memory, Harry, memory.”

      She was right. I was going to ask but then got sidetracked. I asked her now and she had heard his name. Even more compelling was that she had an idea where it was he absconded to when not answering his bail. Her story started when she was being held in custody in a top-security prison in South London before being sent here to Bressay.

      When in custody in HM Prison Belmarsh, she came in contact with a man who claimed to be from her court-appointed solicitors. He carried the correct credentials and his name was checked against the list held by the supervising prison office at the time. All was found to be satisfactory. But it wasn’t satisfactory. The man was Valery Agapov. I asked what purpose was served by this visit, which Russia must have gauged as vital considering how much work it would have demanded.

      According to Judith, Agapov came to tell her how she would be treated by the English. He suggested she would be offered resettlement with a good financial income in exchange for all she knew about Russian procedure, agents and any codes she may know. He said he was in a position to not only match whatever the British offered, but offer her far more, with her resettlement being in any English-speaking country of her preference.

      This is where Metsos came into the conversation in a positive way. She asked her visitor if he knew where the favourite place was for defecting English-speaking spies. He told her a story about a man named Christopher Metsos who spoke English, with a broken Ukrainian accent. If she wanted, he said, she could move close to him, in Ottawa, Canada. He lived in a lovely area, he told her. A place called ByWard Market, spelled with a capital ‘W’, in a suburb called Halls Mills.

      One conclusion I could draw behind Meadows giving me the whereabouts of Metsos was for her to feel more important, but was there something else? Had the Russians given Metsos to Judith as a Get Out Of Jail card, or had someone inside whichever resettlement division was responsible, simply given him up?

      I made my excuses and left her in the library whilst I messaged my control at Section 9 with the information I had on Christopher Metsos. He was now known as Christopher Signalman, having a fresh Canadian food delicatessen, called The Signals, in the ByWard Market area.

      It crossed my mind how his first name of Christopher had not been changed, which, as Judith and I had once remarked, would be the first rule of an identity change. To have a better chance of not being recognised by name, one must change both first name and second, not just one. Was this a signature of Alexi Vasilyev, who had left Katherine’s first name unchanged when he gave her over? Perhaps, the whole structure of Russian espionage ignored any basic precautions for the safety of their operatives? Not likely, I reflected. In that case it must be a message.

      For many inexplicable reasons, I have lived a life more inclined towards spontaneous reactions than calculated ones, and that rule dictated my newly found reluctance to ask about the island of Samothrace, even the statue of the same name. It had been the first issue to discuss with her for some time, but somehow it had slipped down the list of ‘things to do’.

      I asked the question I knew had to be asked; even so, I can honestly say I feared the answer. I had no need. Her answer was she had never heard of a Winston Bottomly being mentioned. It was not as though it was a name you would forget. Thankfully, she never made a joke about it. While I was introducing names from my own part of the world, I touched upon the names of Sir Leonard Miles and Charles Oswald Wallace. Sir Leonard was in Government when she was arrested and as far as I was aware Wallace would have held a significant position in the Civil Service, if not the one he now held. Her reply to each name was the same—she had never heard of them.

      I’d had enough negative answers to last a fair while, so, cigarettes and lighter in hand, I walked the garden alone, but not without purpose. There wasn’t a lot of ground for me to cover and that should have made my search easier. I wanted to find a place where it was possible for Judith to be out of sight of the naval guards, for long enough for someone on the other side of the double perimeter wire to throw a note over.

      After a short brick wall, that effectively only hid the hard-standing patio, there was no solid barrier between prison and freedom other than this double wire-link fence I’d mentioned, with double razor wire running the whole length along the top. It didn’t take me long to find a place out of sight. In fact, after finding one, I found quite a few places where she could conceal herself from view of the house and take advantage of the privacy either the sizeable trunks of some trees offered, or the spread of several large shrubs.

      When I finished my time spent walking, thinking and juggling clues with actuality, I sought out Captain Lloyd, suggesting he request the removal of the offending tree trunks and bushes.
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        * * *

      

      Although Judith sat through many question and answer sessions inside the high security prison, my thinking when questioning her depended on the far more relaxed surroundings Gardie House presented, combining with the incentives I was authorised to offer, hoping the two would persuade her to be more cooperative. I was not conceited enough to believe my technique of interrogation was better than the military professionals; the difference I relied on was the fact that no matter how our relationship was looked at, it had been somewhat unusual.

      She continued to be cooperative as I broached the subject of the French. I asked her how she thought the Russians managed to have such a sizeable presence inside strategic French establishments scattered around the world. When the French communicated with allies, the Russians were able to listen to the conversations, modifying their foreign policy in line with what they heard. When Judith was an active operative, MI6 had two Russian placements benefiting from the dexterity of their counterparts in French organisations, getting first-hand information from the top.

      Page Boucher was a name she had heard mentioned quite a few times, in various conversations covering many topics and interestingly, one of them was South Africa. She had met Boucher once when he was in the company of a woman much younger than him. I asked her to describe the woman and if she’d heard a name. A name she had not heard, but I wished I had a photograph of Samantha to show her, as I thought the description she gave fitted Samantha to a tee.

      How long ago was that, I asked, and it turned out it was the year before she murdered my father. She used that occasion to calculate the time from. Was it her intention to harm me by utilising the word ‘murder’? Or was the word so trifling and the act so trivial to her? Her unhesitating admission stopped me from asking any further questions.

      I suppose it was my acceptance of the finality of her actions that I found frightening. Of course it was personal and as such, all the more painful, but my reaction was so… what? Pragmatic, sensible, unfeeling? Hmm. I mimicked her favourite exclamation when lost for a reply to an answer of mine when we were alone in The Hall. Now, it was me alone.

      I silently wondered how many lives we live in the life we have. I was sure it was not just one life we travel along in one straight line. No, I think we travel several lines of life during our allocation of time. Some are long, some are short. Some relationships, built on firm ground, can last for many years if honesty and loyalty count for anything in the morality of the characters of those involved.

      Whereas, lives consisting of nothing other than the undoubted pleasures and gratification of sex survive only as long as desire is present and desire has no rigid base. Desire is a simple fancy. Judith was a fancy, I decided.

      My leg folded under me as I rose from the table. I have damaged knees, not as a result from playing too many games of rugby, but playing too many games when the knees were not thoroughly mended. To make medical matters worse, I once fell heavily from a horse onto hard ground when riding in a competitive point-to-point race. The fall left me with a spinal complaint that will never improve. With all that going on, it leaves my legs liable to unexpectedly give way. This was such an occasion.

      “Is it your leg or your knee, Harry?” she asked, as she bent down to help me regain, my… what again? This time, perhaps, my composure? No, how could I be composed when having to sit opposite the murderer of two members of my family?

      Perhaps, some would say I needed to regain my pride. That could be an answer, except pride could demand revenge and I would have to question whether I could kill her in cold blood to bring revenge down on her head, then face the consequences. Could I sit and wonder? Could I kill her with my bare hands then leave the room aided by the stick I always used? I chose to exit without her death, reminding myself there were many things I needed cleared up before thoughts of revenge could fill my head. One of the mysteries I needed clearing away, was the mystery of Samothrace.

      “I see you’re still as obstinate as you ever were, but age is catching up on you, Harry. Perhaps you should look for a desk job, or take a pension and feed your chickens,” was her sarcastic remark when I did regain my feet and sat opposite her.

      “Don’t mock it, Judith. Counting chickens could be the highlight of your future life if you’re not careful. Your future lies in your past. If you want to live the remainder of your life in a positive, creative way, then find what London wants. Put this repetitive agony away for good.”

      I punched the top of the table with a closed fist causing everything on there to rattle. I didn’t care if the whole house knew I was angry. Pride before a fall, eh?

      “You’ve been in this business long enough to know when you’re in a corner with no place to turn, and you’re given a chance to get out of it—you take it, with both hands. This is your chance. Stop playing to the house, as I’m the only spectator and I’m about to leave! Take the chance I offer, or some faceless bureaucrat in London will make travel arrangements for a single ticket to the British research position deep inside the Artic Circle. Do you fancy spending the rest of your life in sub-zero temperatures? Let’s see if we can complete this today, shall we?”

      “Whatever you say. Just remember it was your family, specifically your great-grandfather, who started the mess that had me singled out as the bad guy. Yes, I killed two members of your family, but you didn’t care much for either of them. Your great-grandfather only cared about women and his Russian bastard son.” She paused, but there was no stoppage.

      “You should remind yourself more often how he encouraged that son to spy on Russia and provide this country with the intelligence he had no right to have. Had that not happened, then your father and brother would probably still be here and I would not have entered your life.”

      I interrupted her.

      “Who put the bomb in the car we were using in London? Your dog, or was it you who planted it?”

      “Yes, it was me. I wanted to spend more time with you. I knew it wouldn’t take you long to unearth your traitor. It then followed it wouldn’t be long before you—” She didn’t finish and I didn’t want to finish it for her.

      “Do you want me to tell you all I know of Samothrace, Harry?”

      “First, I want more of Sabah Al Salim, but not in Iraq. Can you place him in Afghanistan for me? London says it’s important—why, I don’t know, but it is.”

      Why did she want to open up so readily about this Samothrace place?

      Suddenly, I distrusted her memory of that island.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

          
            IT’S NOT ALWAYS WHAT YOU KNOW

          

        

      

    

    
      Sabah Al Salim was, as they say in the military, often mentioned in despatches from both Afghanistan and Iraq after a coalition invaded those countries at different times. Whereas in military terms, to be mentioned as I’ve described would mean distinction for some heroic act, Sabah’s mentions were not for acts of heroism.

      He was mentioned by those in positions to know as associating with known Daesh, ISIS members. Unfortunately, facial recognition in those days was still in its infancy, effectively not much use when applied to the satellite photographs the CIA examined at the Royal Air Force, Menwith Hill base, not far from my home at The Hall.

      There were, however, some faces who could be named from databanks. In the main, they were all of low-level interest already being serviced by Special Branch or another divisions of counter-intelligence, both here and in other NATO countries. There was one name that stood out, but first we had to sift through the rest.

      From communications, I put several of those names to Judith, late afternoon on the first day of September whilst the two of us walked around the gardens of Gardie House. As we sauntered along, I continued to question her.

      “During the time when Sabah Al Salim’s name was being mentioned, did you hear the names of Jackson, or a woman’s name of Colette? And thank you for being straightforward with Al Salim.” I didn’t think it any harm to compliment her.

      “You’re certainly the most polite interrogator I’ve come across, and thank you for being so polite, dear Harry. It makes a welcome break from the impolite world I’ve encountered so many times. Yes, I did hear the name Colette mentioned. Unfortunately, it was mentioned a few times both to me and within my hearing.” She gave a detached sigh when she finished, but did not explain her hardship.

      “I can’t be sure if I’ve got it in the right chronological order, but here goes. Colette was a Russian agent, operating out of Paris, who was running a South African double agent. The asset she was working was a serving English military, as well as serving as a South African intelligence officer.

      “On any of the counter-intelligence desks her name would generate great interest, but we were told it was ‘Top-Floor only’. Which meant someone high up on the feeding chain had her on their list and the rest of us were to stay well clear. Obviously, she was designated as a very important figure, as was her asset, this British military guy.”

      “How do you know her double agent was not female?”

      “Two reasons, really. The first came when some detail was introduced into the operational sphere, when the South African officer concerned was referred to as a ‘he’. Even though you-know-who was on one of the lower floors back in those days, he knew of the agitation her name caused when mentioned to Control on the top floor. I don’t think I was told why that was at that stage, though.

      “Round about this time, one of the intelligence desks in the British military post in Bagram, Afghanistan, requested London send a female officer to work with them on something they had going with an Iranian, Shia female. It was not until I was on an RAF plane out of Brize that I was told the full version of why The Box was sending me, because it may surprise you but my uppermost qualification was not the debriefing of agents in the field.

      “I was going for two reasons: one’s my inherent skill at killing, that you know all about, and the other is, I speak several languages. Farsi is one and I can speak it fluently. I speak Persian and Dari as well. Farsi was the old Persian tongue so it’s more of a common language of Iranians than of Afghans, although it is spoken in Afghanistan. They are all much the same, but it is in the dialect where there are differences. I can speak the various nuances.

      “The Iranian woman was to be regarded as surplus at the end of my job. She would have to go when I’d finished. I’m never told why that is the policy, I’m only told to get the job done as cleanly as possible. I’m sorry if that part of my background brings bad memories to you, but it is what it is, and it’s the main reason why I was sent. I’m off the subject a bit, I’ll get back on track.” I thought I saw her blush but that couldn’t be. Could it?

      “What I’m getting at is, I bumped into her. I mean this Colette woman, not the Iranian. I literately bumped into her when I was on my way to the Intel centre after passing through security. She had a press pass and certainly spoke French, another language of mine.”

      “What on earth made you think the woman was Colette?”

      “I’m sorry. I’m misleading you. No, I didn’t know at that stage, silly me.”

      Her statement ended in one of the characteristic mocking laughs she would always be famous for, in my life. An indecorous, shamelessly scornful laugh I remember hearing so many times in The Hall. This time, as with many before, her taunting ended with a rhetorical question.

      “Do you think I have the powers of a clairvoyant to go with the rest of my capabilities?”

      There was a short pause with her characteristic grin, before she continued.

      “I’m sorry. I keep forgetting the bad bits that happened between us, as well as forgetting about the bad bits of me.”

      A nonchalant shrug of her shoulders followed on from her all-too-real statement.

      “I promise you it’s not that I’m insensitive to what I did, it’s just that—well, it was my job, my role. It was what I was trained to do.” Another silence, then, “That doesn’t help, either. Does it?”

      “No, it doesn’t!” I harshly replied, perhaps a little too quickly.

      “What’s happened has happened and nobody can change the past. I know that. But you might be able to change the future. Carry on with the story of how you knew this member of the press was the Colette you’d heard about.”
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        * * *

      

      Having completed the debrief in Farsi, then the assassination of the Iranian, Shia woman in Afghanistan, in which she took greater delight in her expansion of the details than I thought gracious, she was assigned to eliminate Colette. The photographs of the target she was given were of the same woman she had accidentally bumped into when in Bagram. That was the same Colette.

      A résumé of the Russian Colette’s work history, where it related to Great Britain, and/or her subjects, was displayed on the computer screen in the office where I had a chance of a private examination. It showed the names of three compromised individuals, beside their photographs. It also showed the faces of two British civil servants where it could not be proven beyond absolute doubt it was Colette’s work; even so, the investigations alleged she killed both. The first was in 2009, the last was three months before Judith’s assignment. The one thing that stood out in the details of the last two alleged murders was the position the two civil servants held inside the British Government civil-service-driven, perpetual machine.

      She carried on with her story, which I was eager to hear, making allowances for her voice when it became acerbic in places, other times when honeyed with false sweet tones.

      It revolved around a time when she was provided with a new passport, driving licence and credit cards and instructed to go to Paris by train, arriving in the afternoon. Once there, she was to proceed as quickly as possible to the British Embassy where she was issued with the standard British sidearm; a Glock pistol, together with a full clip. She was to sign and date the issuing papers.

      Her next destination was a bookshop on Rue Saint-Eloi named after its owner, Pierre Ducard: Librairie Ducard. The apartment above the shop was where Colette lived. That night, after making sure her target was home, she entered the premises by climbing over a rear wall, then opening the door on the patio by using a miniature drill shaped like a pen, very similar to the one she was to use at Eaton Square to gain entry. At my father’s London house there were cameras to avoid, at the Paris bookshop there were no cameras. She had no worries either about squeaky treads on wooden staircases, as there was a metal spiral staircase leading to the locked apartment door, which was opened in a similar manner as the front door.

      It didn’t take much searching to find the room where the two were. Colette was lying on her left shoulder next to her lover, who was lying on his right shoulder facing her. Using the noise suppressor for the Glock plus a cushion she had taken from a sofa in the room next to the bedroom, she fired two shells into Colette’s head from close range, then two more shells into Ducard’s head. First, she satisfied herself each was dead by feeling for a pulse, before she removed all four spent shell cases from the scene. And that was what made me ask why!

      Why pick up shell cases from a clean gun? The embassy would always have issued a clean gun which, if I’d read all standing orders correctly, could have been left at the scene. Clean, in the sense I use it, meant every traceable number had been filed off the gun so it didn’t matter if it was found. Conversely, if by chance the assassin was stopped in the street by police, then found in possession of a weapon, let alone a weapon with spent shell cases, then it’s a different matter entirely. One from which the assassin would not escape the consequences, even by claiming diplomatic privilege.

      I couldn’t understand why she had not been assigned any back-up to the operation, which would have been normal practice in the situation. Instead of back-up, or leaving the gun, Judith was ordered to return the weapon to the embassy. The absence of any back-up was very strange.

      There could never have been enough back-up to shoot her way out of France, but one other person there to take the gun would have helped. The business with the gun could have been suicidal. I couldn’t detect any sense of fear in her voice, or regret, although I would have thought she must have felt some sadness at having killed a Russian operative similar in many ways to herself. Had that made any difference to the way she felt? I asked.

      No, was the unequivocal answer to my question. Duty was duty and orders had to be complied with, was her cold-blooded response. I asked who had given the orders to kill Colette and return the gun to the embassy. It was who I thought it to be—the man whose name we were both avoiding. So a Russian ordered the assassination of another Russian and it was carried out by a Russian operative. Somewhat poetic, I thought.

      I can’t give you an answer as to why I kept away from the questions about the Greek island of Samothrace. I have none, other than I still did not completely trust her. Even my questions about South Africa were tempered by mistrust. My opening remark about the ANC was met with an empty grin, accompanied with an acrimonious verbal attack I did not expect.

      However, later that night when alone with my single malt, with its desecration of added ice, I applied the reasoning of guilt having affected her reply. Judith and guilt, words that ordinarily would not be related, like single malts with ice. On this Shetland Isle irregularities were allowed to happen.
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