
        
            [image: cover]
        

    





The Dead of
Jura

By

Allan
Martin

[image: tmp_5aa9b65cc16d3ea3c9f87b5cc54cf470_0HWNMF_html_140a949d.jpg]

ThunderPoint
Publishing Ltd.

***

 



 First Published in
Great Britain in 2020 by

ThunderPoint Publishing Limited

Summit
House

4-5
Mitchell Street

Edinburgh

Scotland
EH6 7BD

Copyright
© Allan Martin 2020

The moral
right of the author has been asserted.

All rights
reserved.

Without
limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this
publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a
retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means
(electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise),
without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner
and the above publisher of the work.

This book
is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters and locations are
used fictitiously and any resemblance to actual persons, living or
dead, is purely coincidental and a product of the author’s
creativity.

Cover
Image © Annmarie Young / Shutterstock.com

Cover
Design © Huw Francis

ISBN:
978-1-910946-67-1 (Paperback)

ISBN:
978-1-910946-68-8 (eBook)

www.thunderpoint.scot

***

 



 Acknowledgements

 


Many
thanks to all who played a part in bringing this book to
publication.

To all the
readers of The Peat Dead who asked for more of Angus
Blue.

To those
who read versions of The Dead of Jura and commented. To HB for
advice on police plausibility. To fellow authors who offered
encouragement. To Val Renehan for great conversation.

To Olga
Wojtas and Marion Todd who not only read the final version and gave
positive feedback, but also allowed me to quote them.

To Seonaid
and Huw Francis at ThunderPoint, who’ve seen it through to
publication.

And, above
all, to Vivien, who’s been with it from start to finish, and
persuaded me to take out the scene with the aliens.

***

 



 Dedication






To Vivien,
with love.

***

 








[image: tmp_5aa9b65cc16d3ea3c9f87b5cc54cf470_0HWNMF_html_cb3af93.jpg]

***

 



 Prologue

A discreet
beeping woke the man up. He silenced his watch and checked the
time. 6.15 am. No rose pink dawn presaged a day of sunshine;
instead, thin cloud filled the sky. That was good. No reflections
and shadows to confuse things. And dry too. He smiled – yes,
perfect weather. Time to prepare.

The
waterproof sleeping bag had kept him warm and dry through the
night. He crawled out of the bag, wiped it dry and clean, rolled it
up carefully, stowed it in his rucksack. All of this he did without
standing up, keeping low in the rectangular cutting he had made in
the heather, just below the top of the ridge. As he worked he
noticed a couple of deer watching him from further up the hillside.
Eventually they lost interest and turned back to
grazing.

He’d been
careful in preparing. He worried about ticks, which multiplied here
thanks to the island’s swollen deer population. His boots,
camouflage trousers and dark green jacket were waterproof and
treated with permethrin-based insecticide. He’d also sprayed his
hands, neck and head with a DEET-based insecticide. Despite these
precautions, he would nevertheless have to check himself thoroughly
once he got back. He also wore a dark green woolly hat and had
smeared his face with brown camouflage paint.

From a
dark green waterproof bag he extracted the elements of the rifle,
and assembled it with the smoothness born of much practice. The
final piece was the telescopic sight. He fixed an ammunition clip
into the slot below the plastic stock. Eight bullets. More than he
needed.

He crawled
forward to the top of the ridge. Looking over the edge, he could
see the big house below him, several hundred yards away. In front
of it a wide lawn ran down to the shore of the small bay. About
two-thirds of the way from the house to the water he could see the
helipad, a square black patch of tarmac with a large white circle
on it and a cross at the centre. That gave him a frame about sixty
yards wide to cover. He opened up the bipod fixed to the rifle’s
barrel and set it carefully at a spot where, with the rifle resting
on it, he could easily pan the weapon across the space between the
house and the helipad. Then he tested the telescopic sight, so that
the grey path leading from the front door of the house to the
helipad was perfectly in focus.

Now to
wait. He glanced at his watch again. 6.40. Plenty of time. Be
patient, keep as still as possible. Nothing must be out of the
ordinary.

At 6.55 he
sensed, rather than heard, the beating of the rotors on the heavy
air of the morning. Then the sound came too, and now he could see
the small helicopter coming over from the east, from the mainland.
As it neared the edge of the land the helicopter seemed to hesitate
and hang back from the shore.

Then his
eye caught another movement. The door of the house had opened. A
man came out and waved to the helicopter, signalling it to land. It
moved noisily forward and down, and then gingerly settled itself on
the helipad. The man on the ground ran, head bent down, over to the
helicopter and pulled open a door in its side. He held the door
open. No-one got out. The man seemed to be talking to the pilot.
After a couple of minutes, he went back towards the house. As he
neared the door, he waved to someone inside.

Now the
house-door opened again. More people were coming out. He eased the
sights gently away from the helicopter and focused on the figures.
He recognised the man as soon as he appeared. His face filled the
sight. Now it was essential to keep calm. Focus on the task. Focus
on the target.

***

 



 Day 1. Monday

1

A late
morning in May.

Inspector
Angus Blue was in his office in the Oban Police HQ, on the ground
floor, at the back of the building. He was contemplating two books
on his desk, one a German dictionary, and the other a
paperback, Die Toten ohne Schatten
by Hubert Valkerius. Since meeting the translator
of Valkerius’s crime novels, Blue thought it was time he polished
up his rusty German. He had worked out the title –
The Dead without Shadows – and was working through the blurb on the back, when the
phone rang.

“Police
Scotland. Inspector Blue here. How may we be of assistance?” Police
Scotland was very concerned about its image, not without some
reason, as the years since unification had not been easy.
Procedures had been put in place at the behest of expensive public
relations consultants to enable every contact with Police Scotland
to be a positive one. Blue was not always so punctilious in using
the prescribed form, but since he could see from the display on his
phone who was calling, he chose not to omit it.

“Good
response, Blue, and picked up in only three rings. Well
done.”

“Thank
you, sir. I am here, of course, to be helpful, and not only to the
general public.”

“Yes, yes,
of course. Can you come up for a minute. Something important, very
important.”

“Yes, sir,
right away. I was naturally extremely busy, but at your summons all
is put aside.”

He heard a
harrumphing sound at the other end, then the line went
dead.

 


Three floors up, Superintendent
Campbell’s door. He knocked and entered.

“Angus,
come in, do take a seat,” said the Super, motioning towards an
upright chair facing his expansive desk. “The truth is,” he went
on, as Blue sat down, “that this is a really tricky one. Needs to
be handled very carefully.”

“Like
skinning an eel, sir?”

“Yes I
suppose so. I didn’t know you were a fisherman, Blue. No, sadly
this has nothing to do with fish. There’s been a shooting, on
Jura.”

Like a
discreet butler calling for attention, a low burbling sigh gave
Blue the news that Campbell’s top-of-the-range Italian coffee
machine had been activated. The plus side of a visit to the CID
chief.

“I don’t
want to seem flippant, sir, but there’s always shooting on Jura,
isn’t there? Or does it only happen in the autumn?” Was this one
accidental? One rich idiot shooting another, instead of the
wildlife. Blue almost hoped so.

“Ah, yes,
very good. But this is people, Blue, people.”

“Is the
wildlife fighting back then? An old dear with a grouse?”

Campbell
was not amused. “People, Angus, important people.”

“So, more
than one?”

“No, no.
Just one. Isn’t one shooting enough, Blue?”

“One is
surely too many, sir.”

“Of
course, of course. Nevertheless, there’s been a shooting.
Thankfully not fatal. The victim is in hospital at the
moment.”

The warm,
earthy aroma of top-of-the-range coffee wafted in Blue’s direction.
He breathed it in and savoured it. The smell of the coffee was
always so much better than the taste.

“And we’re
sure it wasn’t accidental?”

“No, no,
clearly targeted. Attempted murder, at the moment, that is. The
victim was shot by a marksman some way off. A sniper. And it does
look like there’s a political angle. The victim is not just
anybody.”

“A good
point, sir, everybody is somebody. No-one is just
anybody.”

“You know
what I mean. We need to focus here, Angus. This is going to be a
difficult one. I got a call ten minutes ago from ACC Harkness,
reporting the incident to me. She had it from the CC himself, and
he, the CC that is, was informed by one of the high-ups at the
Met.”

“Isn’t
that unusual? Don’t people normally call 999 and the message comes
to a lowly operator in Glasgow, and up to us?”

“Exactly,
Blue, that’s exactly how it should be. But not this time. This time
the people at the scene phoned the Met and asked them to come and
investigate. But as you know, and were no doubt about to tell me,
they can’t do that. Naturally, of course, it’s not their patch.
That’s why our friends at the Met followed the normal protocol and
passed the matter on to Police Scotland. Well, not exactly the
normal protocol, as someone high up at the Met went directly to the
CC”

“How did
he react?” The previous Chief Constable, brought in from London’s
Metropolitan Police, had left not long since under a cloud. His
style hadn’t worked in Scotland. The new CC was a local
man.

“I
wouldn’t care to speculate, Angus. Coffee?” The chief did not await
Blue’s response, swinging round in his top-of-the-range executive
chair to collect two small cups from the base of the machine. The
name reminded Blue of an Italian footballer.

“Thank
you, sir.” Blue fetched himself a sachet of brown sugar and a small
teaspoon from the tray on the windowsill. “So, when did this
incident take place?”

“This
morning, about seven o’clock. In front of several witnesses, I’m
told.”

“And it
took four hours for the message to get to us?”

“Quite so.
It seems no-one was in a hurry to bring us into it.”

“Have you
any idea why that might be, sir?”

“Probably
because the victim was a cabinet minister, albeit a junior one.
Lord Steppingham. Minister of State at the Defence
Ministry.”

“Wasn’t he
the one who said we should bomb the migrant boats in the
Mediterranean, to stop them getting to Europe? ‘Show them where
they belong!’ I think those were his words.”

“Ah. Yes,
that would be him.”

“What was
he doing on Jura?”

“He owns
an estate.”

“Don’t
they all. Do we know what happened?”

“It seems
he was walking from the house on the estate – Dunrighinn it’s
called – to a helicopter, which had come to take him off, when a
gunman, ensconced somewhere up on the moor overlooking the place,
started shooting. Thankfully, he was only wounded, though we don’t
know how badly yet. Seems no-one else was hurt. Efforts were made
to catch the gunman but he couldn’t be found. That’s all I
know.”

“And you
want me to take it on?”

“You know
the score, Angus. You get the ones that require a bit up here.”
Campbell tapped his right temple with one finger.

Blue was
perfectly aware of the score. Anything that looked weird,
complicated or, especially, difficult, went to him. He didn’t mind
that too much. It made life interesting. So when a drug-crazed ned
bludgeoned his girlfriend to death with a chair leg in
Lochgilphead, Inspector Carroll was despatched to the scene, and
got the credit for the arrest. Ditto with the drunken forester who
decapitated a colleague with a chain saw, then proceeded, following
correct forestry practice, to trim the arms and legs off the
corpse, slicing off one of his own kneecaps in the
process.

“Do the
local police there know about this?” He remembered the team he’d
worked with on an earlier case on Islay. Good cops all of
them.

“No, not
yet. So we need to move fast or we’re not going to look good. This
is going to be high-profile, Angus, so we need to solve it. And be
seen to be doing so. And being highly professional about it. ACC
Harkness hinted that the Met could be called in anyway, if it turns
out to be a political or terrorist matter.”

“As
opposed to an everyday attempted murder. Can they do
that?”

“Oh yes,
if ‘national security’ is deemed to be involved, London can
overrule the usual protocols and put in whoever they like. Which
usually means the Met. If they’re itching to do that, we’ll have to
be very careful.”

“Well, I’d
better get over there then.”

“Good!”
Campbell looked relieved. “Now, we can get you over there in the
launch in no time. I’ll get a car to take you home to get your
overnight stuff and then drop you at the harbour.”

“OK. What
about Scene-of-Crime?”

“Take a
couple with you to get things moving. The others can go with the
van to Kennacraig for the ferry.”

“I’ll take
Steve Belford and Jill Henderson, if that’s OK. And as there’s been
shooting, I’m afraid we’ll have to take Dalvey too.” Ex-Sergeant
Kevin Dalvey had been a SOC team-leader, but a series of incidents
arising from his drinking and bad temper had resulted in his being
demoted, and confined now to ballistics work, for which he had
considerable expertise.

“I suppose
so. He’s been warned to be on his best behaviour. And claims he’s
off the booze. Keep an eye on him, Angus. We don’t want him causing
an incident. Again.”

“And I’d
like Sergeant McCader on this with me too.”

“Yes, I
rather expected you would. I’ll ask the local force to be put at
your disposal too – I think you know them – and if you need more
people, let me know. But that could be tricky with this Royal
Progress coming up. No doubt every man, woman, horse and dog are
going to be deployed, even if there’s no-one there to watch
it.”

As part of
its ‘Bringing the Nation Together’ programme, the UK Government had
decided that the monarch and other members of the royal family
should make a ‘Royal Progress’ through Scotland, Wales and Northern
Ireland. The plan was that the royal party should pass along
selected routes, and appear in most parts of the country, showing
the citizens how valued they were as part of the UK. ‘The
monarchy,’ the prime minister had announced on TV, ‘is a unique and
age-old symbol of British identity.’ Demonstrations against this
unique and historic symbol were to be banned during the course of
the event, in the interests of national security. Political parties
opposed to the monarchy were warned that any activity by them
relating in any way to the Progress would be dealt with severely
under terrorism laws.

“I think
I’m going to be well out of it then, sir, if I’m not needed to hold
back the hysterical crowds of royal devotees.”

“Quite.
There’s a further complication. You’ll probably have to deal with
people from the Political Protection Unit, from London – they may
even have been there when it happened – so be diplomatic. And if
you feel that this needs someone more senior to intervene at any
point, get in touch with me right away.”

“Will do,
chief.”

“And keep
me informed as often as you can. I suspect the CC will want to be
fully informed as this develops. He’s also keen that Police
Scotland demonstrates both its skill and its
professionalism.”

Blue got
up to go.

“One other
thing, Angus.”

“Yes,
chief?”

“If you do have time to get over to the
distillery on Jura, and you can, get me a couple of bottles of the
21-year-old. There are two expressions, one’s called
Time, and the
other Tide. Yes,
I know, a bit pretentious. But if you can get me one of each, I’d
be very grateful.”

***
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An hour
later, Blue was on the police launch, leaving the shelter of
Kerrera, and heading on south west, with the grey mass of Mull
further away on the right. The sky was grey, there was a chilly
breeze and the water was choppy. Most of the passengers preferred
the relative comfort of the cabin, but Blue liked to sit out in the
open air at the back of the boat. He had the right clothes for it,
tending always to dress for the outdoors. The journey would take
over two hours, but there was no point speculating about the case
until he was at the scene. Arrive with an open mind. And there was
plenty to see on the way.

They
hugged the coast, continuing south-west, and passed on their left
the rocky summit of Seil Island, with the two green humps of Insh
Island on the right. Then south past Easdale, where Blue remembered
the huge cavities left by the once-booming slate industry. Now on
the left came Luing, another slate island, and then a seascape of
rocky islets and skerries as they passed between Luing and Lunga,
and then rounded the faded green-brown bulk of Scarba into the
Corryvreckan Strait.

To reach
Jura they had to cross the whirlpool itself, not the comic-book
giant spiral of moving water sucking ships to its centre before
swallowing them whole, but rather a wide stretch of strangely
choppy water masking the complex and powerful currents which could
draw a boat where it had no wish to go. Crossing the Corryvreckan
was an oddly unnerving experience, as if you sensed the hunger that
lurked beneath.

It was at
this point that the bulky form of PC Dalvey emerged, white-faced
and groaning, from the cabin, and made for the side of the boat,
where he leaned over and vomited into the sea. Eventually he let
his overweight body slump down on the bench beside Blue, wiping his
mouth and moustache with a handkerchief.

“Fucking
boats! I bloody hate them!”

“Don’t
worry, Kevin, we’ll soon be there,” said Blue.

“I bloody
hope so. Fucking islands! Er, sorry, boss.”

Sergeant
McCader came out next, in his usual jeans and black leather jacket.
A small man who could vanish in a crowd of three. “Hi, Kevin,” he
remarked cheerily, “You only got half way through your Mars bar. Do
you want the rest?”

Dalvey
turned again to empty his stomach into the waves.

“I guess
that’s a no.” McCader turned to Blue. “So this is the whirlpool,
sir. I didn’t imagine it like this at all. But you do get a real
sense that if you fell in you wouldn’t get out again.”

Blue
pointed to the land that lay ahead of them, steep rocks around the
coast and the tough grasses on the hills almost yellow. “That’s the
top end of Jura coming up now.”

“I thought
so. I was hoping to see George Orwell’s house.”

As they
came round the snub end of the island, keeping it to their right,
they could see a rectangular oasis of lush green between two rocky
outcrops, and at its top edge a white house, two storeys in the
middle, with the gable end of a single-storey room abutting on each
side. Like a farmhouse without a farm.

Blue
pointed. “That’s it. Barnhill. Orwell went there off and on between
1946 and 1950.” He passed his binoculars to McCader.

“Can’t
have been easy to get to. I suppose he must have come in by boat,
with everything he needed.”

“People
overlook the extent to which canning transformed everyday lives.
Corned beef and tinned peaches, any time of the year!”

Dalvey
gazed with them at the house. “Is that where we’re going,
chief?”

“No,” said
Blue, “We’ve a way yet, about half way down this side of the
island.” Dalvey groaned again.

“The place
looks pretty barren,” remarked McCader.

“It wasn’t
always. The Clearances made it what it is now. Most of the island
is deer-hunting estates. Where the rich and powerful can kill for
fun.”

“Makes you
fucking sick,” commented Dalvey.

“My people
lived here,” said Blue. “Further south, mainly. My grandmother’s
family, they were called McIsaac, they were the millers in
Craighouse. The mill’s still there today.”

“So this
is a bit of a home-coming for you,” said McCader.

“I suppose
so. There are still one or two Blues there, I think, cousins of my
grandfather. My great-grandfather left in the 1870s for Greenock,
then moved to Glasgow. There was plenty of work there then. He
became a stonemason, helped build the Central Station.”

“Do you
think they missed the island life?”

“They made
the best of what they had. But they never forgot their
origins.”

The sun
had broken through the thin cloud, and the others emerged from the
cabin to stare at the rocky shore as it slid past. Steve Belford,
SOC team-leader, tall and gangly, his curly brown hair and glasses
making him look like an American academic. And Jill Henderson,
shorter and even slimmer, her hair cut short,
pixie-meets-Cleopatra, a glossy shade of dark blue. Her steely
gaze, which deterred even the most confident would-be Romeo in
Police HQ, fixed on the landscape.

Blue took
the opportunity to address them: “OK, everybody, listen carefully.
There will be people at the crime site who will be watching us very
carefully, maybe looking for any signs of carelessness or
ignorance. So we’ve got to be on our best behaviour, and totally
professional. Whatever you find, report it to me.”

“Where are
we staying?” asked Steve.

“I haven’t
a clue, Steve,” said Blue, “That’s been left to the local police to
organise. But there’s not much accommodation on Jura, so we may
well have to stay on Islay and come over to Jura every
day.”

“Not
another fucking boat!” groaned Dalvey.

“Mr
Dalvey,” warned Blue. “Be very careful what you say. You may not be
among friends.”

 


The boat
turned into a small bay. On its left side, the land sloped steeply
down to the water. Towards the right however, there was an area of
relatively flat land, a half-moon clinging to the foot of the
hills. At the rear of this area a house was almost tucked under the
steep hillside: stone-built, two storeys, and Velux windows in the
roof. At the centre of the ground floor was the main entrance, with
an open porch jutting out, supported by stone columns. On either
side of the door were four tall windows. The upper floor was
similar except that the windows were not so tall, and there was one
over the entrance. The roof had a steep pitch, to accommodate the
attic rooms. To the right of the house was a courtyard surrounded
by smaller buildings; to its left an open area used as a car park.
Two black Range Rovers were parked there.

Rough
grass, cut short, covered the space between the front of the house
and the shore. From the front door a gravel path crossed the grass
to a helicopter landing pad. On the pad sat a small helicopter.
Further to the right, nearly at the western edge of the bay, a
jetty stood out by the blackness of its water-lapped stone. That
was where they must disembark.

An old man
in overalls and wellies was waiting on the jetty. He took the line
thrown to him and expertly tied it to a small black-painted iron
bollard. Then he took the various bags passed to him and laid them
on the jetty, and finally assisted each of the passengers getting
off the boat. The choppy water caused the boat to rise and fall
unpredictably; for the passengers it was a question of taking a
step into space at the right moment. The old man was silent
throughout this operation. When it was over he untied the rope and
cast it casually back onto the deck of the launch, and then
signalled to the launch that it should depart.

Blue was
rather puzzled by this. He’d expected the police launch to wait, in
case anything or anybody, needed to be taken back. The launch’s
captain looked at him for instructions, then his other crewman, who
was picking up the mooring rope, shouted across: “What’ll we do,
sir? We dinna seem very welcome!”

“You may
as well go!” Blue shouted back. “We’re all staying here, at least
till tomorrow, and we’ll be coming back on the ferry. Thanks for
the ride.”

The
captain waved, and the launch swung its nose away from the jetty
and set off back towards Oban.

***
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They made
their way off the jetty, clutching their overnight and equipment
bags and stopped when they reached the path leading to the house.
Without a word, the old man made off towards the outbuildings. Then
they noticed two figures striding purposefully down the path. One
was tall and slim, with dark hair lightly gelled back and a
moustache of which Clark Gable would have been proud. He was
wearing a brown Barbour jacket. The other was shorter and stockier,
in a shapeless parka, with a shaven head and an ugly
expression.

As they
came up to the Oban officers, the taller man moved into the lead.
Blue stepped forward to greet him. The tall man smiled thinly and
extended a hand.

“Good
afternoon. Philip Ffox-Kaye, from the Met. Chief Inspector. Glad
you’re here to assist us.”

Blue shook
hands with him. Ffox-Kaye’s handshake was firm and reassuring,
albeit a little overstayed.

“Hi. Angus Blue. Inspector. Police Scotland.
I hope you’re here to assist us, Mr Kaye.” He saw the other
stiffen slightly. The polite smile waned and
vanished.

“Ffox-Kaye, please. Did you say Blue?”

Blue did
not answer. He knew that Ffox-Kaye had heard him perfectly
well.

“Your name
is not unfamiliar to us at Special Branch,” said Ffox-Kaye icily.
“Anyway, as the senior officer here, I believe I’m in charge,
Inspector. Shall we get on with this?” He began to turn away, but
Blue did not move. His team remained standing motionless behind
him. It was clear to them too that they were not
welcome.

“I’m sorry, Mr Ffox-Kaye, but you are
mistaken, and I think you know it. As a visiting officer from
another force, who may have an interest in this case, you will be
treated with civility and respect, and we will do our best to help
you with your own concerns. But you have no authority here. This is
Scotland, and Police Scotland is the police force here. Dealing
with crime here is our responsibility, not yours.” Blue was for the
first time grateful for the Who are
we? training courses which all officers,
Inspector and above, were required to attend soon after the
unification of Scotland’s police forces. Role-play on meeting
officers of other forces as well as journalists had been a central
part of the course. Thank goodness Blue’s role-play partner had
been an awkward old bugger from Edinburgh with a well-used face and
a puzzling name.

Ffox-Kaye
paused and turned his cold gaze back on Blue.

Blue was
not daunted. “I’ve been sent here to investigate a case of
attempted murder. Perhaps you could explain to me how you come to
be here?”

“I am an
officer of the UK Political Protection Unit. I am here in that
capacity to protect the body and the interests of a UK Cabinet
Minister, and by extension, the British Government.”

He stared
at Blue. Blue stared back. “Is that it?” he said.

Ffox-Kaye’s face twitched. His moustache looked as if it were
glued on. Blue resisted the urge to give it a tug.

“All
right, Blue. I acknowledge that, as the local police officer” – he
sounded the words as if he was really saying ‘country bumpkin’ –
“tasked with investigating this incident, you have a right to do
so. But I do have a role here, whether you like it or not, as a
member of a UK-wide national unit. I am entitled, as an officer of
the PPU, to observe your investigation, and to be given all
information pertinent to the case. I will of course offer you any
information which I deem to be relevant, provided that it does not
conflict with issues of national security. I am empowered to deny
officers of provincial police forces such as yours access to any
information, persons or locations, if that access may, in my
judgement, conflict with the interests of national
security.”

It was
clearly a well-practised and oft-repeated speech, thought Blue.
Ffox-Kaye must have attended a Who are
we? course of his own.

“I am also
required to liaise with my colleagues in the Anti-Terrorist Unit,
and with the Security Service. And if I judge that the case is
terrorist- or security-related, I can request that it is taken out
of your hands and passed to the appropriate UK national agency.
Don’t you think that an attack on a cabinet minister is pretty
close to that point already?”

“Thank
you, Mr Ffox-Kaye, that’s a very succinct summary, if I may say so.
Being merely a provincial policeman, I’m not an expert in these
matters, and will have to confirm what you say at some point with
my superiors. But I don’t see any reason why you should make it up,
so for the time being I’ll accept it. And your kind offer to
help.”

Blue
looked over Ffox-Kaye’s shoulder to the other man, who was scowling
at him from behind the Special Branch man. “I don’t think we’ve
met, either. Are you a colleague of Mr Ffox-Kaye’s?”

The man
moved to Ffox-Kaye’s side, almost jostling him off the path onto
the grass. He did not offer Blue his hand. “Matt Plaistow.
Inspector. PPU. Before that, the Met. Serious Crimes
Squad.”

Blue
nodded to Plaistow. “I’m glad to meet you, Mr Plaistow. I can see
we’re going to have lots of fun together, gentlemen. But first, is
there somewhere we can put our bags? I’d like to get the forensics
under way as soon as possible.”

“You can
dump them in one of them outbuildings,” said Plaistow. He turned in
the direction of the courtyard and shouted, “Hey, Jock, get your
lazy ass over here! Now!”

The old
man reappeared round the corner of one of the buildings and looked
expressionlessly at Plaistow.

“Show
these people to the Kit Store!” shouted Plaistow, jerking his head
in the direction of Blue and his team. “You can leave the stuff
there,” he said to Blue, then turned on his heel and walked off.
Ffox-Kaye studied Blue for a moment, a faint smile on his thin
lips. Then he too turned away.

“Charming
pair,” said Sergeant McCader.

“Wankers!”
said Dalvey.

“Language,
Kevin,” said Blue.

They
walked across the dry grass to where the old man was waiting for
them. He motioned them to follow him and went back into the
courtyard. It was paved, with a range of single-storey conjoined
buildings on three sides, the fourth side being formed by the gable
end of the big house. The courtyard buildings began some two or
three metres from the house, so that vehicles could get access at
both the front and the back.

The old
man led them to a small wooden door in the right hand range and
opened it with a key. He went in and beckoned the others to follow.
It was indeed a store room, with two rows of wooden lockers at one
end and a row of coat hooks along the other end, waxed jackets and
long waterproof coats hanging from them. There were windows in the
middle of the other two walls. One looked onto the courtyard, the
other onto the grass, and the concrete pad where the helicopter
sat. There was no sign of Ffox-Kaye or Plaistow.

“You can
put your things here. This room’s no used very much. Only when
there are shooting parties. The door at the other end, that’s a
toilet ye can use.”

“Thank
you,” said Blue. “Pleased to meet you, I’m Angus Blue.” He offered
the man his hand.

The old
man studied the hand, as if it were a specimen of some strange
creature, perhaps turned up unexpectedly whilst digging for peats.
Then he grasped it firmly. “Tam McGowan. Just ca me
Tam.”

Blue
introduced his team.

“You’ll be
from Oban, then?” asked Tam.

“That’s
right. Do you know it?”

“Ach, I
used to go there quite often, when the wife was still alive. We’d
go just for the weekend, stay at that wee pub by the harbour, it
has a couple a rooms. Very cosy too. My wife liked the shops, and
on the Saturday night we always went to the pictures. That was a
rare treat. Sunday morn we’d go to the Free Kirk up the hill –
there was always a powerful sermon there.” He suddenly peered out
the window into the courtyard, then seemed to relax again. “I’ve to
be careful with ye. Yon London polis have said I’m no to talk with
ye, or I’ll be in real trouble. So if ye meet me outside, dinna say
anything, they’re aye watching. I’d better no be too long here
either. I’ll give ye the key to this room, so’s ye can leave
anything ye want here.”

He removed
the key from a large bunch. There was green tape round the shaft.
Blue noticed that some of the other keys had other
colours.

“Tam, did
you see what happened here this morning?” asked Blue, as the others
were sorting out the scene-of-crime kit.

“I’m no
supposed to say anything to ye, Mr Blue.”

“Why
not?”

“They said
it wis a security matter. Whatever happens here is secret. They
said they’d tell ye all that ye’re needing to know.”

“Did you
see anything this morning, Tam?”

“Well,” –
Tam glanced again at the window – “no really. I didna get here till
after. I’m no supposed to start till eight, so I was still at home
when it happened.”

“Where’s
that?”

“I’ve a
wee cottage two miles or so up the road, the other side of the
hill. Mind you, I heard the helicopter comin in, as I was having my
breakfast.”

“Did you
hear the shots?”

“I couldna
rightly say, Mr Blue, yon machine’s awfa noisy. It kinda spluttered
a few times after it landed. Maybe that was the shots.”

“Could you
say how many splutters you heard?”

“I don’t
know, two or three, maybe more. I wasna really listenin that
much.”

“Did you
come right over then?”

“Naw, the
helicopter coming in was fairly normal. That’s how his Lordship
usually came in and out. Didna want to mix wi poor folk like you an
me on the ferry, eh? I got here at eight. I come in round the back,
so I didna see what was going on at the front. As soon as I was out
the car, Mr Seymour – he’s the estate manager – told me to go up to
the hide at the wee lochan and check the roof was no leaking. I
didna get back till just before you arrived. So I canna be much
help to ye.”

“Not at
all, every little bit helps to build up the big picture. By the
way, where do come from originally, Tam? You don’t sound like a
Diurach.” Blue guessed that native Jura folk probably sounded like
the Islay natives he’d met.

“Naw,
ye’re right. I’m from Ayrshire myself, no far fae Girvan. His
Lordship disna believe in hiring local folk. He says ye canna trust
them, they’re aye gossiping. I don’t know, they dinna seem very
talkative to me.”

Tam
glanced out of the window again. “Ach, there’s Mr Seymour now. I’d
better go. I’ll see ye later.” He slipped out the door and was
off.

 


The two
SOCOs and Dalvey were struggling into their white
overalls.

“Right,
everybody,” Blue announced, “this could be difficult. I don’t know
what agenda these two guys have, but ‘helpful’ doesn’t seem to be
part of it. They may even be looking for excuses to get us off the
case. So do everything by the book, and if there are any problems,
tell me right away. Steve, the first thing is obviously to find out
where the shooting happened so that you and Jill can set up a
perimeter and start examining the ground. Kevin, we need you to see
if you can find any bullets. Tam mentioned two or three shots, and
I’m assuming they’re not all stuck in his Lordship’s body. Sergeant
McCader and I’ll see if we can get an account of what happened,
hopefully find some witnesses.”

“If they
haven’t been got at by Laurel and Hardy out there,” said Jill
Henderson. “Those two are a real pair of smartarses.”

“Try to
avoid communicating with them,” advised Blue. “If they ask
anything, or tell you to do anything, refer them to me.”

***

 



 4

Back
outside again, they could see that an area two thirds of the way
down the path from the house to the helipad had been marked out
with white tape tied to stakes. It included about ten yards of the
path and two or three on either side. Ffox-Kaye was standing by it.
He smiled broadly, showing his perfect teeth. How many thousand
plastic micro-beads, so destructive to the marine environment, had
made those teeth so white, thought Blue.

“Angus,
glad you got sorted out there. As you can see, we got the site
marked out for your SOCOs. Anything you need to know, just ask me.”
Rank hadn’t worked, so now it was charm.

“Thanks Mr
Ffox-Kaye…”

“Please,
call me Phil.”

“Thanks,
er, Phil. Before we start, could you just give us a brief rundown
on what happened?” The SOCOs paused by the tape, and McCader
stopped next to Blue.

“No
problem. I wasn’t here, you understand. Matt got on to us as soon
as it happened, and I was on the next plane to Glasgow, then on to
Islay. I got here about eleven. Anyway, what seems to have happened
is this. Jason Van Kaarsten had come over for the weekend to
discuss with Giles – that’s Lord Steppingham – some business stuff.
This morning they were due to take the chopper to Glasgow airport,
then head on down to London City. The chopper was due in at seven,
that’s the usual time. It landed without incident. Matt, who was
here with Giles’s security detail, went to the chopper and checked
the IDs and manifest. Then he went back to the house to OK Giles
and Jason to go. They were just about here when the shooting
started. There were only two or three shots, fired from up on the
moor somewhere. One of them hit Giles, knocked him down, so I think
the shooter thought he was dead. Then he shot the rear prop on the
helicopter. That was a neat trick, meant we couldn’t get the
chopper up to spot his getaway. Clearly a professional job. That
was it. All over in a few seconds.”

“What
happened next?”

“Well,
no-one knew that was it, so Matt and the other two PPU chaps
returned fire, though they couldn’t pin down the shooter’s
position. Then they got Giles into the house. Thankfully he was
still alive. Matt called us right away, and naturally we passed the
information on to your CC.”

“Did
anyone examine the site at that point?”

“No, not
at all. Matt knows his stuff. He got the area taped off as soon as
it became clear the gunman had made off.”

“Good. OK,
Steve and Jill, can you get started here? Kevin, can you hang on
for a minute?” Blue lifted the tape so that the two SOCOS could
enter the cordoned off area.

“So what
happened to Lord Steppingham – did he get medical aid?”

“There was
a nurse in the house – Giles has a heart condition, so prefers to
have medical skill to hand, just in case – and she treated him
immediately. The wound was in his shoulder, broke a couple of
bones. She treated it and bandaged him up. Then they got him out of
there as fast as they could.”

“Why was
that?”

“Isn’t it
obvious? If he was the target, which looks pretty likely, the
gunman may have realised he’d failed to get him, and come back for
another shot. Giles’s safety took precedence over everything else.
He’s a cabinet minister, and that makes his wellbeing a national
security issue. When they phoned me, I told them to get Giles out
ASAP. The chopper couldn’t be used, so they got him into a car and
onto the first ferry over to Islay. We had a plane collect him
there and fly him to hospital in London. He’s still there now. His
condition’s stable at the moment. Bullet did more damage than we’d
thought. Seems to have been diverted by his shoulder-blade down
into his chest.”

“And Mr
van Kaarsten?”

“He wanted
to go with Giles. He’s a close friend – from Cambridge days – so I
thought it would be good for Giles’s morale to have him
there.”

“That’s
very helpful, thank you. We’ll need to speak to witnesses. And the
local police from Islay will be here to offer me their assistance.”
Blue gestured to McCader, “This is Sergeant McCader.” Ffox-Kaye
nodded vaguely in McCader’s direction. Evidently ser-geants didn’t
qualify for a handshake. “And Mr Dalvey here is our ballistics
expert. He’ll have a look at the ground, see if he can recover any
bullets. By the way, what happened to the bullet that hit Lord
Steppingham? Did the nurse extract it, or did it pass right
through?”

“I’m not
sure about that. We’ll have to ask Matt about it. I’ve asked him to
give you his account of events once he’s free.”

“That
would be useful. And I appreciate him getting the site taped
off.”

Blue
glanced over to where Belford and Henderson were already on their
knees in the taped-off area. Then he asked Dalvey to see if he
could locate the bullet that had damaged the helicopter. He didn’t
want Dalvey getting into a spat with the SOCOs. Dalvey scowled, and
set off towards the landing pad.

“Who took
charge here after the shootings?” Blue asked Ffox-Kaye.

“Matt.
He’s a natural leader, you know, good man. He sent Sergeant Steele
and PC Corning – the other two PPU men – off with Giles, to make
sure he got to London safely. It was lucky we had someone here who
could make the decisions.”

“Yes, I
see what you mean. What about witnesses?”

“Matt made
a full list, and talked to each of them to see how much they’d
seen. I’m afraid there aren’t many and they didn’t see anything,
apart from Giles and Jason getting shot at and Giles being hit.
No-one got any sort of sighting of the shooter. If you talk to
Matt, he’ll point you to them. We haven’t taken any statements,
didn’t want to step on any toes, of course.” The corner of his
mouth twitched, as if it couldn’t make up its mind whether it was
going to smile or not.

“Of
course. I’d like to speak to Mr Plaistow now, then, if that’s
possible.”

“I think
he’s up at the house at the moment. Just one little point about
that. I’m afraid we can’t let you or your people into the house
itself. That’s a national security issue. We’re still going through
the place to make sure Giles didn’t leave any confidential
documents around. That could include notes scribbled on bits of
paper, so you’ll appreciate it could take some time. Once that’s
done, you’re free to examine the place if you need to. By the way,
there’s a kitchen in one of the courtyard rooms you can use. I’ve
cleared it with Jack Seymour – he’s the estate manager.”

***
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As they
approached the house, Blue noticed there was a plain-clothes
officer on guard at the front door. The door opened, and Matt
Plaistow came out, shuffling himself into his parka.

“Matt!”
called Ffox-Kaye. “Mr Blue wants to know about
witnesses.”

As
Plaistow came up to them, Ffox-Kaye nodded to him. “Well, I’ll
leave you to it.” Then he went up the short flight of stairs to the
entrance to the house, pausing to have a word with the guard at the
door, and disappeared inside.

Plaistow
gave Blue an I’m-a-hard-man look and said nothing.

“I’m
looking for witnesses to this morning’s events. I take it you were
one?”

“Yeah,
that’s right,” growled Plaistow.

“Perhaps
you could tell me what you saw yourself.”

“Doesn’t
your sergeant have something to do?”

“Yes.
Right now it’s listening to you,” said Blue. “Is there a problem
with that?”

Plaistow
shrugged. “Whatever. Here’s what happened. The chopper was due in
at seven to pick up his Lordship and Mr van Kaarsten. There’s a
security protocol to this. We all wait in the house till it lands,
then either me or one of the other PPU guys goes out to check out
their IDs, the schedule, that stuff. Once the all-clear’s given,
the passengers can leave the house and go to the chopper. This
morning I waved the helicopter down, then went over and checked it
out. Everything was OK, so I went back to the house to bring them
out.”

“Where
were they going this morning?”

Glasgow
Airport. Anyway, everything was OK, so I led them down the path
towards the chopper. Sergeant Steele and PC Corning brought up the
rear. So his Lordship and Mr van K were in the middle.”

“What were
they doing at this point?”

“What do
you think? Talking to each other. Anyway, we’d almost got to the
chopper, when suddenly there’s shooting.”

“How many
shots, would you say?”

Plaistow
shrugged again. “Two, maybe three. Fired in very rapid succession.
The first, or maybe the second, took out his Lordship. I’m armed,
of course, so I took a few shots at where I thought the shooter
was. But I couldn’t see anything, and his Lordship needed help –
he’d gone down as soon as he was hit, we thought at first he was
dead. Anyway, Sergeant Steele and PC Corning got him into the house
and called the nurse to look at him.”

“What had
Mr van Kaarsten done when the shots came?”

“Dropped
to the floor straight away. Army training. Low profile. He was
OK.”

“What
happened next?”

“I got Mr
van K into the house and found his Lordship was alive. Then I came
out again to see if I could spot the shooter. I thought if I could
get up in the chopper I’d be able to see him on the ground, as he
tried to get away. So I ran over there, but the pilot says one of
the shots damaged the tail rotor, so he couldn’t control the
chopper in flight. I urged him to have a go, but he refused. Bloody
coward. D’you know, when I got there he was still cowering behind
the seats. Mark of a professional, I’d say.”

“You mean
the pilot refusing to fly?”

“No, of
course bloody not. I mean the shooter, thinking ahead, taking out
the chopper so we couldn’t see him escape.”

“OK, so
what did you do then?”

“Went back
to the house. Nurse was dealing with his Lordship by this time. He
was wounded, in the shoulder, it didn’t look good at all, but she
said it weren’t life-threatening. She bandaged it up as best she
could, but said he needed to be in hospital soon as possible. Then
I phoned Phil, the DCI that is, to report. He ordered us to get his
Lordship out of there pronto. We couldn’t use the chopper, so we
decided to take him by car to the airport on Islay. Phil would
organise a plane to pick him up and get him to London, then an
ambulance to the hospital. I sent Steele and Corning with him. And
Mr van K insisted on going too.”

“Why
didn’t they send another helicopter over to collect
him?”

“We didn’t
know whether the shooter was still around, or whether there was
more than one of ‘em. So we thought it less risky just to get him
out of there right away. It was a risk taking him in the cars too –
they could have ambushed them – but we had to get him somewhere
safe. In fact, there was no trouble on the road, we got him safely
over to Islay, and onto the plane.”

“So
Sergeant Steele and PC Corning were witnesses too?”

“Yes,
obviously. But they’ve gone back to London with his Lordship. I’m
sure Phil can get statements from them for you. If you ask nicely.”
Plaistow smirked.

“So who
else saw the attack? What about the pilot?”

“That
idiot? He didn’t see much, he was hiding. Dived to the floor, he
said, inside the chopper, when the first shot came. Even then he
was in a bit of a state afterwards, so the nurse gave him a
sedative. Jack Seymour took him over to his place to calm down. I’m
sure he’s still there now.”

“Mr
Seymour. The estate manager?”

“Yes.”

“Did he
see anything?”

“No, he’d
spoken to his Lordship earlier, and was in his office – it’s one of
the rooms on the courtyard. At the back.”

“Where
does he live?”

“About
four miles up the road. One of the smaller lodges. Stag Lodge, it’s
called.”

“OK,
thanks. Did anyone else see anything from the house? From the
windows, for instance.”

“Nah. The
nurse was having breakfast in the kitchen – that’s at the back of
the house. So was Mr James.”

“Who’s
he?”

“His
Lordship’s secretary. Him and the nurse – Rogers was ’er name –
were going to get the ferry later this morning, then the scheduled
flight from Islay to Glasgow, and on down south. They left at about
ten, so I guess they’ll be well on the way by now.”

“Where are
they going?”

“Where do
you think? His Lordship’s place. They work for him.”

“Where’s
that?”

“Bedfordshire. Near Luton. Steppingham House.”

“Don’t
tell me. In Steppingham.”

Plaistow
looked suspicious. “How did you know that, eh?”

“Just a
guess. Who else was in the house?”

“There’s a
cook, she was in the kitchen too, so she didn’t see anything. And a
housekeeper, but she was making up the beds. Then there’s that old
guy, Jock, or whatever his name is, the handyman, but he hadn’t
arrived yet.”

“So you
and the pilot are the only people still here who saw
anything?”

“Yeah,
that’s right.” Plaistow smirked again.

“Well,
thanks very much, Mr Plaistow. By the way, who laid out the tape
here?”

“I told
Sergeant Steele and PC Corning to do that. Before they set off with
his Lordship. I’ve been in the Met for twenty years, so I know the
ropes. Real police work there.”

Blue
ignored the jibe. “Thanks, that’s very helpful. What are your plans
now?”

“I’ll need
to report all this to the PPU in London.”

“I don’t
suppose they’ll be too pleased.”

Plaistow
shrugged. “Not much we could have done about it, was there? And at
least his Lordship ain’t dead. Anyway, they told me to get down to
London pronto to report. I was going to get off earlier, but Phil
asked me to wait till you got here, so that I could give you an
eye-witness account. It would be a bit unfortunate if all your
witnesses had cleared off!” He laughed loudly, with an odd braying
sound.

“I’m
grateful to you for that. By the way, Mr van Kaarsten, who does he
work for?”

“Company
called AvK Matériel. Well-known.”

“What was
Mr van Kaarsten’s role in the company?”

“Some sort
of sales director I think.”

“Is he
married?”

“Nah.
Divorced. Aren’t we all? Come on, you’re not suggesting he was the
bloody target. It’s pretty obvious to me, and to Phil for that
matter, that Lord Steppingham was the target.”

“We can’t
rule anything out at this point. You know that.”

“Yeah,
yeah, whatever.”

“And you
think the first or second shot hit Lord Steppingham?”

“That’s
what I said, ain’t it? You think I didn’t see?”

“You may
have been leading them to the helicopter, walking ahead of
them.”

“I’m
telling you I saw it!”

“It’s also
possible that both men were targeted. What was Mr van Kaarsten
doing here?”

“Having a
business discussion with his Lordship.”

“What do
AvK Matériel do?”

“Bloody
hell, you jocks do live in the Styx, don’t you? Arms, mate, and
lots of ’em. They supply the British Army, the Saudis, and plenty
others too.”

“So this
was about defence procurement, then?”

“I’m not
at liberty to tell you that. That information is classified. And it
ain’t relevant to what happened today, take that from
me.”

“Did you
come over with Lord Steppingham?”

“Nah. I
came over earlier, on Saturday morning, to check out the house. His
Lordship and Mr van K came over on the chopper that afternoon, they
arrived about four.”

“So they
were here from Saturday afternoon until this morning?”

“That’s
right.”

“What did
they do? Apart from talking?”

Plaistow
paused. “Yeah, they did a lot of talking. And eating. And some
drinking too, I suppose. I don’t know, I wasn’t with them. My job’s
security, not snooping. Me and the other guys were keeping an eye
on the house.”

“Did you
ever see anyone hanging around, or looking interested in the
place?”

“Nah. I’m
pretty sure of that. Look mate, we’re professionals, we know
exactly what we’re doing. And the shooting, that was professional
too, take it from me. And we’ll get the fucker who did this,
believe me.” He looked at his watch. “Bloody Hell! I’ve been
yapping to you for ages. I’ve gotta be off. If that’s everything,
of course. If you need to talk to me again, just contact
PPU.”

“Thank you
for your help, Mr Plaistow,” said Blue. But Plaistow had already
turned his back, and was making for the house.

***
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“So one of
our witnesses didn’t see anything, and the rest have cleared off!”
said McCader. “That’s helpful.”

“Hmm. Once
we’ve got transport, we’ll have to get over and talk to the pilot.
Meanwhile, can you go and see if Kevin’s got anything, and I’ll
check out the SOCOs.”

Blue
walked down the path until he reached the tape. “How’s it going
over there?” he called to the two SOCOs, still on their knees. They
both got up and came over.

“There’s
something odd here, boss,” said Steve Belford. “No, on the
contrary, there’s nothing here at all.”

“Well,
there are certainly plenty fag-ends, rabbit droppings, and
footprints on the grass,” added Jill Henderson, “but no blood, no
bullets, no impact marks from bodies falling.”

“It didn’t
happen on this stretch of the path,” said Belford. “No
way.”

“Unless
they hosed it down and blow-dried it!” said Henderson. “And then
replaced the fag-ends and bunny shite.”

“OK,” said
Blue. “Do a walk up and down the whole path and see if you see
anything. Maybe they taped off the wrong section.”

They heard
a car revving up, and looking over to the car park, saw one of the
black Range Rovers spurting gravel as it headed off onto the drive.
That would be Plaistow making his getaway, thought Blue.

He went
down to the helicopter, where McCader and Dalvey were
talking.

“Got the
bullet, boss,” said Dalvey, “but it’s
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