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Author note and acknowledgements




Author note 

The Highland Tiger featured in A Wilder Heart, truly is an endangered species. It’s been threatened by hybridisation (where the species is weakened by mating with feral or domestic cats), a loss of habitat, and (of course) mankind, who wanted to protect grouse and therefore hunted and killed the grouse’s natural predators. This shy but fierce mammal caught my imagination, especially given the magnificent wilderness in which it is struggling to survive. I’ve plundered the websites of the fantastic organisations attempting to save and re-introduce the wildcat to Scotland for information I’ve used in the novel and it seems only right that I point readers in their general direction. Savingwildcats.org.uk will, I’m sure, welcome your visit and any donation you care to make.

As always, I’ve written fiction, rather than fact. Any errors on the wildcats, Scottish law, Scottish dialect, and conservation procedures are entirely mine; I hope readers will forgive me for them in the course of the story.

As the book is set in the UK, the spelling is British English. If you’d like to read the novella that is a prequel to A Wilder Heart, this is a freebie! Please download French Kissing For Beginners from my website www.sarasartagne.com  

Thanks

As ever, my thanks go to Jilly Wood for her unerring ability to spot a lousy character arc from 100 paces; Natasha for keeping me up to date and providing suitable names; Jane for pointing out Henri was simply too perfect; and always, Fiona for her love and support. 
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Chapter One




THUMP! 

The taxi swerved, throwing Lisbeth against the door in the back seat. She gasped as the driver stood on the brakes and swore roundly. Lisbeth watched the egg and shell slide down the windscreen.

“Bloody protesters!” muttered the taxi driver, his Scottish accent harsh with temper. Defiantly, he flicked on the windscreen wipers and they smeared egg yolk efficiently across the glass.

“Wha – what on earth?” Lisbeth gasped, ducking her head to see a crowd of people by the gates of the research centre. In the fading daylight, a crowd of people muffled in thick coats and hats and holding placards, were standing by the gates of the research centre. They waved placards and shouted, ‘Save our wildcats!’ 

Lisbeth squinted at the banners in the dim light. 

FORCED BREEDING ISN’T NATURAL! SAVE OUR SCOTTISH WILDLIFE!

“What the hell is going on?” she asked. The driver simply grumbled beneath his breath.

It was par for the course, she decided. He hadn’t been a sparkling conversationalist at any point of the journey from the station. Eventually, Lisbeth had given up and simply stared through the window at the endless moorland, dotted with small cottages and swathes of pine trees. The Cairngorms rose behind them like a gathering storm, rugged and uncompromising. 

His silence had given her plenty of time to mull over her unexpected assignment, which promised nothing but trouble. Her usual sunny mood had evaporated with the conversation. 

The car inched through the press of people towards the steel gates. Lisbeth’s gaze flicked left and right, watching the crowd. She estimated that there were about fifty protesters. As they approached, she noticed the chain-mesh fence around the site, fastened to concrete posts.

The driver yanked up his handbrake. “Ye’ll have to get out and walk now,” he muttered. 

“Really? Through that mob?” Lisbeth met his eyes in the rear-view mirror and raised an eyebrow. 

He shook his balding head. “I’ll go no further.”

Lisbeth weighed up whether to argue the point and decided it probably wasn’t worth it. 

The taxi driver remained in his seat as she handed him some money. He grunted a thank you. She drew on her woolly gloves.

Right. Here’s hoping she wasn’t the next target of an egg. She pushed her fine, slippery hair under her white bobble hat and climbed out, clutching her work bag. The first thing she noticed was the cold, which stung her cheeks. The second was the noise.

Lisbeth winced at the jeering and whistles but straightened her shoulders. She strode steadily towards the double doors of the new-looking low-rise brick building, half-expecting a missile to come her way. She reached the doors and pushed them open with a sigh of relief.

A harassed woman with a messy blonde bun hurried towards her. “Ooh, thank goodness! What a welcome you’ve had, fighting through that rabble!”

“Who are they?” Lisbeth asked, pulling off her hat.

“Wilderness Rebels, come to plague us! Are you Lisbeth? And are you sure you’re okay?” 

Lisbeth felt a shock of surprise. Wilderness Rebels, here? The woman, who Lisbeth judged to be in her early thirties, was watching her anxiously. Lisbeth pulled herself together.

“Oh, yes. I think my viva was worse than that, although I didn’t have the eggs,” Lisbeth grinned. She put out her hand. “Yes, I’m Lisbeth McAllen, here to survey the wildcat release site in place of Professor Robinson.”

“Anna Moir. I’m Dr Murray’s assistant,” said the woman, her brown eyes twinkling. Her fingers were small and delicate, but her grip was firm. “How was your journey?”

“Long,” Lisbeth responded, unzipping her puffer coat. She’d been travelling since the early hours of the morning. Nine hours on a variety of trains to reach this small village on the edge of the Cairngorms had made her yearn for a long soak in a bath and a glass of whisky, followed by bed. But she needed to meet Dr Murray sooner rather than later, smooth some ruffled feathers and assess her chances of turning the project around. 

Which would take her mind off bloody Henri Jourdain…

Anna was speaking, and Lisbeth refocused quickly. “But I doubt they truly understand what we’re doing here. They haven’t been violent – yet…” Anna’s brown eyes flashed, and her cheeks were pink. “You see reports in the paper, but we didn’t expect them to camp on our doorstep for our wee project. Certainly not after that stunt in the Atlantic with the whale. But let me fetch you a drink after your journey.” She walked along the corridor, Lisbeth trailing behind her.

“I didn’t think Wilderness Rebels would be interested in wildcats,” Lisbeth murmured as Anna opened the door to a tiny kitchen. 

Anna snorted as she snapped on the kettle and hunted in the cupboard for a clean mug. “They’re a bunch of intellectual ignoramuses. They read one article in the Guardian, listen to a podcast, and they think they’re conservation experts. The things they come out with…“ Anna shook her head, her blonde hair glinting in the electric light.

Lisbeth murmured something non-committal, knowing as she did that several of her colleagues from Cambridge were involved on the fringes of Wilderness Rebels, providing science for some of the group’s campaigns. They might not be so ignorant. She shrugged herself out of her coat and Anna pushed the mug towards her. Lisbeth grasped it eagerly. She was gasping for a drink: the coffee on the train had been hours ago. 

“Let’s go through to the office. Where’s your luggage?” Anna looked around.

“At the Warm Welcome bed and breakfast: I dropped it off en route.”

“You’re at the Warm Welcome?” 

Lisbeth looked up at the odd note in Anna’s voice. “Yes, it looked nice enough from the website. Is there a problem?”

Anna pursed her lips. “Molly Campbell isn’t one of our strongest supporters, but I agree, the guest house is comfy.”

Lisbeth was just about to ask why Mrs Campbell wasn’t a strong supporter of the wildcat centre when she heard a door open and a heavy tread on the tiled floor. A mountain of a man with thick, untidy dark curls, protruding eyebrows and a heavy jaw thundered along the corridor and thrust his head into the kitchen. Lisbeth instinctively stiffened. 

The man wore a stained lab coat over a sumptuous tweed waistcoat which stretched over a slight paunch. He stared at her without expression. 

Lisbeth sighed inwardly. Professor James had explained that her welcome might not be warm. After all, she was a junior stand-in for a key role in the progress of the project: assessing the site. 

She held out her hand. “Hello. You must be Dr Murray,” she said, calmly.

He looked at her hand. After a second, he shook it. Lisbeth hid her wince as he crushed her fingers.

“Dr McAllen?”

“That’s me, but call me Lisbeth.”

“How is Professor Robinson after his heart attack?” he asked, coolly.

“Recovering well,” replied Lisbeth. “They got him to hospital very promptly.”

“He was obviously overdoing it.”

“Well, you do when you’re a research scientist, don’t you?”

His bushy eyebrows drew together. “I hope you bring at least some of his level of expertise.” Lisbeth smothered a gasp at his rudeness.

Anna tutted. “Elliot, wind your neck in,” she said, reaching for another mug. She turned to Lisbeth. “We’re very pleased you could change your plans at such short notice to lend a hand here.” She shot her colleague a stern look. “Lisbeth has been travelling all day and she had to fight her way through the protesters, so give her a break.”

“Damned protesters here again?” Elliot Murray looked surprised, and Anna sighed.

“If you’d only get your head out of your microscope, you might be able to hear them. They’ve been outside for hours!” 

Elliot blew his cheeks out. Lisbeth breathed, picked up her mug and took a sip of tea. “I’ve been well briefed by Professor James, so I should easily be able to pick up Professor Robinson’s survey work. I was planning to visit later in the spring, anyway,” she said carefully. “So I’m just a little early. I’m looking forward to working with you.”

“Hmm,” he said, grey eyes narrowing at her polite lie. “Well, come along, you may as well get started.”

He turned, and, slopping a splash of tea on the floor from the drink Anna had just passed him, marched away. Lisbeth hoisted her bag on her shoulder and grabbed her padded coat, following him.

God, what have I walked into? she thought.


      ***The lab was cool, even cold. Repressing a shiver, Lisbeth was glad she’d brought her entire collection of cashmere sweaters.

The lights were bright and stark, and there were two benches and a variety of microscopes. On another table was a centrifuge, a spectrophotometer and a bank of reagents, glass bottles and phials. The place was pristine. Lisbeth nodded approval, feeling herself relax in the familiar, orderly space.

Dr Murray was watching her closely. “Professor James told me you were a whizz-kid, but I thought you’d be older,” he commented, pulling a huge handkerchief from his trouser pocket and blowing his nose. 

Don’t push it, mate. Lisbeth restrained her reaction to pursing her lips before she smiled. 

“Does that matter, Dr Murray? I obviously don’t have Professor Robinson’s length of experience, but I’ve been involved in assessing conservation and rewilding for nearly seven years. Did Professor James send you my list of publications?”

“Yes, you’ve certainly managed to write a lot, given your relatively limited experience,” he replied, sniffing.

Lisbeth felt her pulse throb in her throat. She’d worked damned hard, doing the typical drudgery to be included  as a co-author in those publications. God, David James could have told her about this guy, given her some warning. Anyone looking at her list of publications would recognise her expertise. Well, they should.

Pressing down her irritation, she reminded herself that if she succeeded, this project would be a stepping stone for her own work next year, and she had to get on with Dr Murray. Particularly as her site survey could stop his work proceeding. She understood why he was so hostile but thought him unwise, at best. 

When she next spoke, it was in a neutral tone. “Perhaps tomorrow I can begin convincing you that I know what I’m doing. Tonight, could you tell me a little more about the situation here? We can go into detail on the site over the next few days, but what’s with the protesters?”

He paused and then gestured to a lab stool. She sat down. 

“The protesters have got some bee in their bonnet about the breeding programme,” he said dismissively. “The land where we’re hoping to release the cats is a mix of scrub, moorland and forest. We chose the site because we’ve identified old wildcat dens there, although I doubt there are cats in situ now. The owner has planted Sitka spruce, which he clears regularly.”

Lisbeth was aware of the complicated leasing arrangements that the university had thrashed out with the owner for the use of the site and nodded. “Does he have other sources of income?” she asked. 

“Not since he stopped grouse shooting. I’m not sure how he keeps afloat now.”

Lisbeth’s heart sank. Oh dear. “People rarely act against their best interests,” she said reasonably. “It would be good if we could help him make money so he wants to help us. It is supposed to be a partnership, after all. But,” she added quickly as he drew breath to respond, “the landscape is otherwise suitable?”

“Perfect. Well, I think it’s perfect. You may have other opinions.”

She ignored his tone. “Okay… What about the animals themselves?”

Elliot’s chest swelled, and a glint appeared in his eye. “Two litters last year, which went to Aberdeenshire, and we’re expecting another two litters in the spring.”

“Will I see the cats tomorrow?” A jolt of anticipation lanced through her.

“On camera only,” he replied. “We keep people at a distance. There are no visitors to the enclosures.”

Lisbeth wrinkled her nose, disappointed. 

He laughed at her expression.

“If you were expecting to see cute kitty-cats, you’ll be sorely disappointed!” His tone was patronising. 

Lisbeth hung on to her temper to preserve the peace, but she couldn’t stop a sharp note creeping into her voice. “I’m well aware that wildcats cannot be tamed in any way – the clue’s in the name, really. I thought you might have an observation hide, as I’ve seen in Zürich, rather than relying on cameras.”

His brows lowered and he folded his arms. He opened his mouth to respond when Anna burst in.

“The centre is on the news! A reporter is speaking to someone from Wilderness Rebels!” 

“What? What are the idiots saying now?” Elliot huffed and slid off his stool. 

Lisbeth followed, wondering if she could have had a worse start to her assignment. She was only here because David James had dangled the carrot of his prospective support for her own work, which focused on public participation in conservation. Her reluctance to be in Scotland had grown the more she discovered about Ferrandoch. There were already concerns in Cambridge about the project, most specifically the level of community engagement and the centre’s relationship with the landowner. 

She rubbed her forehead. Professor Robinson, head of the unit, would have had the authority to whip the project into shape. How she, only a younger peer to Elliot Murray in the academic hierarchy, was supposed to fix things, God only knew. She knew her sway over the sign-off of the site could bring him into line if necessary, but Lisbeth didn’t work like that. She didn’t want to hold that over his head unless she had to. 

Her muscles ached from travelling and she longed for a bath, something to eat and a bed. She followed Elliot to a common area just by the kitchen and stared at the TV mounted on the wall above a battered leather sofa.

A woman with black plaits and a huge woolly scarf was speaking to the reporter.

“We’re talking about an animal that is rarer than the panda,” she declared. “But we don’t agree that the population is no longer viable in the wild. We believe that there are wildcats on this land, and it’s not too late to protect them so that their numbers can recover. We’re horrified that the wildcats in this centre are being used as kitten machines – the very opposite of a natural recovery.”

Kitten machines? Lisbeth’s heart sank.

“We understand they’re difficult to spot,” the reporter said. 

The woman nodded vigorously. “They’re very reclusive, but we believe a survey will reveal a viable population. Then we can stop this artificial, man-made breeding programme!”

Elliot breathed through his nose, flushed with temper. “Oh, very artificial to introduce a wildcat in season to a mate! Idiot woman.”

“Shh!” Anna gestured hastily for him to be quiet, and he grunted. The reporter talked while video footage showed wildcats in captivity, looking for all the world like tabby cats - until you noticed the breadth of their shoulders, squat faces and distinctive, blunt tails. The camera cut back to the protesters. “We demand a complete halt to logging and any other disturbance of Ferrandoch Forest, and the release of the cats to roam free!” the woman cried, her eyes glittering with excitement.

“Thank you, Josie Wright, spokesperson for the Wilderness Rebels.” The reporter faced the camera. “This is Edwin Bannister, reporting from the conservation centre outside Ferrandoch Forest.”

“Save our wildcats!” another protester shouted. 

The chant was taken up and the shot panned out to show the crowd punching the air with their placards. Lisbeth stared at the screen and felt the blood drain from her face.

“Well, that’s just nonsense,” Anna said, pressing the remote with a sharp click and tossing it on the sofa. She glanced at Lisbeth and stepped forward, taking her arm. “You’re white as a sheet! Are you okay?”

Lisbeth groped for a chair and sat down with a bump, dizzy for a moment. She refocused as Anna pressed a glass of water into her hand.

“What happened?” Elliot asked.

Lisbeth swallowed. “I thought— I thought I saw someone I know with the protesters.”

Henri.








  
  
Chapter Two




Molly Campbell trudged up the carpeted stairs and turned on to a narrow landing. “The only places left to eat in the village at this hour would be either the Unicorn pub or the chippy,” she said. “But if you do visit the chippy, I’d appreciate if you didn’t bring fried food back to the room. Leaves a dreadful smell.” 

“Of course. I presume sandwiches are okay? Or salads?” Lisbeth hefted her bag a little more firmly onto her shoulder. 

Mrs Campbell, slightly out of breath from the steep stairs, shrugged. “Aye, I suppose so.” She handed Lisbeth the key. 

The door swung open with a creak and Lisbeth switched on the light. It was a larger room than she had anticipated, decorated in floral wallpaper that made her wince. The bed was big, and a deep, squishy armchair draped with a blue throw took centre stage in front of a boarded-up fireplace. A rickety desk and a plain wooden chair stood under the window. 

Lisbeth closed the door with a huge sigh of relief. Groaning softly, she toed off her sturdy boots and flopped onto the bed. She closed her eyes and tried to marshal her chaotic thoughts.

Elliot Murray had been as prickly as Professor James had told her he would be. She sighed. If it hadn’t been for the promise that the professor had dangled in front of her, she might have tried to wriggle out of it. But with the lure of his support for her future work on public participation in conservation, she’d decided to take this poisoned chalice. And all the problems here would push her recent trip to Yorkshire out of her mind, she’d reasoned. 

So much for that strategy. 

Henri. What was he doing here? She was pretty sure it had been Henri among the protesters, she would know those bright eyes and that clean jaw anywhere. Lisbeth’s stomach flipped over, and she muttered a curse. It might not be him. Henri, she recalled from the online articles she’d seen, had been involved in charities, but not conservation projects. 

Her mind flitted back to the little local gallery in Brocklington where Chloe had held her first exhibition in January. God, was it only two weeks ago? Lisbeth could still see her friend Magda, mouth agape, as Lisbeth threw her glass of champagne in Henri’s face. 

Watching the champagne drip down Henri’s nose had given Lisbeth an intense moment of satisfaction before it was swamped by horror at her loss of control. She turned on her heel and prepared to walk out into the bitterly cold night.

She was collecting her coat when Magda caught up with her. “Lisbeth! What just happened?” she said, catching hold of Lisbeth’s hand.

“I lost my temper. That was Henri.” 

“What? The Henri?“ Magda’s green eyes were wide. “Your holiday romance?”

Lisbeth winced. ‘Holiday romance’ was not how she would describe the bone-deep attraction, the sense of having found a soulmate, followed by creeping isolation when time passed and he didn’t contact her. “The very same.”

“But – aren’t you going to talk to him? Find out what happened all those years ago?” 

Lisbeth smiled her thanks at the attendant as she took her coat. “My contact details haven’t changed. If he wants to explain or apologise that he never returned my calls and disappeared from my life without a trace, he knows where to find me.”

“But isn’t talking better?”

“Infinitely,” said a gravelly voice from behind Magda. Lisbeth swallowed as Henri loomed in the door of the gallery. 

Magda looked him up and down and her eyes narrowed. “Shall I stay, Lis?”

Lisbeth smiled. Magda looked ready to take up arms on her behalf. “No. He may look lean, mean and dangerous, but he isn’t,” Lisbeth said with a sniff. “I’ll text you.”

Magda hugged her and walked back into the gallery, glancing over her shoulder.

Lisbeth fastened her coat and folded her arms. “Well?”

Not seeming to feel the cold, Henri leaned against the door frame, hands in the pockets of his well-cut trousers. The shirt he wore was snowy white, making his skin glow golden brown. His tousled black hair curled against his cheekbones. He looked better than he had in the last picture she’d seen of him in some online magazine, where she’d thought briefly that he was too thin, gaunt even. But she naturally wouldn’t tell him she’d seen that photo, or any other.

Lisbeth felt warmth flow through her body and bit her lip to stem the sensation.

“You were too young when we met, it was not right, even if I was attracted to you,” he said softly, getting straight to the point. His eyes were bright blue even in the dim light. They flicked over her face. “I had too much to do in my life. So did you. It was the wrong time to start a relationship. It was impossible.”

“Impossible to send an email? To keep in touch? You’re talking as if I wanted to marry you!” Lisbeth huffed.

He shrugged and nodded towards her wrist. “No. But you were young and impressionable. And you still wear my bracelet.”

Lisbeth felt heat rise up her face and thrust her hand in her pocket, hiding the shell bracelet he had made her ten years ago. “Just habit. And boho chic is in,” she managed. The corner of his mouth quirked up and she wanted to throw something at him. She took a deep breath. “Anyway, I take it you’ve made it as an artist now, given that you’re here at Chloe’s opening with Benedict.” 

And you’re wearing an expensive cashmere jacket across those broad, broad shoulders, whispered her traitorous brain. Her lips tightened. Focus on facts. He’d disappeared from her life ten years ago. She’d marked her crush down to experience and embarked on a wild spree to find a replacement. She attempted to gather her scattered thoughts.

“Yes, I have modest success, but it grows. Ben is helping,” he replied, watching her closely. Like a hovering hawk watching a mouse, she reflected.

“Excellent. Well, it’s been good to catch up and good luck for the future,” she said, with a bright smile. 

As she turned to leave, he grabbed her arm. She looked pointedly at his hand. 

“My apologies,“ he said tightly, releasing her. “I am sorry that you do not want to speak further. I had hoped we could talk.”

“Yeah, well, it’s just the wrong time,“ she snapped, and walked away.

Lisbeth opened her eyes and stared at the floral wallpaper. It was beginning to lift on the wall above the bed. Hell. He’d caused her to lose her cool not once – the champagne had been a childish response – but twice. She wiped away the moisture that had gathered in one eye. It was as though he’d waited until her pain had finally numbed before showing up and splitting open her wound all over again.

So much for finding some space to recover…

She sighed and heaved herself off the bed and unpacked her suitcase, which Mrs Campbell’s lumpen son had dragged up the narrow stairs. When she’d placed the contents in the wardrobe and the large, battered chest of drawers, and stood her toothbrush and toothpaste in the glass in the bathroom, she perched carefully on the edge of the elderly chair and reached for her tablet.

There was no mobile signal, so she connected to the guest-house internet and wrote an email to David James. She told him of her (expected) reception at the centre, but had he been aware of the protesters, who had not been in his briefing? She paused, then wrote:

‘I recognise that I’m here to fix some of the project’s shortcomings and survey the release site. From his initial reaction, I’m afraid Dr Murray just sees me as a subordinate rather than his peer, so I will need your support for the additional work needed to get the project back on track. I trust I can rely on you for this.’

The email completed, she stared out of the window at the street, its blackness only broken by a few streetlights, casting a weak, orange glow on the dark road. The stars would be spectacular in this small, isolated village, nestled at the foot of the moors. She might even see the Northern Lights.

Firmly pushing aside her musings about the stars and the scenery, Lisbeth searched for the phone number she’d never quite managed to delete. She kept all kinds of information, she reasoned. It was just a number.

While she was considering, the phone in her hand buzzed. It was Greg. 

She sighed. She’d had a long, long conversation with him in the little coffee shop at St Michael’s before she’d left Cambridge, gently explaining that she liked him enormously, that she’d had a lot of fun, but that she needed to focus on this project and her work. He’d been upset and she was sorry, but she didn’t love him. And this was his third call today. She let it go to voicemail again. She would text to say that she hoped they could be friends, and pray it would dissuade him from further calls.

An hour later, her shop-bought cheese and pickle sandwich eaten, Lisbeth fidgeted, itching to do something to ease her mind.

Texting Henri would be awkward, considering their last meeting. But if it really had been Henri in the background of the news report, she might reasonably ask if he was stalking her. She chuckled softly. What was she thinking? Henri wouldn’t stalk anyone if held at gunpoint, he had too much pride. 

“What are you doing here, Henri?” she said to herself. She looked at the number. After a moment, she tapped out a message, read it, changed it, and then tried again.

Henri, I hope you’ve dried out from our last meeting. I thought I saw you today on television. Are you painting in Scotland? Lisbeth

She puffed her cheeks out, and paused, her stomach fluttering. “Oh, get on with it, Lisbeth!” she told herself.

She pressed send, then turned off her phone and put Henri out of her thoughts. But when she slept that night, she dreamed she was seventeen again, and the French sun beat down on her shoulders. Henri’s bright smile gleamed in his brown face, and she felt his calloused hand against her skin.


      ***Lisbeth stared hard at the screen to catch any movement in the shrubbery of the enclosures. After a minute, her breath caught as her eyes finally picked out the shape of the wildcat, her belly swollen with kittens. 

“They’re so well camouflaged, aren’t they?” she whispered, whipping a strand of hair behind her ear. 

Sitting beside her, Anna chuckled. 

“It’s been a real problem, hasn’t it, their mating with feral and even domestic cats,” Lisbeth added, her eyes fixed on the wildcat. You might mistake it for an ordinary tabby, but the unbroken stripes across the body and distinct bands of black around the thick, blunt tail distinguished it for those who knew where to look.

“Incorrect. A wildcat will usually kill any domestic cat it comes across,” said Elliot, bustling into the room.

“Unless they can’t find another wildcat in mating season,” Anna replied, frowning at his tone. “Hence our difficulty in keeping the species viable as a species at all.”

“Most specialists accept that all Scottish wildcats show a degree of hybridisation,” Lisbeth said. “What genetic percentage are you working with here?”

“Isla, the lady you’re looking at on screen, has more than eighty per cent wildcat genes,” Elliot said, with pride. “Our other female cats, Jess and Georgie, are also in the eighty per cent bracket. We remove any wildcat less pure from the breeding programme.”

Lisbeth nodded. “Can I see the enclosures, please?”

Elliot stiffened, but Anna elbowed him in the ribs. “Elliot, this is why she’s here, you know!“ She got up and walked to the coat stand. “Come along, Lisbeth, I’ll show you.”

“You’ll need to stay quiet!” he said sharply, and Lisbeth smiled slightly.

“I spent six months in the top breeding programme in Zürich. I know what I’m about. Thanks,” she said to Anna, who was holding out her puffer coat. 

Elliot turned away, muttering.

Anna opened the door to the fenced area that contained the enclosures. It was a bright blue day, a pale sun shining through fluffy white clouds. The air was so clear it even tasted fresh. It hinted at spring to come, and Lisbeth’s spirits lifted. She was happy outdoors, relishing fresh air instead of undergraduate marking and report writing. The grass underfoot was still crisp with frost and it crackled as their boots sank into it. 

“Here we are,” said Anna, a little breathless as they clambered down the slight incline to a gate. The wildcat enclosures were well protected, five-metre high chain-link fences which stretched for a hundred metres or so. The fences surrounded a mixture of scrub, grassland and trees, and there were carefully placed branches and wood stumps. In the distance, lavender-grey crags pressed against the sky. It was, at first sight, a perfect landscape for wildcats.

“Hmm,” said Lisbeth, her gaze flicking over the area. 

Anna opened the padlock which secured the gate and they stepped in. 

In silence, they walked slowly around the enclosure. Lisbeth noted one or two cameras in the dense shrubbery, usually near piles of stones heaped haphazardly on the ground, or stacks of logs. She spotted a camera in the lower branches of the pine trees which towered over them. 

A flash of movement in her peripheral vision made Lisbeth wheel round, to glimpse the tail of a wildcat darting beneath a thicket. Other than that, it was as if the enclosure was empty. 

At the end of twenty minutes, Anna mouthed ‘Enough?’, and Lisbeth nodded.

Elliot was pacing outside the gate, a paisley silk scarf tied snuggly under his chin, a little out of place against the thick padded jacket. Lisbeth saw he was anxious about the enclosures and prepared to be defensive. When they had moved away from the fence, Lisbeth said, “It’s a nicely planned patch of ground. I suggest you add more places for dens. The logs are great, as are the piles of stones—“

“The cairns?” put in Anna.

“Is that what you call them?” Lisbeth asked, turning to Anna, who nodded. “Yes, then, the cairns are great for the wildcats to crawl into, but you could add more. It will provide the animals with a sense of security and more secrecy.”

“Yes, Elliot was saying that he needed to add more log piles,” Anna offered, glancing at Elliot’s stiff figure.

“Great idea,” she said to Elliot. “Otherwise, I can’t see anything else to change.”

“Right. That’s something, at least,” he said, shortly.

She tried not to take his tone personally. He must hate her having the power to judge whether or not he could release wildcats into the forest. She kept her voice neutral.

“Can I see the land where you hope to release them? Then I can plan the survey.”

“Yes, but Anthony Buchannon will want to meet you, and be there when you visit,” Elliot said. Lisbeth frowned.

“I’m happy to meet him. But even if we weren’t in partnership, I presume he’s aware of the right to roam. Anyone can walk through the forest!”

Elliot looked down his nose at her. “Of all the people I’ve ever worked with, Buchannon is possibly the most familiar with his landowner rights under the legislation and the terms of our arrangements,” he responded. “He’s always consulting his lawyers. Hence his decision to log.”

Lisbeth’s eyebrows rose. “Will he disturb any wildcats where he’s logging?”

“Only a slim chance. That’s one of the reasons you’re here – to find out.” 

Lisbeth’s jaw firmed.

Two hours later, she clung to the door handle in the Land Rover as it bumped over the rough road to the forest edge, where Anthony Buchannon would meet them. There had been fewer protesters today, but a few hardy souls jeered and waved their placards as the Land Rover left the centre. Lisbeth looked carefully at the protesters as they passed, but Henri’s face was not among their blurred features, pinched from the bitter wind.

Elliot said little as they bounced and swayed along the road until they reached a gate with a stile. A wiry man with a shock of blonde hair was kicking his boots against one of the fence posts. 

“He’s very prickly,” said Elliot quietly, pulling up. “Worries about everything. Go easy.”

Lisbeth jumped out of the Land Rover and walked toward the silent, austere-looking man offering her hand and smiling. “Mr Buchannon? Hi! I’m Lisbeth McAllen!”

“Hello. Nice to meet you,” said Anthony Buchannon, his voice light and pleasant. “Elliot,” he said, looking over Lisbeth’s shoulder, those pleasant tones hardening.

Elliot nodded briefly. 

Ah yes, relationship breakdown, Lisbeth mused. No great love lost between them. Time to make an effort.

“I’m delighted to meet the man who’s in partnership with us to save the Scottish Tiger,” she said, fixing him with her eyes. “I’m here to survey the release site.”

“You can, but don’t get in the way of the loggers,” he said, as she made her way to the stile. She paused mid-step and exchanged glances with Elliot.

“Where are you hoping to log, Mr Buchannon?” she asked carefully.

“At the west of the forest,” he replied as he climbed the stile after her.

“Pardon me if I’m not up to date, but I thought you were being compensated for the loss of logging revenue under the terms of our arrangement?” Lisbeth said, landing on the other side of the stile. Out of the corner of her eye, Elliot shook his head with a grimace. Buchannon jumped over the stile, his heavy boots thumping the ground as he landed. “Yes, and I’m keeping to those terms. Although if you’d seen my accounts, you’d know that the payments come nowhere near compensating me for the outlay for this place,” he said, his face like stone.

“But logging may disturb the wildcats and their dens!” she said, frowning.

He snorted. “You sound like the protesters! I’ve got land enough to log and for the wildcats too, if there are any. And your colleague here,” he gestured at Elliot, “says there are none.”

And with that he strode away, leaving Lisbeth and Elliot trailing in his wake.








  
  
Chapter Three




Elliot was silent and grim-faced as they returned to the centre, while Lisbeth was thoughtful. It was obvious that Anthony Buchannon’s main preoccupation was the cost of running his estate. He cared rather less about the wildcats. 

Anna looked up from her computer screen as they came through the door. “How did it go?” 

Elliot snorted and turned away without a word. He strode towards his office.

Unzipping her coat, Lisbeth relayed the conversation to Anna. “Buchannon says he has enough land for his logging and the wildcats, but I’m not convinced. Wildcats have quite large territories, and the area of trees he’s cutting down runs right through the centre of the site. It could be a major problem. He’s hinting about more money to make it worth his while.”

“Impossible!” spluttered Anna. “We’ve been backwards and forwards with the lawyers about it. It’s costing us a small fortune! We agreed a decent sum at the start of the project, and he seemed happy enough then.”

“Well, he’s considerably less happy now,” Lisbeth replied. “What’s changed?”

“I believe he has acquired a fairly expensive wife.”

Lisbeth pursed her lips. 

“And you need to see this,” Anna said, hunting around her desk. “It arrived just after you’d left.” She threw a newspaper across the desk. 

Lisbeth unfolded the front page, read the headline, and gaped. “‘Wildlife centre is intensive kitten farm,’” she read. “Good grief.” 

“You should see what else they say.”

Lisbeth read on, and her heart sank. The article repeated the comments of the woman protester she’d seen on television but added statistics about the success of reintroducing captive-bred animals back into the wild.

‘Scientists in previous programmes have had only a thirty per cent success rate when the cats are released into the wild,’ she read. ‘Josie Wright, campaigner for Wilderness Rebels, doubts the wildcats being bred at the centre have even that chance of survival on release.’ Lisbeth read with increasing irritation. The paper had also found a Dutch professor who suggested that human intervention in the recovery of the species was against the natural order, and if wildcats were on the verge of extinction, they should be allowed to die out. 

Lisbeth swore under her breath and tossed the paper into the bin. “This has gone far enough. We should respond,” she said. 

“The newspapers contacted Elliot before you arrived but he declined to comment, which just made us look shifty,” Anna replied. “But I agree with you.” She pulled a sheet of paper from among her desk clutter. “I’ve drafted this to send to the newspaper – what do you think?”

Ah, yes. The centre’s lack of community engagement; something else she was supposed to fix. 

Stifling a sigh, Lisbeth read the response Anna had handed her.

Lisbeth was silent for a moment. She appreciated the facts laid out by Anna, but even she, who loved data, thought it dry.

“It’s a little… scientific,” she said, at last. “If we’re giving them information, we need to write it so the layman understands what we’re doing, rather than be drowned in genetic facts and figures. Has Elliot agreed this?”









