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PROLOGUE:


WE KNOW WHERE YOU LIVE, WE KNOW WHERE YOUR DOG GOES TO SCHOOL



Mail-Allegedly-From: recruitment@DO_NOT_REPLY.round-peg-round-hole.com Subject: Attn Nigel - job offer


Auto-Summary: A job offer, vaguely menacing.


Spam-Weighting: 70% probable, but worth a look.





 
Hello. We’re Round Peg/Round Hole Recruitment. We want to offer you a job on behalf of one of our clients.


You didn’t send us a résumé? Of course you didn’t - that’s our job! We know all about you, Nigel. You are an underpaid 29-year-old Maths and CS graduate from Edinburgh University. You’ve been employed by SprocketSource for one year and four months, and you’re three months overdue for a pay review. Your programming skills in Zone/Python 3000 and your expertise in distributed combat systems have generated an impressively high domain-specific reputation on WorldDEV Forums and HackSlashBurn, but does your line manager care? No. Bill does not care. He does not adequately appreciate you. And there’s a reason for this.


Here at Round Peg/Round Hole, we don’t just passively trawl a  boring old database full of CVs for matches against our client’s boilerplate job descriptions. We install a Google box on their corporate network, build a Google Directed Semantic Map™ of their internal dialogue, then use our revolutionary new JobInformant™ distributed-agent technology to search the web for potential conscripts. And when we’ve found them we work out how to motivate them. Like this:


You’ve been wondering why your boss isn’t paying attention to you, and you’ve probably noticed your colleague, Sonia Grissom, putting in unusually long hours recently. She’s being a little bit distant towards you, too. And there’s a hiring freeze.


What you don’t know - because you don’t have access to our JobInformant™ distributed-agent technology - is that your lying shit of a boss is sleeping with his junior combat programmer, and he’s looking for an excuse to fire you and promote her into your shoes. Sonia is a workplace player, and you are not. You have no employment tenure because you have been in the job for less than two years, and nobody hires grunts who get themselves remaindered. You’ll be industry road-kill.


You might as well face it: You have no future with your current employer.


But there is an alternative.


You, my friend, are the exact person our client, a prestigious international gaming consultancy, has been looking for. (And if you’re not, we’ll pay you €2000 to spend a day with us helping us understand where our data analysis went wrong.)


Your obsession with reward feedback loop modulation and fractional reserve magic banking - which Bill does not understand - is music to our client’s ears. The rest of your skill portfolio is attractive, too. Our JobInformant™ SatisFactor™ package predicts a 72% probability that you will synergize effectively with their coevolutionary operations group, rising to 89% if you are allowed to indulge your preference for working from home and using an avatar for customer-facing situations. That’s cool with them, and on that basis they have authorized us to offer you a 25% pay rise, and  a generous stock-option package. Not to mention the opportunity to stick it to Bill so hard he’ll be picking pieces out of his back teeth for years to come.


To claim your new job, or book your €2000 one-day head-hunting research consultancy, reply to this email . . .







SUE: GRAND THEFT AUTOMATIC


It’s a grade four, dammit. Maybe it should have been a three, but the dispatcher bumped it way down the greasy pole because it was phoned in as a one and the MOP who’d reported the offence had sounded either demented, or on drugs, or something - but definitely not one hundred per cent in touch with reality. So they’d dropped it from a three (‘officers will be on scene of crime as soon as possible’) to a four (‘someone will drop by to take a statement within four hours if we’ve got nothing better to do’), with a cryptic annotation (‘MOP raving about Orcs and dragons. Off his meds? But MOP 2 agreed. Both off their meds?’).


But then some bright spark in the control room looked at the SOC location in CopSpace and twigged that they’d been phoning from a former nuclear bunker in Corstorphine that was flagged as a Place of Interest by someone or other in national security.


Which jangled Inspector McGregor’s bell and completely ruined your slow Thursday afternoon.


 
You’re four hours into your shift, decompressing from two weeks of working nights supervising clean-up after drunken fights on Lothian Road and domestics in Craiglockhart. Daylight work on the other side of the capital city comes as a big relief, bringing with  it business of a different, and mostly less violent, sort. This morning you dealt with: two shoplifting call-outs, getting your team to chase up a bunch of littering offences, a couple of community liaison visits, and you’re due down the station in two hours to record your testimony for the plead-by-email hearing on a serial B&E case you’ve been working on. You’re also baby-sitting Bob - probationary constable Robert Lockhart - who is ever so slightly fresh out of police college and about as probationary as a very probationary thing indeed. So it’s not like you’re not busy or anything, but at least it’s low-stress stuff for the most part.


When Mac IMs you, you’ve just spent half an hour catching up on your paperwork in the Starbucks on Corstorphine High Street, with the aid of a tall latte and a furtive ring Danish. Mary’s been nagging you about your heart ever since that stupid DNA check you both took last year (‘so the wee wun kens his maws ur both gawn tae be aboot fer a whiule’), and the way she goes on, you’d think refined sugar was laced with prussic acid. But you can’t afford to be twitchy from low blood sugar if you get a call, and besides, the bloody things taste so much better when they’re not allowed. So you’re stuffing your cheeks like a demented hamster and scribbling in the air with the tip of a sticky finger when a window pops open in front of the espresso machine.







SUE. MAC HERE. 


He’s using an evidence-logged CopSpace channel, which means it’s business. Blow me, you think, as you save the incident form you’re halfway through filling in and swap windows.







SUE HERE. GO AHEAD. 


With a sinking feeling, you look at your half-finished latte, then glance sideways at Bob. Bob raises an eyebrow at you.







GOT A 4 4U. SMELLS FUNNY. CHECK SOONEST. 


You swallow convulsively and take a swig of too-hot coffee, burning the roof of your mouth. It stings like crazy, and you just know the skin’s going to be peeling by evening when you rub it with your tongue.







MAIL ME THE TROUBLE TICKET. 


There’s a musical ding from over by the doorway, and a mail icon appears on your desktop.



ON DUTY, you send, giving the latte a final wistful look. ‘Bob? We’ve got a call.’


‘Eh, boss . . . ?’ Bob lifts his cup and hides whatever he’s been working on - probably Solitaire.


‘Bring it along, it’s nae the blues.’


You file the email as you leave the coffee shop. Bob trails after you. The destination shows up, as a twirling diamond just visible over the buildings on the far side of the road as you get in the car.


It’s a short drive from Corstorphine to the incident site, but it’s up the steep slope of Drum Brae, hemmed in by shoebox houses at the bottom of the hill and the whirring prayer wheels of the wind farm at the top. By the time you’re heading downhill again, you’re worrying that the map is confused: ‘Turn right in one hundred metres’ it tells you, but all you can see is an urban biodiversity coppice. ‘What’s the scene?’ asks Bob.


‘I dinna ken. The skipper says it’s a weird one.’ You feel a flash of irritation - but your shift is a car short today, which makes it a stupid time for a prank - and right then you spot an open driveway leading into the trees, and your specs are flashing green. ‘Eh, look at that lot, will you?’


There are a bunch of cars parked at the end of the drive, and as the Forestry Commission doesn’t hand out Bentleys and Maseratis, it’s a fair bet that you’re in the right place. But the building they’re parked outside of is a raw contrast to the posh wheels: It’s more like a 1950s public toilet than a corporate office, just four concrete walls propping up a flat slab of characterless roof that seems to scream Asbestos! with all the force its wheezing, mesothelioma-ridden lungs can muster. Maybe it’s some kind of up-market cottaging club for the tech start-up crowd? You shake your head and climb out of the car, tapping your ear-piece to tell your phone to listen up: ‘Arriving on SOC, time-stamp now. Start evidence log.’ It’s logging anyway - everything you see on duty goes into  the black box - but the voice marker is searchable. It saves the event from getting lost in your lifelog. Bob trails along like an eager puppy. Eight weeks out of police college, so help you. At least he’s house-broken.


The door to the premises is a retrofitted slab of glossy green plastic that slides open automatically as you approach, revealing a reception room that’s very far from being a public toilet. So much for the cottage scene. The lighting is tasteful, the bleached pine impeccably renewable, and the vacant reception desk supports a screen the size of Texas that’s showing a dizzying motion-picture tour of an online game space, overlaid by the words HAYEK ASSOCIATES PLC. It stands sentry before a raw, steel-fronted lift door with a fingerprint reader. Naturally. But at least now you know this isnae going to turn into another bleeding community relations call. You’ve had more than a bellyful of them, what with being one of the few overtly heterosexually challenged sergeants in C Division.


‘Anyone here?’ you call, bouncing on your heels with impatience.


The lift door whispers open and a Member of Public rushes out, gushing at you and wringing his hands: ‘It’s terrible, officers! What took you so long? It’s all a terrible mess!’


‘Slow down.’ You point your specs at him in full-capture mode. Your specs log: one Member of Public, Male, Caucasian, 185 high, 80 heavy, short hair, expensive-looking suit and open-collared shirt, agitated but sober. He’s in that hard-to-guess age range between twenty-five and forty-five, used to being in control, but right now you’re the nearest authority figure and he’s reverting to the hapless dependency of a ten-year-old. (Either that, or he’s afraid you’re gonnae arrest him for emoting in public without a dramatic license.) He’s clearly not used to dealing with the police, which gives you something to play on. ‘May I see your ID card, sir?’


‘My card? It’s, uh, downstairs in my office, uh, I guess I can show you . . . ’ His hands flutter aimlessly in search of a missing keyboard. ‘I’m Wayne, by the way, Wayne Richardson, Marketing  Director.’ Wayne Richardson, Marketing Director, is clearly unused to not being in control of situations. His expression’s priceless, like you’ve pointed out his fly’s undone and his cock ring is showing. ‘Ever-everybody’s in the boardroom; we’ve been waiting for you. I can, uh, take you there, Constable . . . ?’


You give him a not terribly warm smile. ‘Sergeant Smith, Meadowplace Road Station. This is Constable Lockhart.’ Richardson has the decency to look embarrassed. ‘Someone here reported a theft, but I’m a bit unclear as to what was stolen.’ You blink up the trouble ticket again: Yes, this guy was one of the two names the dispatcher logged. Something about a safety deposit box. Boxes. ‘Who noticed the item was missing? Was it yourself?’


‘Uh, no, it was the entire security trading team!’ He looks at you with wide-open eyes, as if he thinks you’re about to call him a liar or something. ‘It was on all the screens, they couldn’t miss it - there must have been thousands of witnesses all over the shard!’ He waves in the general direction of the lift. ‘There’s a crisis meeting in the boardroom right now. We captured the intrusion on-screen so you can see for yourself.’



They watched it happen on video instead of trying to intervene? You shake your head. Some people will do anything to avoid a liability lawsuit, as if the thief tripping on a rug and sticking their heid in the microwave is more of a problem than being burgled. Or maybe the dispatcher was right? Off their meds an’ off their heids. ‘Show me the boardroom.’ You nod at Bob, who does a slow scan of the lobby before trailing after you.


Richardson walks over to the lift, and you note there’s a thumbprint scanner in the call button. Whoever stole the whatever, there’ll be a logfile somewhere with their thumbprints on file. (Which from your point of view is good because it makes detection and wrap-up a whole lot easier. The warm glow of a case clean-up beckons.) As the doors open, you ask, ‘What exactly happened? From the beginning, please. In your own time.’


‘I’d just come out of the post-IPO debrief meeting with Marcus and Barry, they’re our CEO and CTO. We were in a three-way  conference call with our VC’s investment liaison team and our counsel down south when Linda called me out - she’s in derivatives and border controls - because there was something flaky going down in one of the realms we manage for Kensu International. It’s in the prestige-level central bank for Avalon Four. There was a guild of Orcs - in a no-PvP area - and a goddamn dragon, and they cleaned out the bank. So we figured we’d call you.’


The lift stops, and you stare at Wayne Richardson, Marketing Director, in mild disbelief. The jargon can wait for later, that’s what your interview log is for: but one name in particular rings a bell because Mary says Davey’s been pestering her for an account. ‘Avalon Four? Isnae that a game?’


He swallows and nods. ‘It’s our main cash cow.’ The doors slide open on an underground corridor. The roof is ribbed with huge concrete beams painted in thick splashes of institutional cream, and it’s startlingly cold. There are bleached-pine doors on either side, a cable duct winding overhead, and posters on the walls that say LOOSE LIPS SINK SHIPS. For a moment you wonder if you’ve blundered into some kind of live-action role-playing thing, a cold-war re-enactment maybe: but just then your phone chimes at you that it’s gone offline.


‘Uh, Sarge?’ asks Bob.


‘I know,’ you mutter. You must be too far underground, or they’re not carrying public bandwidth, or something. You force yourself to take it easy. ‘The signal in here’s poor: I’ll probably end up having to use a pen,’ you warn Richardson, pulling out your official evidence phone. ‘So I may havtae back up or slow down a wee bit. Begin statement. On scene’ - you rattle off the reference in the corner of your eye - ‘attending to Wayne Richardson, Marketing Director.’


He leads you down the passage towards an open doorway through which you can hear raised voices, people with posh accents interrupting each other animatedly. The doorway is flanked by two potted rubber plants, slightly wilted despite the daylight spots  focussed on them. ‘Ahem.’ You clear your throat, and the conversation in the boardroom dribbles into incontinent silence as you stick your head round the door. Behind you, Bob’s got both his handcams out as well as his head cam, and he’s sweeping the room like a cross between the Lone Gunman and a star-crazed paparazzo: it’s policing, but not as your daddy knew it. You’re going to have to have a word with the lad afterwards, remind him he’s a cop, not a cinematographer.


There’s a fancy table in the middle of the room, made of a transparent plastic that refracts the light passing through it into a myriad of clashing rainbows, and there’s a lot of light - it may be a cave down here, but these yins have LED daylight spots the way papes have candles. The chairs around the table are equally fancy: They look like they belong in a squadron of fighter jets, except ejector seats don’t usually come with castors and a gas strut suspension. Shame about the way their occupants are letting them down, though. There’re six of them. Two slimy wee maggots in ten-thousand-euro suits are clogging up the end of the table wi’ their status-symbol tablets: they’re the ones that were yammering at each other until they saw you. No ties; maybe it’s a dress code thing. There’s a lass in a suit, too, but she’s too young to be a decision maker. Secretarial/Admin, you guess. And then there’s the other guys who are, frankly, geeks. It’s not like they’ve got blinking red navigation lights on their heids, but two of ’em are wearing sandals and the other’s enough to make you wish your Little Database of Charges had a section on Fashion Crimes: the stripes on his shirt are interfering with your specs, and the evidence cam is picking up a nasty moiré effect. ‘Ahem,’ you repeat, as a holding action, then stare at Wayne Richardson, Marketing Director. Let him sort this out.


‘Oh, excuse me.’ Richardson takes his cue. ‘This is, uh, Sergeant Smith and Constable Lockhart. The sergeant’s here to take a statement. ’


‘That’s enough,’ you cut in. ‘If you can introduce everyone? Then ye’d better show me what happened.’


‘Uh, sure.’ Richardson points at the suits with the slits for their owners’ dorsal fins first: ‘Marcus Hackman, CEO.’


Hackman gives Richardson the hairy eyeball, like he’s sizing him for a concrete overcoat, but only for a second. Then he turns the charm on you with a nod and a great white smile that reveals about two hundred thousand dollars’ worth of American dental prostheses that he probably wears because it’s the only way to stop the bairns from screaming and running away before he can eat them. Clearly by calling the Polis, Wayne has pissed in Hackman’s pint, but he’s too much of a professional to let your arrival perturb him. ‘We’re grateful that you could come, but really it’s not necessary—’


‘And Barry Michaels, our Chief Technology Officer.’ Michaels is plump and rumpled in an old-Fettes-schoolboy Boris-Johnson sort of way, with a port nose and a boyish cow-lick of black hair: you peg immediately that he’s probably as bent as a three-bob note, but unlike Hackman, he’s not some kind of toxic-waste-eating Martian invader from the planet Wall Street. He nods nervously, looking like he’s eaten something disagreeable. ‘This is Beccy Webster, our Market Stabilization Executive.’ The twentysomething hen’s a high-flyer, then? ‘Mike Russell, Sam Couper, and Darren Evans’ - the latter is the one with the anti-webcam shirt - ‘are our senior quants.’


‘Excuse me?’ You raise an eyebrow.


‘Sorry. They’re our economics wizards, they do the market programming around here that’s the bread and butter of our business. It’s just what they’re called.’


You take a deep breath. ‘Right. I understand Mr. Richardson phoned in a report of a theft from your company. He tells me that you got it on video, and it’s something to do with a game. What exactly was stolen?’ You take a wild guess: ‘Was it the source code, or something?’


‘Oh dear.’ Michaels emotes like a sweaty-handed old theatre queen. ‘Anything but!’ He sits up in his ejector seat - you’re certain, now, that you’ve seen one just like it in the air museum at  East Fortune - and takes a deep breath. ‘Did you tell her it was the source code, Wayne?’


‘No, I—’


‘What did you tell the police?’ Michaels demands. He sounds very upset about something. Okay, pencil him in as number two on your list of folks who don’t like airing their smalls in public. (And remember for later: There’s no smoke without a source of combustion . . . )


‘Nothing, I just called them because we’ve been robbed!’



This is getting out of hand. ‘What was stolen?’ you ask, pitching your voice a bit louder.


‘Everything in the central bank!’ It’s Webster. At last, you think, someone who gives simple answers to simple questions.



‘Central bank where, on the high street?’ You can’t be sure while you’re offline, but you don’t think there are any banks at this end of Drum Brae—


‘Show her the video,’ Hackman says wearily. ‘It’s the only way to explain.’


 
You’re looking out across a verdant green rain forest canopy that sprawls across the foothills of a mountain range so tall that the peaks are a vulpine blue haze in the distance, biting at the smaller of the three moons that chase each other across the sky. A waterfall half a kilometre high shimmers and thunders over the edge of a cliff like molten green glass, shattering into rainbow-clouded fragments as it nears the lake beneath. Brilliantly plumed birds soar and swoop across the treetops, occasionally diving towards the waters of the river that flows from the lake. The effect is more than real: It’s as supernaturally vivid as an exotic holiday ad, banishing the rainy Edinburgh afternoon outside to the level of a dreicht grey parody of reality.


You’re about to ask what you’re meant to be seeing here - a bank robbery in a package holiday ad? - when the camera on the rain forest pans back and up, and you realize you’re not on Earth anymore.


There’s an island in the sky, a plug of rock set adrift from its  mooring in the sea of reality, like a painting by Roger Dean come to life. Beneath it, ghostly violet and green lights flicker, buoying it up on a wave of magic. The camera rises like a helicopter and pans across the island. Although there are trees atop it, it’s mostly given over to buildings - constructions with uneven stone walls and steeply pitched roofs, some turreted and a few supported by classical colonnades. The ground rises near the heart of the flying island, peaking at a low hill that is surmounted by the battlements and towers of a gigantic castle. The battlements flash and glitter in the sunlight, as if they’re made of a glassy substance: rainbows shimmer in their recesses.


‘This is the Island of Valiant Dreams. It hovers above the Lake of the Lost, in the foothills of the Nether Mountains in Avalon Four. The Island is home to the city called Roche’s Retreat, and it’s supported by ancient magicks. Among other things, it is home to the central bank of Avalon Four, which we manage under contract.’



Aye, reet, you tell yourself, as the viewpoint rotates and zooms in on the island, diving towards the cobbled streets and crowded alleys that thread the city. There are a myriad of folk here, not all of them human. You weave past the heads of giants and around the sides of a palanquin borne on the back of a domesticated dinosaur led by lizard-faced men, loop around a timber-framed shop that leans alarmingly out across the road, leap a foot-bridge across a canal, then slow as you enter a huge stone-flagged city square, and dive through the doorway of a temple of Mammon that puts Parliament to shame. So this’s what the wee one thinks he’s getting for his birthday?  It’s all very picturesque, but the column of exotic dancers high-kicking their way between two temples tells you that Davey’d better have another think coming.


‘This is the central bank. Our task is to keep speculation down, and effectively to drain quest items and magic artefacts from the realm to prevent inflation. One way we do this is by offering safe deposit services to players: Avalon Four runs a non-persistent ownership mode so you can lose stuff if you’re killed on a quest and respawn, and the encumbrance rules are tight.’


It’s not much like your local branch of the Clydesdale. Demons and magicians and monsters, oh my! - a bizarre menagerie of unreal, superreal entities stand in small groups across the huge marble floor, bickering and haggling. Here and there, a flash of light and a puff of smoke erupt as one of the staff invokes an imp or servitor to take this or that item to the safe deposit vaults, or to check an adventurer’s possessions out of their custody and return it to their owner.


‘The time is just past ten fifteen . . . ’


Your viewpoint jerks, then slews round to face the entrance to the bank. The doors are three times as high as a tall man, carved from giant ebony beams clasped in a frame of some silvery metal: The hinges they turn on are as thick as a body-builder’s arms. But they’re not silvery now - they’re glowing dull red, then a bright, rosy pulse of heat lights them up from the outside, and the doors begin to collapse inwards on a wave of choking black smoke.


In through the smoke marches a formation of monstrous soldiers. They’re larger than life and twice as gnarly, prognathous green-skinned jaws featuring tusks capped in gold. Their uniform is a mixture of brown leather and chain-mail, and their helmet spikes bear the impaled heads of their trophies, nodding above the points of their pikes. Just like Craigmillar at chucking out time on a Saturday night, you figure, only not as ugly.



There are many of them, for the column is at least ten rows deep: And something vast and red and reptilian looms behind them, ancient and malign.


Then the picture freezes.


‘You are looking at an Orcish war band. There are at least forty of them, and they’re a very long way from home. The thing behind them is a dragon. They seem to have brought him along for fire support. Which is impossible, but so is what happens next.’


The picture unfreezes.


The Orcish warriors spread out and adopt a spearheaded formation. Their leader barks a sharp command, and the pikes are lowered to face the denizens of the bank, who are turning to watch  with gathering astonishment and anger. Here and there the bright glamour of incantations shows a spell-caster winding up to put the intruders in their place. And then -


A wave of darkness descends across the room, and the occupants freeze in their tracks.


‘This is when something - we’re not sure what - nerfed our admins back to level zero and cast a Time Stop on everyone in the room. That’s a distressingly high-powered spell, and it normally affects just one target at a time.’


Flashes and flickers of light fitfully stab into the darkness. The Orcs are dispersing, fanning out with the speedy assurance of stage-hands moving the furniture and props while the stage lights are dimmed. They move between flicker and fulmination, snatching up leather sacks and ornately decorated chests, seizing swords and swapping their cheap leather armour for glittering plate. Over the space of a minute they denude the floor of the bank, snatching up the treasures that are inexplicably popping into view from the ethereal vaults.


Finally, their leader barks another command. The Orcs converge on his banner, his helmet nodding high beneath its column of five skulls - and they form up neatly into columns again, and march out through the mangled wreckage of the doors. As the last one leaves the threshold, the darkness disperses like mist on a summer morning. A couple of the braver warriors give shouts of rage and chase after their stolen property - but the dragon is waiting, and the smell of napalm is just the same in Avalon Four as on any other silver screen.


‘We’ve been robbed,’ says Richardson. ‘Got the picture yet?’


 
It’s time to rub your eyes and start asking hard questions. So someone found a bug in your game, and you called the Polis? Looks like a good place to start. While these tits are wasting your time, ordinary folk are being burgled.


‘You said the Orcs were a long way from home. How do you know that?’


Sam Couper - the middle geek - sniggers. ‘Traceroute is my bitch.’ He shuts up immediately when he sees Hackman sizing him for a side order with fries.


‘My colleague is trying to explain’ - Beccy Webster’s subtlety of emphasis is truly politician grade; she probably mimes to Wendy Alexander videos before breakfast every morning - ‘that they were controlled by a bunch of gold farmers in a sweatshop in Bangladesh. But we lost them when they ran over the border into  NIGHTWATCH.’


‘We could have nailed them if that ass-hat Nigel would show his sorry ass in the office once in a while.’ Russell is clearly pissed about the missing Nigel, but you can follow that up later.


‘NIGHTWATCH is another game?’ You’re in danger of getting a cramp in your raised eyebrow.


Webster nods, sparing a warning glance for the three stooges. ‘Yes, it’s operated by Electronic Arts. They in-source quant services behind their own iron curtain, so we don’t have admin privileges when we go there.’


She pauses, mercifully, and you think of your upcoming evidence session and fail to suppress a groan. ‘So why did you call us?’ you ask. ‘It seems to me this is all internal to your games, aye? And you’re supposed to be the folks who stop players from, from’ - you shrug, searching for words - ‘arsing about with virtual reality. Right?’ Wasting Polis time is an offence, but somehow you don’t think the skipper would thank you for charging this shower. More trouble than it’s worth.



‘You listen to me.’ When Hackman speaks, you listen: he’s got the same sense of menacing single-mindedness as a Great White homing in on a surfboard. ‘The exploit isn’t as simple as robbing a virtual bank of virtual objects. The way Avalon Four is architected means that someone had to leak them a private cryptographic token before they could change the ownership attributes of all those objects.’ He clears his throat. ‘You shouldn’t have been called.’ He spares a paint-blistering glare for Richardson: ‘This is a job for SOCA, not the local police . . . But seeing as you’re here, you might  as well note that not only has an offence been committed subject to Section three of the CMA, as amended post independence in 2014’ - shite, he’s got you - ‘but we just completed our flotation on AIM three weeks ago last Monday, and our share price this morning was up nearly twenty-seven per cent on the post-IPO peak. If we don’t find the bastards who did this, our shares are going to tank, which will rip the shit out of the secondary offering we were planning to make in six months. The timing’s too cute: this isn’t just a hacking incident, it’s insider trading. Someone’s trying to depress our share price for their own financial gain.’


‘What’s the current damage?’ asks Richardson, unable to control his stock-option twitch.


‘Down two point four, word doesn’t seem to have leaked yet.’ Michaels sounds like he’s reading an obituary notice. ‘But when it goes, if we lose, say, thirty per cent - that’s twenty-six million euros.’


Hackman unleashes his fish-killer grin again: ‘Thirty per cent? We’ll be lucky to get away with ninety.’ He glances at you, and you see that the smile doesn’t reach his eyes. ‘Now, would you like to borrow a telephone? So you can, I don’t know, maybe call in the real detectives?’


You don’t want to let the gobshite see he’s rattled you, but €26 million puts a whole different complexion on things: normally robbery doesn’t score too high on the KPI matrix, but something on this scale has the potential to go Political. So you stare him down while you put on your best Morningside cut-glass court-appearance accent. ‘I am a detective sergeant, Mr. Hackman. And I’m afraid that due to current force-manning constraints, we can’t just drop everything and start an immediate large-scale investigation. I have to file an incident report with my inspector, and he has to take it to the chief constable; then it’s his decision whether or not to call in SOCA.’ (The Scottish Organised Crime Agency, who will slot the job into their priority tree somewhere between chasing international plutonium smugglers and rescuing kittens from window ledges.) You smile, oh-so-friendly, and let him see your teeth. ‘So I’m going  to start by interviewing everyone in this room separately, then I’ll prepare my report, and as soon as it’s ready, I’ll send it up the line.’ (Right after you finish with your plead-by-email recording.)


‘Now. Who’s first?’







ELAINE: STITCH-UP


En garde!


You are standing in the nave of a seventeenth-century church, its intricately carved stone surfaces dimly illuminated by candles. Your right foot is forward, knee slightly bent, and you can feel the gentle curve of the worn flagstone beneath the toes of the hand-stitched leather slipper you’re wearing. Your right arm is raised, and your hand extended as if you are pointing a gun diagonally across your chest, muzzle wavering towards the roof of the west wing. With your left hand, you support your right, just as if you’re holding a heavy pistol. Heavy pistol about sums it up - the long sword may be made of steel and over a metre long, but it weighs no more than a Colt Python, and it’s balanced so that it feels like an extension of your fingertips.


You are facing a man who is about to try to kill you. He’s wearing a black Kevlar-reinforced motorcycle jacket with lead weights Velcro’d to it, plus jeans, DMs, and a protective helmet with a cluster of camera lenses studding its blank-faced shell. Like you, he’s holding a long sword of fifteenth-century design, its steel cross-guards shielding his hands, which are, in turn, raised, like a baseball striker poised ready for the ball. But you don’t see the biker jacket or DMs because, like your opponent, you’re also wearing a  full facial shield with head-up display, and it’s editing him into a full suit of Milanese plate, the Renaissance equivalent of a main battle tank.


‘Let’s try that again,’ you offer, tensing.


‘Sure.’ He rocks slightly on the balls of his feet, and for an instant you have the surreal sense that he’s not holding a sword at all - it’s a cricket bat, and he’s got it the wrong way up.


‘Your mother wears army boots!’


You’re not sure that’s the right thing to say to a late fifteenth-century main battle tank, but he takes it in the spirit you intended - and more importantly, he spots you changing guard, lowering the point of your sword. And he goes for you immediately, nothing subtle about it, just a diagonal swing, pivoting forward so he can slice a steak off you.


Of course, this is just what you expected when you twisted your wrist. You dip your point and grab your blade with your left hand, blocking him with a clang. He tries to grab your blade with his left hand, but you keep turning, raising the point - you’re using your sword like a short stabbing spear now - and hook the tip into his armpit like a one-and-a-half-kilo can-opener while hooking his knee with your left foot.


Unlike a modern main battle talk, the old-fashioned version can fall on its arse.


‘Ouch! Dammit. Point to you, my lady.’


‘That’s your brachial artery right there,’ you comment, taking a deep breath as you watch the bright gouts of virtual blood draining from him.


You take a step back, and your enemy does likewise as soon as he’s picked himself up. Both of you let your blades droop. ‘How did you know about the army boots?’ he asks.



Whoops. ‘Lucky guess?’


‘Oh. I thought maybe you knew her.’ There’s disappointment in his voice, but the sealed helm opposite doesn’t give anything away.


‘No, sorry.’ Your heart’s still pounding from the stress of the moment - thirty seconds of combat feels like thirty minutes in the  gym or three hours slaving over a hot spreadsheet - but a certain guilty curiosity takes over. ‘Was she a Goth or a hippy?’


‘Neither: she was in the army.’ His foot comes forward, and his sword comes up and twitches oddly, and before you can shift feet, it thumps you on the shoulder hard enough to let you know you’ve been disarmed - literally, if there was a cutting edge on these things. ‘Ahem, I mean, she was into the army. New Model Army, dog-on-a-string crusties from Bradford.’


‘I know who they are,’ you snap, taking two steps back and raising one hand to rub your collar-bone, which is not as well padded as it ought to be and consequently smarts like crazy. ‘And in a minute I want you to show me what you just did there.’ No camisole tops at work for a few days, you remind yourself, which is kind of annoying because you can live without the extra ironing and the knowledge that Mike landed one on you. (You overheard him telling a newbie ‘She’s got reflexes like a greased whippet on crystal meth’ the other week, and you were walking on air for days. It’s true, but Mike’s got extra reach and upper-body muscle, and all you have to do is let yourself get distracted, and he’ll teach you just what that mediaeval MBT can do.) ‘But first, let someone else use the floor.’


You retire to the pews at the left of the aisle, sheathing your sword and stripping your headgear as Eric and Matthew take your place, joking about something obscure and work-related. You drop out of haptic space and without your eyewear continually repainting him in armour, Mike reverts to his workaday appearance, a biker with a borg head transplant. Then he strips off the battered Nokia GameCrown to reveal a sweaty brown ponytail and midthirties face, and shakes his head, presumably at seeing you as yourself for the first time in an hour, rather than a femme fatale with farthingales and a falchion. (And that’s not so flattering, is it? Because you may not be overweight, but let’s face it, dear, people mistake you for a librarian. And while you work with books, you’re not exactly involved in publishing.) ‘I was wondering if I could have a word of your advice, Elaine,’ he says as he slouches onto the unforgiving bench seat.


‘What, a technical issue?’ You raise a damp eyebrow. Mike’s been doing this stuff years longer than you have, since before AR and OLARP games began to show, practically since back in the Stone Age when you either did dress-up re-enactment or actual martial arts (and never the twain shall meet); and aside from your oiled-canine reflexes, he’s basically just plain better than you’ll ever be. ‘I suppose . . . ’


‘It’s not about that,’ he says, sounding uncertain. The penny drops, just as he goes on to say: ‘It’s about the car insurance.’


You get this from time to time, although there are blessings to be counted: it’s not like you’re a lawyer or a doctor or something. ‘I don’t work that end of the business,’ you remind him.


‘Yeah, I know that. But you know Sally was in a shunt on the M25 last week?’ (Sally is Mike’s wife: a bottle-blonde middle-management type who tolerates his night out with the lads once a week with an air of mild, weary contempt. You suppose they must see something in each other, but . . . ) ‘We got this bill for the recovery truck and repairs, then the other driver’s claiming private medical expenses, and the thing is, she swears there was another car involved, that didn’t stop.’


You’ve got a sinking feeling that you know what’s coming, but you can’t just leave Mike dangling so you restrict yourself to a noncommittal ‘Hmm?’


Eric and Matthew are poised on the floor in front of you, almost motionless, knees and elbows occasionally flexing slightly. None of the chatter you and Mike go in for. A couple of the others are working out, warming up in the vestry, and you can hear Jo’s boom box thudding out an obscure Belgian industrial stream as they grunt and groan about another day at the office. ‘She was driving along in the slow lane near junction nineteen, heading towards Heathrow, behind the guy she tail-ended. Doing about ninety, there weren’t any trucks about, but traffic was heavy. Anyway, she says a white Optare van overtook them both, pulled in front of the Beemer, and braked, and by the time she was on the hard shoulder there was no sign of it.’


‘Hmm.’ You carefully put your sword down, then nudge it under the bench where nobody will trip over it. ‘You haven’t said “swoop and squat” yet, but that’s what you’re thinking, isn’t it?’


‘Yes.’


‘What’s the damage?’


‘Well, Sally’s carrying six points on her license and she had that car-park smash last year. She’ll lose her no-claims discount, which’ll cost us about eight hundred extra when we renew the insurance.’


‘Ouch.’ Your bruised clavicle throbs in sympathy. Driving’s an expensive pastime even before you factor in diesel at €5 a litre, speed cameras every quarter of a kilometre on all the A-roads, and insurance companies trying to rape the motorists to recoup their losses on the flood-plain property slump. ‘Who are you with?’


‘Nationwide.’


Well, that’s a relief - an old-fashioned mutual society, instead of a pay-by-credit-card web server owned by Nocturnal Aviation Associates Dot Com (motto: ‘We fly by night’) out of the back of a cybercafé in Lagos. ‘That’s good news. What’s the Beemer trying to dun you for?’


‘Sixteen thousand in repairs - listen, it’s not a current model, Sally said she thought it was about ten years old - two thousand for roadside recovery, and, you’re going to love this, nine thousand in fees for orthopaedic treatment. They’re claiming whiplash injury.’


‘I see. Nearly thirty grand?’ You shake your head. Mike’s right, that’s nearly an order of magnitude over the odds for a simple tail-end shunt on a motorway at rush hour. Even at ninety kilometres per hour. And whiplash - ‘Listen, all BMWs have been fitted with head restraints since forever, and they’ve had side-impact and frontal air bags for at least two decades. That kind of claim means they’re talking surgery, which means time off work, so they’re gearing up to hit you with a loss-of-earnings. I expect they’ll try to drop another thirty grand on the bill in a month or two.’


Mike’s face was sweaty to begin with: now it’s turning the colour of the votive candles they’d be burning if this was still a functioning church. ‘But we’ve got a ten per cent excess . . . ’


‘Right. So you’ve got to make sure the other guy doesn’t get his hands on it, don’t you? You’re right about it sounding like a swoop and squat, and that medical claim is a classic. Medical confidentiality is a great blind for snipers, but we can poke a hole in it if there’s a fraud investigation in train. Now, Nationwide still have some human folks on the web in the Customer Retention and Abuse groups, and what you need to do is to get this escalated off the call-centre ladder until a human being sees it, then you need to hammer away.’


‘But how do I . . . ?’


You start checking off points on your fingertips. ‘You start by getting Sally to offer them her car’s black-box log. Once you know exactly where she was when the incident happened - the black-box GPS will tell you that - you tell them to serve a FOIA disclosure notice on the Highways Agency for their nearby camera footage - if they won’t listen at first, I’ll talk you through doing that yourself. That will tell you whether the Optare was involved, in which case you can kick Abuse into opening a fraudulent claim file on the other driver. Then you can go after the medical side. If the other driver has a doctor’s note, pull their BMA records and see if they’re legit - I’ll bet you a bottle of Chardonnay there’s a reprimand on file because doctors who’re willing to diagnose fictional ailments for cash rarely stop at one. Once you’ve got that, you can go after the vehicle with a statutory vehicle history disclosure notice - that’s what the police use on you if they think you’re driving a chop job - and then you can query the vehicle’s book value. At which point, if you’re right and it’s a swoop and squat, NU will hit up their insurer for the full value of the claim and blacklist them, while indemnifying you. Your insurer should do all of this automatically if you get their Abuse team’s attention, but you don’t have to wait - the forms are all online, you can do it from your phone, and once you’ve got the ball rolling, your insurer will pick it up.’


Mike goes glassy-eyed halfway through your explanation, but that’s okay: he’s nodding like a parcel-shelf ornament, which means he’s got the essential message that he’s anything but helpless. Civilians  confronted by an alien bureaucracy always feel helpless at first, but once they realize there’s a way to get what they want, they usually recover. ‘I think I got some of that—’


‘I’ll email you tomorrow.’ From the office, in your copious free time, you’ll off-handedly throw him a FAQ: Nailing Petty Insurance Fraud 101. Mike asking you to help with Sally’s fraudulent car claim is a bit like calling in an air strike to deal with a primary-school bully; but he’s your friend, and besides, if anyone in the office notices and makes a fuss, you can point out that it’s good public relations.


‘Thanks, ever so.’ With classic English understatement, he looks more grateful than he sounds.


While you were talking, Eric and Matthew have somehow gone from twitching slightly to Matthew lying on his back with the tip of Eric’s sword touching his stomach. As you watch, Eric brings up his point in salute and backs out of the duelling space. You stand up, feeling an itchy urge to claw your way back out of your work headspace, and turn to Mike: ‘Best of three rounds?’







JACK: STEAMING


Debug mode:


You are sitting, half-asleep, in an armchair. Your eyes are closed, and you feel very unsteady. Your head’s full of a postviral haze, the cotton-wool of slowed reflexes and dulled awareness. In stark contrast to the normal state of affairs, you can hear yourself think - there’s just one little voice wobbling incessantly about from side to side of your cranial prison, which is no surprise after the amount of skunk you just smoked. In the distance, the chiming clangour of tram-bells sets a glorious harmony reverberating in icy splendour across the rooftops. And you are asking yourself, like the witchy-weird voice in a video of an old Laurie Anderson performance:


‘What am I doing here?’


Restart:


There’s a ringing in your ears. Oops, must have drifted off. That’s the trouble with smoking shit to help yourselves forget -


Yourselves? Well yeah, there’s you, and there’s Mitch, and there’s Budgie. Tom couldn’t come because he was busy being newly married and responsible, but between you and Mitch and Budgie, you’re three of the four corners of the former Social Networking Architecture Team, and you’ve flown out here on a budget shuttle  from Turnhouse to get falling-down legless and scientifically test all that research into whether cannabis destroys short-term memory, because god help you, it’s better than remembering how badly you’ve been shafted.


Which is how come you’re sitting in a half-collapsed armchair, stoned out of your box, on the narrow strip of flagstoned pavement alongside the Prinsengracht canal, listening to alarm bells -


And contemplating the wreckage of your career, after four years in the elite Dirty Tricks wing of LupuSoft, working on special projects for nobbling your corporate master’s rivals, then a transfer to the relatively clean game-play side of STEAMING. Four years of top-secret death marches and psychotic deadline chases in beige-walled cubicle hell (when you’d rather have been sailing the wine-dark seas); frenzied developer boot camps held in sinister wire-fenced floodlit compounds in the Grampians; weekends spent following the team at home and away events with a laser range-finder and a dynamics package (and wasn’t it fun trying to avoid that big ned from Portobello who’d got it into his head that you’re some kind of head-hunter from down south who’s gonnae gut his side, and kept trying to get his posse to stomp your head in?). And all the while you’re living off peanut-butter sandwiches and stale sushi take-aways while your waistline expands and your visual range contracts as you stare at a screen the size of a secondary-school whiteboard all day long and half of the night.


Then there were the dying weekends, weekends stolen from the company management by sheer bloody-minded smack-downs with HR so you could go back to Rochdale to spend some time with your ma, who was in a bad way from the lung cancer, or visit Sophie and Bill and the nieces. Until one day Ma wasn’t there anymore, and the rest of it, and that’s you in that corner there, you with your sixty-thousand-euro salary and your legacy that went partway to a poky wee place in the Colonies and a mortgage you won’t pay off before you retire, and no fucking life whatsoever. (Well, there’s your knitting habit and your criminal record: But that’s just fodder for  your OCD.) This is your life, it’s been your life since you clawed your way from CS graduate to start-up seven years ago, and your so-called life is such a bijou bourgeois piece of shit that there’s no room for anything but work in it, so you’ve been keeping yourself too busy to care until -


Last week they cancelled STEAMING and told you to clear your desk at half an hour’s notice. Here’s your next month’s pay in lieu, now get the hell out of here, you freak! And you suddenly realise that you haven’t got a life. Even though they made you learn more about Scottish Premier League fitba than the captain of the national squad, the bastards.


‘Excuse me. You cannot be sleeping here—’


Restart:


The worst thing about it all is that you hate football.


Of course, to have admitted that you hated football while you were working on STEAMING would have been a bit like one of the US president’s staffers confessing to thinking religion was overrated, abstinence didn’t work, and what the country really needed was a short sharp dose of communism with a side order of Islamic extremism to go. It’s one of those things that you just couldn’t talk about at LupuSoft, not while they had the exclusive rights to both the Hibs’ and Rangers’ fan club franchises and were trying to milk the surplus income out of all the assorted bampots, neds, and ne’er-do-wells who figured that a LARP where you get to play at football hooligans among consenting adults was better than the other kind of live-action role-playing. (In which you played at football hooligans with non-consenting adults, while the combined manpower of Lothian’s finest and the Rock Steady Crew played collar-the-radge back atcha with CS gas and tasers.) On the other hand, you were able to suppress or sublimate your hatred without too much difficulty. You’re a bourgeois liberal geek who thinks ‘team player’ is a term of abuse, but you believe in society, you believe in checks and balances, you believe in getting your own back on the thick-headed sports jocks who made life excitingly unpleasant for you in school . . . and as it happens, while you were  working on STEAMING you could convince yourself that you were  doing your bit, because any job that gets the brangling thugs playing a game on their mobies instead of lobbing tinnies and chibbing innocent bystanders up the high street has got to be a good thing. Network-mediated LARPs have been the gaming story of the decade, ever since SPOOKS came along and gave actuaries a chance to live a secret agent life on the side; STEAMING was set to ring the cash register again and take the nutters off the street. And it paid the mortgage, besides.


At least, that’s how it had been before the Bologna cup final disaster, and the double whammy of the social psych study in The Lancet the very next week that stuck the proverbial sharpie in and twisted, hard. Questions were asked in the lumpy-looking construction site down Holyrood Road, and the ministers did wax worthy and serious and proceeded to apply the tawse of uptight self-righteousness to the rump of the dead equine of games industry self-regulation with gusto and vigour. At which point LupuSoft management revisited the risk-value trade-off inherent in defending their investment in a second-division virtual-world football-hooliganism game against a class-action lawsuit, and decided the professional thing to do was to downsize your team’s sorry ass.


Maybe it could have gone the other way in the boardroom if the Polis hadn’t uncovered a network of Little League serial killer wannabes who were using STEAMING to rehearse next Saturday’s riot over on Easter Road: But that was the final nail in the coffin. All the suit-wearing world loves a geeky scapegoat, and you boys were going down in flames. So there was only one thing to do: fly out to Amsterdam and get absolutely steaming drunk for the weekend, not to mention so stoned you’re having auditory hallucinations to the sound of the tram bells.


‘Excuse me, sir, but you cannot sleep here.’


You open your eyes. The auditory hallucination is peering at you through her surveillance goggles as if she’s never seen a stoned tourist before. She’s been so polite that for a moment you feel a  flash of perverse gratitude until the weed clears enough for you to realize that she is a member of the Politie and quite capable of summoning a vanful of black-clad accomplices who will vanish you into some concrete custody cell faster than you can snap your fingers if she chooses officially to notice that you are not terribly conscious.


You try to say, ‘Please don’t arrest me, I’m just a sleepy tourist, I won’t be any trouble,’ but it all runs together at the back of your tongue and comes out as something like ‘nnnghk.’ You tense your arms and prepare to lift yourself out of the armchair - standing up would seem like the right thing to do at that point - but that’s when you realize the armchair is situated adjacent to a street sign on a pole, to which your friends have kindly handcuffed your left wrist. And that goddamn ringing noise won’t stop - it’s not in your ears at all, is it?


‘Um?’ you say, dully staring past the cop in the direction of the antique shop on the other side of the pavement. There’s something odd about the window, the pattern the lights make as they reflect off it - or don’t, as the case may be. Broken, you tell yourself sagely. Someone has broken the antique shop window and dragged this annoyingly gezellig armchair out onto the pavement for you to sit in. Talk about game scenarios gone wrong: It’s like something you might end up dumped into in STAG NIGHT: THE PURSUIT if you started griefing the bridesmaids.


‘Does this chair belong to you, sir?’


Sometimes when you laugh you come out with a burbling, hiccuping sound, like a hyena that’s choking to death on its food. You can hear it right now, welling up out of your shirt pocket, tinny and repetitive. It’s the ultimate custom ring-tone, as annoying as a very annoying thing indeed, except this particular piece of intellectual property isn’t owned by a bunch of gouging cunts.


‘’Scushe me, tha’s my phone . . . ’ Your right hand is free, so you try and insert your fingers in your shirt pocket and play chase the mobie. Somehow in the past hour your hand has grown cold and  numb, and your digits feel like frankfurters as the handset slips past them, giggling maniacally.


‘Pay attention, sir. Did you take that chair from the shop? Who handcuffed you to the NO PARKING sign? I think you’d better blow into this meter, sir.’


She’s a sight easier to understand than the local Edinburgh Polis, which is no bad thing because the voice at the end of the line is anything but. ‘Jack? Hi, it’s Sophie! Are you alright? Are you busy right now?’


‘No, not now—’


‘Oh that’s a shame, I’m really sorry, but can you do me a favour? It’s Elsie’s birthday the Tuesday after next, and I was wondering—’


You breathe on the end of the cop’s torch as she holds it under your mouth, then swallow. Your sister is tweeting on the end of the line, oblivious, and you really need to get her off the phone fast. You force unwilling lips to frame words in an alien language: ‘Email me. Later . . . ’


‘But it’s important!’ Sophie insists. ‘Are you alright Jack? Jack?’ The plangent chords of her West Midlands accent form brassy patterns of light on the end of the torch, where an LED is glowing red, like the call disconnect button on your phone.


‘I think you’d better come with me, sir.’ She has a key to the handcuffs, for which you are duly grateful, but she wants you to put your phone away, and that’s surprisingly difficult, because Sophie keeps going on about something to do with your oldest niece’s birthday and Confirmation - hubby Bill wants Elsie and Mary to have a traditional upbringing - and you keep agreeing with her because will you please put the phone down, a Dutch cop is trying to arrest me isn’t a standard way to break off this kind of scenario. (If only families came with safewords, like any other kind of augmented-reality game.) Things are stuck at this point for a tense few seconds as you mug furiously at the officer, until she raises one index finger, then unlocks the handcuff from around the pole, twists your arm around the small of your back, wheechs the mobie out of your  grasp, and has your wrists pinioned before you can say ‘hasta la vista.’


It’s shaping up to be a great weekend, make no mistake. And there’s always Monday to look forward to!
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SCOTLAND 



Location: 54 38 N, 1 46 W - Western Europe, occupying the northern two-fifths of the island of Great Britain.







FLAG 



Description: Sky-blue background with a white Cross of St. Andrew (diagonal) superimposed. As a member state of the EU, the EU flag may also be flown.







NAME OF COUNTRY 



Conventional long form: Republic of Scotland



Conventional short form: Scotland



Data code: SCO



Type of government: republic, EU core member state



Capital: Edinburgh



Independence: 1 January 2012



Constitution: 13 March 2011; adopted 1 January 2012 at formal independence



Legal system: based on Roman law and traditional Scottish law, substantially modified by indigenous concepts; compliant with EU  corpus juris; compliant with EU







ECONOMY 



Economic overview: The economy is small and trade dependent. Offshore oil and gas, once the most important sector, is now dwarfed by industry, which accounts for 32% of GDP and 46% of export and employs 25% of the labor force. The financial sector is still large, and accounts for 24% of GDP and 40% of exports; Scotland is home to a disproportionate percentage of the former United Kingdom’s banks and insurance companies. Since independence and EU membership, the country has benefited from substantial EU assistance in developing its poorest regions. Inflation is low and there is a regular annual trade surplus. Unemployment remains a serious problem in regions formerly dominated by smokestack industry, and is a major focus of government policy.



Politics: Scotland is noted for its ingrained left-wing political bias and rejection of the liberal economic and conservative social policies encouraged south of the border - this tendency contributed to the breakup of the former United Kingdom. The ruling Scottish National Party is nevertheless providing aggressive assistance to inward-investing companies and has established an industrial development office to encourage small indigenous firms. The model pursued has been described as ‘following Ireland and Norway,’ and Scotland is widely viewed as being one of the ‘Atlantic Tiger’ group of small but healthy economies on the western rim of the EU . . .
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