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PROLOGUE

 


Clouds scud across a half moon.
Out in the bay there's a light, nothing more than a dot really. In
the gloom I can't see the boat. At my feet is a travelling bag
containing a couple of shirts, change of underwear, socks, shaving
things, not much else. Then, from the seashore, a torch light
flashes on and off, three times. It's our agreed signal. Time to
go. I pick up the bag and head for the shore.

'We're going to have to hurry,'
Macklin says when I reach the shoreline. 'The coastguard cutter is
about.' Macklin was the one who'd flashed the torch. He was sitting
in the stern of a tiny dinghy, bobbing up and down on the water,
like a cork.

'That's all we need,' I
reply.

He beckons me to get on board.
Between the outcrop of rock I'm standing on and the dinghy, a
churning chasm of water sloshes menacingly. For a moment I stand
still, breathing heavily. Then I make a move and stumble clumsily,
nearly turning the little craft over as I get on board.

'Steady on man, for Christ
sake,' Macklin says. 'You'll have us in the drink before we
start.'

'Sorry. Not much good on boats,'
I say.

'Now's a fine time to tell me
that.' He grunts, says no more and begins rowing. The boat is
anchored out in the bay, a cabin cruiser about thirty feet
long.

'Are you sure it'll get us
there?' I had asked.

'She'll get there all right,'
Macklin said. It was his boat and we'd negotiated a fee in the
bar.

'That's a lot of money,' I
replied when he told me the price.

'I have to get back as well,'
he'd grumbled. 'I'm the one who's taking the risk. If I lose my
boat I've lost everything.'

'I thought you said there
wouldn't be a problem?'

'There shouldn't be, but you
never know with the sea. That's my price. Take it or leave it.'

I was in no position to argue.
He was the only one I could trust, the only one who didn't gossip.
He was Scottish and couldn't speak much of the language. He had his
boat and he fished. When he wasn't fishing, he drank whisky and
mended his nets. Then he was usually too bad tempered to converse,
so nobody bothered. Which made him my best bet.

We were on the South East Coast
of Spain. How had it got this crazy? Why was I putting myself
through all this? Those were the questions I posed to myself as I
awkwardly clambered aboard the boat.

 


 



CHAPTER ONE

 


Now when I look back I can see
clearly that a trail had been set out for me. Not a wide open
trail, like a road or a highway. It was more akin to the narrow,
twisting, rugged tracks of the Western Highlands of Scotland where
I have a home. And with the benefit of hindsight I wouldn’t have
wanted it any other way, for therein lies the tale I am about to
tell.

One morning I was standing at
the front gate of my Highland dwelling. The vista there isn't an
ordinary view by any stretch of the imagination. I live in an area
that encompasses the mountains, corries and glens of the deer
forests of Kinlochewe, Torridon and Sheildaig. At my front gate I
can stand and look straight ahead at the long ridge of Beinn Eighe.
Throughout the day clouds scud across the three lofty summits,
beguilingly changing the hues of the surrounding landscape by the
hour. Outside the gate travels the narrow road that runs down to
the loch. Halfway there it cuts through a gap, between a wood of
pine trees. To my left, on a clear day, you can just see the
Atlantic Ocean. The next stop after that is America. The prevailing
wind comes that way. Sometimes it brings the warming relief of the
Caribbean Gulf Stream; at other times catastrophic gales hammer in
and attack the landscape. It's all very spectacular, challenging
and occasionally frightening, but never, ever, boring. Living up
here you tend to take it all for granted. Occasionally, it requires
a visitor or a passer-by to spell out how good it is. 'Some spot
you've got here mister', someone will say, or something like that,
as they walk past. Then for a while you tend to stop and gawp,
rather than get on with what you are supposed to be doing.

On that particular Thursday
morning the sun was out and I was certainly in a gawping frame of
mind. I'd been idling at the gate, taking in the view and pondering
on the day ahead, when a small blue Peugeot, with a high powered,
noisy engine, pulled up in front of me. The passenger window
lowered and a young woman with blonde hair, a creamy complexion and
dark blue bewitching eyes, leant across from the driver's seat.

'I'm trying to find the home of
Mister Ray,' she said confidently.

'You're looking at him,' I
replied.

She turned off the engine and
got out. The tasks I'd been contemplating suddenly vanished into
thin air. Getting down to my correspondence was a chore I could
happily put off, for approaching me was the most delectable female
form I had seen in a long while. Unfortunately living in the wilds
of the Highlands brings about a certain monastic existence; not
necessarily out of choice.

'I'm Caroline Carson,' this
potential goddess said, while walking towards me. The accent
certainly wasn't local.

'Pleased to meet you, I'm Gerald
Ray,' I replied.

'Oh good. I do apologise,' she
continued. 'I should have phoned, but my mobile kept going out of
range in the mountains. Then all of a sudden I was here.' She
possessed the figure and strut of a fashion model, plus a glossy
magazine-cover smile.

'Well I'm very glad you’re
here,' I said.

For a moment we both looked at
each other; stared in my case. Hers was a face I’d seen, or half
knew, but couldn't identify.

'Do you know who I am?' she
asked.

'Caroline Carson,' I said. She
giggled. Spidery laugh lines appeared at the corner of her
eyes.

'I'm a television reporter.
London Weekend News.'

'Oh, sorry,' I said feeling
embarrassed. 'Can't get it up here. No reception; the mountains you
came through I'm afraid. Here it's either Grampian with lots of
snow on the picture, or Sky with lots of rental, so I don't bother
much.'

Her smile broadened again. It
was becoming addictive.

'Very wise,' she interjected,
then shook her head. The blonde hair swayed like a pony's mane. 'No
I shouldn’t say that, 'cause that's why I'm here,' she added
quickly. 'That really is some view. Could I please come in for a
minute?'

'I'm sorry, you must think me
very rude,' I said. 'You've caught me off guard. Please,' I pleaded
and opened the gate.

My nineteenth century cottage is
small but modernised. Big enough for my possessions yet compact for
ease of maintenance. Triple glazing, thick insulation and central
heating helps to keep out the winter raw. Log burning stoves in the
lounge and kitchen are an inconvenient sop to the romantic Highland
idyll; quite useful on cold damp summer evenings, providing they
light first time and you don't have to chop the wood. Anyway it's a
suitable nook for a single man, who attempts to make his living by
writing.

She needed to use the loo, which
gave me the opportunity to tidy the lounge and put on the kettle.
'Thank you,' she said when she came out of the bathroom. 'I needed
that. My last port of call was outside Inverness.'

'Aye, it's a long way up here,'
I said. 'I've made some tea.'

'That’s kind of you. You didn’t
have to.'

She followed me into the lounge.
While I deposited the tray and fiddled with the cups, she moved to
the window to admire the view. Outside the sun was still bright and
it shone through her short, blue, polka dot dress and delayed my
questions. Even now, all these years later, the poise of her stance
remains imprinted in my brain. It's one of the visions I call upon
on a bleak day. She was a youthful thirty-ish, I guessed. A figure
of athletic agility, legs of fashion model slenderness and neck
length blonde hair, like silk.

'That really is some view. Is it
like it all time?' she asked and turned around to face me.

I could have repeated the
question about her but I resisted temptation.

'No, it's never the same for
more than a few minutes,' I replied. 'Mind you, when the cloud is
down you can't see the mountain at all. Sugar?'

'No thank you. Well it's very
beautiful.'

I beckoned to the armchair and
sat opposite her.

'You must be wondering why I'm
here?' she asked, then picked up her teacup.

'With your looks I don't really
care, but yes, it did cross my mind.'

She gave me another photogenic
smile, took a sip of her tea, then looked at me intently. 'You're a
writer aren't you?' she said sternly. 'You wrote 'Early Dawn'?'

'Guilty on both counts,' I
replied. 'I have written other stories as well though.'

'I know. I've read most of
them.'

'Thank you. I'm flattered,' I
responded.

Suddenly business was intruding
on our flirtation and usually I didn't like reporters or
journalists when they began to pry. Already my internal defence
mechanism was cutting in.

'If I have it right,' she said.
'In 'Early Dawn', the plot includes a Spanish terrorist group known
as 'The Sons of Tyranny'?' Her words were left in the air as a
question. She had slender hands with long delicate fingers and used
them expressively as she talked.

'That's correct,' I said.
'Although there were other characters who were perhaps more central
to the story.'

'Yes I know that too,' she
replied almost condescendingly. 'But it's 'The Sons' in particular
that are my reason for coming here.'

Suddenly I was becoming edgy. My
Highland abode was my bolt-hole from the madness of the London
literary and publishing world. Few people know of my address up
here and I wondered how she'd found me. And I didn't like small
features of my work being picked upon. My novels were usually
full-blooded political thrillers, involving lots of outlandish
characters in historical situations. Individual characters, except
the main principals, weren't that central and only, I hoped, added
to the local colour and political landscape at the time. That was
my intention anyway with 'The Sons of Tyranny'.

'What's the problem with 'The
Sons' then?' I said rather tetchily.

She finished drinking her tea,
put the cup down, and then continued. 'It seems they've reformed
and are seeking out their former enemies.'

I laughed out loud, a coarse,
silly, raucous laugh. 'That's ridiculous,' I said. 'They must all
be dead by now. What I wrote about happened over sixty years
ago.'

'Early Dawn' was set in
Spain in the nineteen thirties, and covered some of the events of
the Spanish Civil War, leading up to the time Hitler invaded
Poland. The Civil War was, for Spain's military leaders, and
particularly their dogmatic General, Francisco Franco, a battle
against what they saw as the infiltration of Communism. They were
backed in their cause by the political establishment and the Roman
Catholic Church. On the other side, for the Republican Government,
the conflict was a struggle against Fascism. 'The Sons'
were part of General Franco's private army. Their tasks
included eliminating his enemies by whatever means was necessary.
In the novel I had used some of their more dastardly deeds as
colour and mentioned the names of a few of their more illustrious
protagonists. I had ensured however, that those mentioned by name
were dead and buried a long time ago. But in no way could any of
them be considered major players in the overall story.

Caroline Carson crossed her
legs. Her tights made a swishing sound; silk on silk. She said. 'My
research indicates that 'The Sons' are somewhat similar to the
Protestant Orangemen in Northern Ireland, in that they continue to
hold meetings, annual parades, and that sort of thing. Except of
course 'The Sons' are Catholics,' she added quickly. 'Now, in
certain parts of Spain,' she continued, 'they have a bit of a cult
following. There's related punk music and inflammatory rhetoric,
which has inspired the younger elements, probably as a macho
exercise, to exact revenge on those who were against their
forefathers.'

I chuckled before I spoke again.
'Well what's that got to do with me?'

Her eyes hardened in on me. For
the first time I felt on the defensive. 'Because we've picked up a
story from a Spanish news agency about them,' she said. 'It
confirms that you are on their hit list.' I stared at her. She
continued. 'At work, my colleagues had never heard of you, but, as
I said, I've read your books. You're the only British author, in
recent times, who's dabbled in that genre. Maybe they want to make
an example of you. I don't know, but I promise you the threat could
be real.'

I sat upright in my chair and
drew in a deep breath. For a few moments I didn't know what to say.
She must have noticed my dilemma, so she spoke again. 'I am telling
you the truth, honestly,' she said. Through the window behind her
the sun was highlighting the edges of her hair.

'But I repeat, why me? What's it
got to do with me?' I said.

'Who knows,' she responded while
shrugging her shoulders. 'These people, as well as being
vindictive, are also probably sick, but that's not going to help
you.'

From a pocket in her dress she
pulled out a folded up collection of newspaper cuttings and without
saying anything further handed them across to me. They were written
in Spanish, but I knew enough of the language to get their
drift.

Each article contained the
report of a murder. There was a story about a man who had been
dumped in the sea off Barcelona with a concrete block chained to
his body. Another piece depicted the death of a man found with a
burning tyre around his neck. A body was pushed from the fourteenth
floor of a tower block in Madrid. All of the reports were headed by
the words 'The Sons of Tyranny'. Caroline Carson watched me in
silence as I read through them all.

'Ok,' I said, when I put the
last one down, 'but all these atrocities happened in Spain. They're
hardly likely to come all the way up here looking for me. Even 'The
Sons' would be hard pressed to find this place, and I haven't seen
a Spaniard within five hundred miles of here. They don't usually
travel that well,' I added with a chuckle.

A half smile crossed her eyes
but the intensity of her expression remained on her face. She was
beginning to make me nervous.

'But you have an apartment in
Spain,' she cut in quickly, 'and I'm told you are about to go back
there soon.'

Now I was annoyed. 'Who told you
that?' I snapped back.

'Your agent,' she replied and
slowly allowed another smile to slide across her pouted lips.

'Oh him,' I said. 'Did he tell
you my address up here as well?'

'No, he just said you lived in
Scotland. I found out the rest for myself.'

Out of the proceeds of my
earlier novels and the advance for 'Early Dawn' I had purchased a
small apartment in the South East of Spain and during the worst,
damp months of the Highland winter, while writing the story, I
escaped there to its more temperate climate. I tend to function
better in reasonable warmth and being in Spain also meant I was on
hand to carry out research on the subject matter.

'That bloody man will be the
death of me,' I responded about my agent.

'I wouldn't say that. When we
spoke he seemed most concerned for your welfare.'

'Ha,' I replied rather
flippantly.

I watched her take a good long
look at me. I concluded that this was no facile bimbo. Clearly she
was a professional woman who had done her homework and knew what
she was about.

'Ok,' I said, 'so what brings
you here? There must be bigger stories for you people to get
involved in than the measly problems of an itinerant author?'

She said nothing for a few
moments. There was an intake of breath, her pupils expanded and I
watched the rise and fall of her chest. 'Our information,' she
began, 'is that 'The Sons', the current version that is, have
connections with al-Qaeda. I'm an investigative news reporter. If
we can tie up their involvement there may be further leads
appertaining to the Madrid railway station bombings. As you rightly
infer, I haven't come all this way just to taste the Highland air.
I'm a career woman and nowadays you're only as good as your last
scoop, and this may be a big one. With your knowledge of Spain and
its past terrorist activities you could be very useful to me.'

I swallowed hard.

 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


Caroline Carson didn't stay with
me long on that first meeting. But the impression she made and the
things she said to me over those few hours became my guiding light
for some time. A writer, living on his own in the back of beyond,
doesn't regularly get the opportunity to talk at length on worldly
matters, to someone of similar volition. Caroline, while she was
there, provided me with a much-needed outlet. And of course I was
also hooked by her looks.

The nearest restaurant to my
cottage is twenty miles away, so at lunchtime I cooked bacon, egg
and chips for us both. She certainly possessed a healthy appetite.
Afterwards we walked down to the loch. 'If I can really make some
inroads into this investigation,' she'd said on our walk, 'they may
allow me to make a documentary. If that's the case I could bring
you in on it. There could be a fee for you, which may be
substantial, in view of the danger and your expertise on the
subject. It would be up to you though. I repeat, it could be
extremely dangerous. You'd have to think very carefully about it,'
she'd said.

Over the next hour we talked
more on that and many other matters as well. When late afternoon
arrived she made tracks to leave. There was a hotel at Inverness
awaiting her and then a long drive next day to London. I stood at
the gate and watched her car pull away. Even at that early stage I
could feel my heartstrings tugging with every yard it travelled.
When she was out of sight I went straight inside and phoned my
agent.

'Bracewell you old bastard, I've
caught you in for once,' I said when he answered.

'H'm. Oh it's you,' he
responded.

'Yes it's me, who did you think
it was, John Grisham?'

'H'm,' he repeated. He had a
habit of doing that when he was stuck for something to say. It made
a sound as though he was humming to himself.

I first met Erskine Bracewell
about twenty years before on the Bob Bank at Ninian Park; home of
Cardiff City football club. At the time I was working as a
journalist for the Western Mail in Cardiff. Bracewell was a
moderately successful local radio broadcaster in the same city.
During those years we were both keen supporters of 'The Bluebirds'.
Unfortunately, we had the misfortune to watch them slide from the
then second division, down to the lower depths of the leagues. I
gave up when they reached the bottom of the fourth division,
although I think Bracewell persisted for a while longer. Anyway,
our acquaintanceship ended at that point.

We met up again ten years later
at a literary party in Chelsea. My first novel was about to be
published and I was looking for an agent. My publishers had sent me
to some woman who was a cross between Claire Rayner and Anne
Robinson. Since our last meeting Bracewell had moved to London and
set up shop as a literary agent. For the rest of that evening in
Chelsea we discussed the merits of all the Cardiff players we'd
watched over the years and after that he became my agent.

'How's the book coming along?'
he interjected.

'It's coming,' I replied. 'Why,
are you getting short of money?'

'No, just interested. Your
publishers have been ringing me wanting to know. You're on a
deadline you know.'

'I'm aware of that. What are you
going to do when I give up writing?'

'Find a more affable client.' I
heard him sigh and take a deep breath. 'You were ringing me I
think. How can I help?'

'What's this with you giving out
my address to television reporters?' I said.

'What?' he replied.

'Caroline Carson,' I
responded.

'Oh, her. I
didn't give her your address. When she told me about this business
with 'The Sons', I just told her you had an apartment in Spain. It
seemed relevant, but I didn't release your address.'

'But she found me up here. You must have said
where I lived?'

I heard
another deep intake of breath. 'No I didn't. She said she wanted to
contact you. I told her you were incommunicado, writing your new
novel. She said where, in Spain? I said no, somewhere in Scotland,
but I didn't say where.'

'She's very persistent then,' I
responded.

'Seems like it.'

'Well what do you think?' I
asked.

'About what?'

'About the bloody 'Sons',' I
shouted, getting exasperated.

'I don't know what to think
Gerald. She sprung it on me, just like I guess she sprung it on
you.'

'Well do you think it's OK for
me to go over to Spain? You know I'm in the middle of selling up
out there. I was planning to visit in a week or two to tidy things
up.'

'H'm,' Bracewell responded. It
did annoy me when he made that sound.

'Well?' I said impatiently. I
heard him draw in another deep breath.

'You'd better leave it with me,'
he said eventually. 'I'll get in touch with your publishers. I
expect they're used to this sort of thing nowadays. Salman Rushdie
and all that.'

I was getting angry again. 'I'm
not concerned with Salman Rushdie thank you. I'm concerned with
Gerald Ray. Anyway that was a completely different thing.'

'I'll get back to you,' he said.
'Get on with that bloody book,' he continued.

'Piss off,' I replied and hung
up.

* * * * *

I suppose, being the only son of
a Spanish mother, led to my fascination with that country, although
I was born in Cardiff, where I spent my formative years. My father,
Gordon Ray, was a Scottish seaman out of Glasgow, whose ship would
regularly call into Cardiff. There he met Maria Zabaleta who was
living with her uncle and aunt, Victor and Helenna Gomez, in Tiger
Bay, near to the city's docks.

My mother and father's
relationship began in the early nineteen forties. When the war
ended they married and set up home near to her relations. When I
arrived on the scene my father was working as a ship's pilot in the
docks and then later on he got work at the nearby Tremorfa steel
works.

So I was schooled locally
and afterwards joined the Western Mail newspaper as a cub reporter.
My early jobs there involved covering funerals, weddings, fetes and
charity events; although in time I did go on to better things. My
initial foray into Spain was a typical Costa holiday with my pals,
when I was in my early twenties. Sun, sand, sea, sangria and
whatever sex we could get, were, I'm afraid, our principal desires
in those youthfully energetic times. However, once my mother learnt
of the impending trip she began, for the first time in my life, to
recount details of the scarred history of her homeland. Those
scattered snippets inevitably fired my journalistic curiosity. At
the time Franco still ruled Spain with an iron fist, but on
holiday, when I journeyed inland, away from the Costa sin-spots, I
found the simple agrarian lifestyle of the hinterland people
idyllic. Their customs, traditions and fiestas fascinated me. The
engrossing colours of the rural landscape and the surrounding
mountains I found beguiling. And so my annual holiday
trips became more than just an excuse to test my alcohol dependence
and the ardour of my libido. Gradually I began to dig into the
history and the culture of the country and more specifically that
of my mother's homeland territory of the Basque country. And, over
the years, bit by bit, I was able to extract from her more about
the torrid times of her upbringing.

Eventually she revealed to me
that when she was nineteen years old, Franco's henchmen had
murdered her mother and father because of their Republican
leanings. At the time Franco had launched a purge of ethnic
cleansing against anybody who had connections with the Republican
movement; he maintained they were all tainted with communism. In
similar vein to the Nazi's, he also wanted to rid his country of
any possible hereditary legacy. So, many of the children of
Republican people were murdered as well. My mother came into that
category and for her own safety she had to flee to South Wales and
live with her relations. Another family member smuggled her across
the Spanish border, to Biarritz, and then somehow or another she
managed to get on a boat bound for Cardiff.

She never went back to Spain.
There was no record of her parent's death or their place of burial.
With tears in her eyes she would tell me about the happy times of
her younger childhood. 'I would dearly love to know my parent's
final resting place,' she said to me many times in her later years.
Tragically she died of cancer before I was able to complete 'Early
Dawn'; my father having died some years before with a heart attack.
I had though inherited her dark Iberian colouring, black hair and
feisty manner, although my father's Scottish height and bone
structure were also prominent features of my make up.

Fortunately my
journalistic career prospered. Throughout those years and using the
newspaper's facilities I attempted to make more enquiries about my
mother's background. However, whenever I made any inroads, there
was always a curtain of silence in Spain pulled tightly across such
matters. Writing 'Early Dawn' did provide the opportunity to take
matters further. While undertaking my research I was able to go
to the Basque country and metaphorically dig around.
Most times though, I encountered the same wall of silence. Nobody
would say much on past deaths, officially or unofficially, and what
little I discovered was a blanket of misinformation.

So for many years there had been
a welter of unanswered questions in my mind about my family's
roots. So Caroline Carson's call to my home that Thursday
reactivated a veritable hornet's nest that had lain dormant for a
long time.

* * * * *

A biting wind hit my face like a
slap. The eerie, plaintive cry of a lone buzzard echoed around the
valley below. When I stepped off the icy summit, a stag in velvet,
was standing still, glaring at me some twenty yards away. The shock
of seeing him made me lose my footing and I slipped onto my
backside and slid down the steep slope, over loose rocks. 'Shit,' I
cursed. The stag continued to watch my antics with what looked like
mild amusement. When I was back on my feet he moved off and I
didn't see him again.

Within a short drive of my home
I am lucky to have numerous Munros; mountains over 3000ft, at my
beck and call. Given the right weather, the scenery from the top of
any of them is spectacular and the strident exercise involved is
usually a more than adequate cure-all for the bodily ails of a
writer who's been slumped most of the day over a laptop, under a
deadline from his publishers. Concentrating on my work was
difficult after Caroline Carson's revelations and my barney with
Bracewell, so I'd stomped off in the direction of a mountain. Part
of the pathway there, was, in times of yore, an old drover's route.
Elements of its original stone surface still jut through the grass
and mud of the track. My walks up there as well as being
therapeutic, in terms of physical endeavour, also occasionally
brought me into contact with some of the cultural aspects of my
neighbourhood. Travelling the byways, I had come to meet many of
the locals who also traversed those routes. Mainly they were
crofters; unfortunately a dying breed, gathering their sheep and
cattle, which grazed on the common land. I was never going to be
accepted in their midst, but once they discovered I was half
Scottish and half Welsh/Spanish, I did, just about, qualify for a
little more than the usual cursory nod, or incoherent catarrhal
grunt, they reserved for incomers. In time they became curious
about me. 'Where did I come from?' 'What did I do?' 'Was I
married?' 'What was I doing living up there?' Were some of the
questions constantly pumped at me in their soft, lilting voices.
However, trying to extract anything concrete from them on their
individual backgrounds would have presented even the KGB with a
formidable challenge. A wall of silence similar to the one I'd
faced in Spain was the usual response to my intimate questions. I
was however able to learn from them about the cloud formations that
eddied around Beinn Eighe, and, in time, and with practice, I could
just about make a reasonable attempt at forecasting the local
weather for that day.

Most of the men I met were in
their retirement years and happily they would relate to me about
times past; tales of the brutal weather; stories of strength,
endurance and fortitude, involving local characters. Incidents that
occurred before proper transport came to the Highlands. Times when
the men from the village had to walk ten miles to work, in all
weathers and ten miles back again afterwards. At each meeting I
would try and prise a little more out of them.

That day though I saw nobody and
my mind had nothing to work on but the matters Caroline Carson had
related. Part of me still dismissed any threat 'The Sons' could
make as arrant nonsense. Why would those guys want to bother with
me after all this time, I asked myself? Sales of 'Early Dawn' had
peaked at least two years back. And in the book I had never
actually criticised 'The Sons' activities. My Spanish apartment did
however, present a problem. I could leave the clearing up there to
my agent, but there were people I needed to see, plus some
outstanding bills to sort out. What whetted my appetite about going
back though was the possibility of undertaking more research into
my family's fateful past and with Caroline Carson's assistance,
maybe writing a new blockbuster novel on the subject.

When I was
back in my cottage I checked on my e-mails. A missive from
Bracewell came up and I pressed the relevant key.
'I've spoken to your publishers,' his
e-mail began. 'They're still bitching about
the imminent completion date of your new book. However, I told them
of your plight and they put me onto some guy at the Foreign Office.
It seems there is a standard procedure now for this sort of thing.
He told me these idiots you wrote about could be serious. The FO
has been monitoring their activities for a year or two now. He's
e-mailed me a form that you will have to complete if they are to
take you under their wing, so to speak. I warn you, it's ten pages
long and you have to complete all of it if you want their help. I'm
sending it as an attachment to this e-mail. The man's advice is
that you shouldn't even consider travelling to Spain. He says
there's recently been a spate of killings and atrocities attributed
to your mates and you could be in danger. Much the best thing, I
think, is to stay up there and get your head down on the new book.
You can e-mail the form back to me when you have completed it if
you want and I'll send it off to the FO.

Best wishes

Erskine.

‘Fucking Hell,' I swore
out loud. Ten page form; e-mail attachment; what did Bracewell
think I was, a bloody computer geek. I'm a writer. I pay him to
look after all that sort of nonsense for me, was my initial
response to his mail. I was furious. I had a good mind at that
moment to telephone him back and give him a bloody good bollocking.
Who did he think he was telling me what to do and what not to do.
Without me he'd starve. Then I remembered Caroline Carson's words
on our walk by the loch side. Her perfume was still lingering
hauntingly in my lounge. 'This could be huge for both of us,' she'd
said. Before she left we'd agreed that I would contact her if I
wanted to proceed with my involvement in Spain. She'd written her
mobile number on a scrap of paper and at that moment it was on the
small oak table by the lounge window. Every time my eyes wandered
in its direction I was tempted to pick the phone up and dial the
number. I did manage to resist, although I spent the rest of the
day on the Internet checking the flights to Spain.

* * * * *

Over the next few days I
made concentrated attempts at my work. In between, I indulged
myself with more energetic forays along my favourite mountain
tracks. I'd chosen 'Ardwyn', for the name of my dwelling up there,
which roughly translates as road to the hill, mainly because of
those facilities. It was also at least a fifteen-hour drive from
London, usually entailing an overnight stop. The rail and bus
excursion being even more prohibitive. So, my aim of peace and
solitude in which to write coupled with a vast unspoilt landscape
in which to indulge my walking hobby is satisfied. The major
drawback, as I mentioned before, is the lack of company to act as a
sounding board when needed. And being on your own for long periods in the Highlands can sometimes get to
you. Occasionally, the desolation, the vast emptiness, the days
when swirling mists hover in lonely glens, can affect your mind. In
certain weather conditions a ghostly atmosphere prevails and
unexplainable things do happen.

One winter evening I was walking along the
loch side road after dinner. A full moon was up. The tall shore
side pine trees were casting eerie shadows, like New York
skyscrapers across the still water. Above my head a million
twinkling stars danced in the night sky. Then, from nowhere, the
figure of a man dressed in the full regalia of a sea captain
approached. Momentarily I was taken aback. His face bore a full
set, white beard. On his head he wore a peaked officers cap with
lots of gold braid. 'Good evening,' he said to me when he was near.
I responded in the same manner and he passed me by. After a few
seconds I turned around to look back and he wasn't there. At that
spot, the road along the loch side is dead straight for some
distance and there's no pathway off it anywhere. It couldn't have
been more than five seconds since he'd spoken to me, but he'd
gone.

A few days later I mentioned it to one of the
crofters on my walk. 'Och that's old Albert,' he responded with a
chuckle in his voice. 'He was a sea captain who used to live around
here at the turn of the century. He came home from the sea once,
and found that his wife had disappeared. Rumour has it she was
murdered while out on a walk in the woods. So when he retired from
the sea, Albert would go out every night in the woods and look for
her. The old locals say he eventually went mad. Sometimes my wife
sees him outside the kitchen window when she's making the late
night drink. First time it happened she screamed the house down,
but he's quite harmless,' my acquaintance added.

 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


I was sitting at my desk by the
window reading an e-mail from Jasmine Browne, my editor. Although
her missive contained a sting in the tail about an approaching
deadline, she was quite complimentary about the fifty pages of my
new novel that I had sent her. Looking out at Beinn Eighe I noticed
a pink edged cloud had engulfed the summit. My daydreaming was
broken by the telephone ringing.

‘Is that you Gerald?’
Caroline Carson responded to my reply.

‘It is,’ I said
defensively, guessing what might be coming next. Initially we
exchanged pleasantries about the state of our respective health and
the weather in the Highlands. A vision of her creamy skin, silky
hair and the stark clarity of the blue eyes formed in my brain as
we talked. ‘Gerald, I thought you’d like to know,’ she said
eventually, ‘that I’m making real progress on the matter we
discussed. As a result I’m flying out to Spain at the end of next
week. I will be going to Madrid first, but looking at the map, I
notice, that via the motorway, it’s not that much of a trip down to
where you have your place. I was wondering if we could meet up down
there?’

At that exact moment Jasmine
Browne’s e-mail about the looming deadline was facing me on the
laptop screen. And, lodged in the back of my mind were Erskine
Bracewell’s revelations about the likely intentions of 'The Sons of
Tyranny' if they ever caught up with me. So my initial response to
Caroline Carson wasn’t quite as enthusiastic as it might have
been.

‘I’m not sure at the
moment Caroline,’ I began. ‘I’m on a deadline with my
novel.’

For a few brief moments there
was a silence on the other end of the line. Then I heard an intake
of her breath. Hearing it close to my ear made my toes curl.

‘Well it’s up to you
Gerald,’ she retorted firmly. There was another slight pause. ‘I
just thought the likelihood of a good fee for a documentary about
this would be of interest to you, not to mention the novel you
could write. You’d have the al-Qaeda connection all to yourself.
No-one else would know about it.’ There was another pause on the
line while I listened to a further impatient intake of her breath.
‘But of course it’s entirely up to you,’ she added.

Every word she spoke, every
nuance she emphasised, severely chipped away at my resolve. The
rebel-rousing oration of a coach for the Welsh rugby team, about to
play the English, wouldn't have had a more dynamic effect.
Temporarily I was stunned into confusion and unable to form a
suitable reply. ‘Gerald, are you still there?’ she said.

‘Yes, I’m still here,’ I
responded.

‘Well what do you think?’
she cut in quickly.

‘I think I'm going to have
to think about it,’ I said, gruffly. ‘I’m in the middle of writing
at the moment. Give me your mobile number again and I’ll get back
to you when I’ve completed the bit I’m doing.’

She sounded deflated and
petulantly rang off. Afterwards I sat in my study, gazing out
through the window at the mountains. The train of thought regarding
my novel was gone. Her call was really the last thing I needed at
that particular moment. My participation in her offer could involve
danger, maybe torture, possibly death and probably an uncertain
future, not to mention the wrath of my publishers. But the carrot
Caroline Carson had dangled in front of my nose was far too
irresistible. For distraction I switched on the radio. A familiar
pop tune, with a lilting romantic melody was playing. For a while I
hummed along but before the chorus began the announcer cut in and
spoilt it. Afterwards, I couldn't remember the title. It was
something that vexed my mind all the rest of that day.

The peaks of the North West of
Scotland have a capacity to put your problems into perspective.
When you're up top, looking down, everything below appears minimal,
almost inconsequential. I once mentioned this to one of my crofter
friends. ‘Aye, the mountains are always there for you when you need
them,’ he’d replied. Later on that day, about three-quarters of the
way back along the track, from one of those peaks, the decision to
meet up with Caroline Carson, in Spain, crystallised. When I got
back to my cottage I dialled her mobile number.

 


 



CHAPTER FOUR

 


‘Looky-looky,’ a voice
calls out to me. I’m walking down the main street. It’s night
-time. Rain is sheeting down like a monsoon. Huge droplets are
bouncing several inches high up off the pavement in front of me.
I’m in South-East Spain and because of the rain I’m wearing an
anorak with a hood. I look around in the direction of the
voice.

‘It’s only me Babayo,’ I
call back.

When he recognises my voice,
radiant white teeth light up his black face like a lamp being
switched on. ‘Bwana, you have come back,’ he says when he catches
me up. The smile gets broader; water drips off the wide rim of a
yellow baseball cap.

‘Yes, only for a while
though,’ I say. ‘Have things held this year?’ I add, referring to a
cellar wall. Babayo and about ten other similar coloured guys from
North West Africa, are known locally as the ‘Looky-looky' men; a
phrase they use to attract potential customers. They all used to
live together in a cellar under the harbour wall. The previous
autumn a storm, of tsunami-like proportions, hammered our bay
during the ‘Gota Fria', a few
days in late autumn when we receive almost our total annual
rainfall. At that time of year, the cold air stream from the North
meets the overheated Med and produces torrential downpours. Often
there are floods. Sometimes structural damage occurs. It’s happened
since time immemorial, but each year it always seems to catch the
locals out. That year was a particularly nasty one. The normally
dry riverbeds overflowed with the unexpected volume of water,
bursting their banks. Walls collapsed, properties were flooded to a
depth of several feet and roads were blocked for many days. In the
flooding cars were washed out to sea, never to be seen again. In
all fifteen hundred vehicles needed to be written off in our town
alone. The guys in the cellar lost most of their possessions.
Afterwards, some of us gave them old beds, chairs and odd bits of
furniture. And to try to prevent the cellar flooding again, we
helped them divert a drain and re-point a wall. Then, one morning,
a message, written in huge letters in the sand on the beach,
proclaimed, ‘Looky-looky. Muchas
Gracias.’ After that they did whatever they could for
us.

‘So far boss, so far,’
Babayo replies, referring to the cellar wall and crosses two of the
fingers on his free hand. In his other hand is a display tray full
of expensive wristwatches.

‘What about a new watch
boss?’ he asks.

‘No thanks old chap,’ I
say. ‘Another time maybe.’

A reluctant smile crosses his
face, he sighs and starts to move away. ‘Oh boss, I nearly forgot,’
he said when he had gone a few paces. He turned back to face me.
‘There was a man looking for you a week or so back. Spanish guy.
Old, with grey hair. He knew you by name
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