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The Third Party 

 

Too bloody long by half!  Two halves, if you’re being honest. Same as every other 

committee meeting. Of course, the discussed proposal had been brilliant – reintroducing wolves 

– turning the clock back to a wild landscape that probably only ever existed in fairy tales. And 

yet, like all brilliant ideas confronted with reality, it wouldn’t work. Scotland is too small – you 

know this beyond a doubt – too small for people and wolves. That’s why they had to go – why 

three hundred years in the past, fuelled by tales of missing travellers, of exhumed graves, of a 

girl in a red cape – the people of Scotland had them systematically exterminated.  

And now, here in the present, the average man doesn’t know the wolf. But he knows the 

story of a girl in a red cape – and ultimately it’s that average man who votes you in, pays your 

wages, and cries havoc when you fiddle the expenses. Thank God you thought twice about that 

dovecot.  

You pass out through foyer doors into the cool air of the garden, a courtyard oasis of 

calm nestled at the heart of the Scottish Parliament buildings. You feel Edinburgh hum and 

rumble with rush-hour traffic. To the south, lights from the Dynamic Earth museum blink to life; 

the white dome begins to glow softly against the darkening slope of Arthur’s Seat; the purple 

sky above is cloudless.   

In this moment of calm, your stomach gurgles loudly. Dinner time. The parliament 

building might be an affront to the architectural splendour of Edinburgh, but what you find more 

offensive, is the lack of biscuits in the committee room. Not even a custard cream. You’d have 

given your right arm for a custard cream – even a stale one.  

You stroll along the pathway that encircles the neat flowerbeds of lavender and 

rosemary, peering very closely at the spindly pear and apple trees clinging to their trellises. Very 
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disappointing: not a fruit to be seen. Observing the trees lets your mind wander back to the 

meeting you’ve just escaped. 

Conservationists… they were something new – no longer the tree-hugging liberals of the 

seventies, so easily ignored. These people were another breed: eloquent, logical, armed with 

PhDs and PowerPoint… and beautiful women. People laugh at a beardy man in a Paisley shirt – 

but when an attractive twenty-something tells you the world is doomed, you take notice. 

You vaguely wonder why your driver is late.   

 “I’ll call you when I’ve brought the car round to the front, Sir,” he’d said. “I shouldn’t be 

more than two minutes.” Two minutes indeed – now inaccurate by an order of magnitude. No 

doubt he was partaking of some “fresh air” – followed by a liberal dose of deodorant that never 

quite hid the smell of smoke on his clothes.  

Conservationists… these people actually wanted to kill fluffy animals – kill Bambi – cull 

the deer population. You picture those perfect lips of the female conservationist and the words 

that flowed so easily from them:  

“Red deer consume anything that raises its head above the soil. The poor saplings don’t 

stand a chance. Bring in wolves and they’ll kill some deer, but more importantly, they’ll restore 

anti-predator behaviour – make them scared, flighty, always on the run… and hey presto – with 

grazing pressure reduced – up pops your Caledonian Pinewood.” She had given a convincing 

spiel, backed by good, logical science – and the thirty-five million dollars that wolf tourism 

contributed to the US economy, every year, certainly whet your appetite. But it wouldn’t work.  

Not here. Not ever.  

It would start with the sheep farmers complaining, then the Ramblers’ Association, the 

Deer stalking lobby, and sooner or later, wolves would encroach on the suburbs. Sooner or later 

someone would be attacked – a child probably, blonde, preferably, from a media point of view – 

scarred in that Hollywood way that doesn’t really alter the perfect structure of your perfect face. 
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The parents would be interviewed – a tearful mother, a dad with chiselled jaw and a quiet 

sadness in his eyes – national heroes. Questions would be asked. Public enquiries would follow 

and sooner or later – the wolves would be culled. Expensive. Messy. No… best to avoid 

sparking that particular tinder. 

Sparking? Can you hear something sparking? Or is it hissing… like someone releasing 

air from a tyre? You look up and see the wall-mounted security camera hangs limply from its 

bracket, the severed cable crying tiny specks of light.  Lousy maintenance, surely?  

You button your jacket against a sudden chill. The sky is darker now – a deep violet, 

decorated with a few slivers of cloud, their edges painted silver by the not yet visible moon. 

A glance at your watch shows the time to be seven-thirty; your driver is half an hour late. 

Where is he? Come to think of it, where is anyone?  The foyer appears dark and empty.  

It’s just the end of the day, you tell yourself, and take shelter in the humming of a 

mindless tune, and in memories of the committee meeting, where another woman caught your 

eye.  

Afterwards you’d chided yourself: Notice, briefly, and then move your gaze on. Never 

linger. Don’t become a lecherous old man. You’ve seen it happen in too many colleagues who 

hire secretaries far too young, and far too overtly feminine.  

But at the time, this woman was impossible to ignore: obsidian silk suit, ramrod straight, 

white skin and black hair; the red crescent of a birthmark nestled above her left eye (admit it, 

you lingered). Her brows bunched in concentration, she had stared intently over your shoulder, 

at those conservationists, staring as if her life depended on the information they imparted.  

Yet it was the path of her gaze that seized your attention – and for the briefest moment 

you swore it was not the conservationists she stared at, but you. A foolish notion… and you’d 

smiled that idea away. Inflated ego was the first step towards lechery. Next thing you know, 

you’d be rodgering your secretary in a stationary cupboard… and the tabloids could smell that 
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sort of thing from here to Thurso – they were like sharks to blood. Messy. Fun, no doubt, but 

messy – and you feel far too tired for messy. And regardless, what kind of building still 

possesses stationary cupboards these days? 

Footsteps… loud and deliberate... and approaching. But from where? The foyer? You 

suddenly realise light has abandoned you, leaving behind a garden of jagged silhouettes. The 

outside lamps have failed to come on – and yet the glowing dome of the museum tells you it 

can’t be due to a power cut.  

“Hello Minister…” a voice slips through the gloom, silky and soft – did you imagine it?   

The moon rises above Arthur’s Seat, illuminating a small patch of the garden; you retreat 

into the light. Ahead of you, within the shadows, a black column rises, drawing surrounding 

darkness into its fold, expanding and encroaching. You step back as the advancing column 

crosses the threshold into moonlight – just enough to illuminate a face – that face… white skin, 

black hair, the scarlet birthmark above her left eye – and now you can do nothing but linger – 

and you notice the shadow pooling in that crescent – it’s not a birthmark, but a scar.  

“You’re not going to support the wolf reintroduction…?” The woman’s silken voice jars 

with her stern appearance – and you wonder which reveals her true nature.  

At the meeting, she had resided in the area reserved for members of the public and the 

media. Of course, it’s clear to you now, she’s a hack.  

You clear your throat, impossibly loud in the silence, and state that you have nothing to 

say to the press at this time.  

Half of the woman’s mouth twists upwards into a smile that reveals sharp yellow teeth. 

 “I’m not with the press.” She takes another step forward. “I’m not with anyone… who 

you’d acknowledge.” 

You shake your head, and apologise that you don’t have time for chit chat, that you’re 

waiting for someone who will be along shortly.  
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 She shakes her head, “I’m afraid your driver has been delayed.”  

That sentence – the calm surety of it – stops you in your tracks.  

But no – you refuse to be intimidated, here of all places.  

Ah… So this woman is a conservationist then, worried she won’t get what she wants for 

Christmas. You scoff at her pitiful attempts to sway your opinion. 

 She smiles that half smile again, “The only thing I’m interested in conserving… is my 

life. You see, I represent a third party. We have been hounded for the last three hundred years; 

we find it difficult to hide in modern, suburban Scotland, with its tourists and toilet stops; 

campsites and golf courses. You see, when the last wolf died, you took away our alibi – you 

made us stand out in a new wolf-free Scotland. You made it impossible to hide.”  

You shake your head; apologise, afraid that you don’t quite follow her meaning.  

“Then I’ll put it simply: The wolf reintroduction will fail. It will cost millions of pounds… 

and take decades to cull every last animal after the public decides it hates them. It will be…” 

another step forward and she grins “…messy.” You can taste her warm putrid breath; the bile in 

your empty stomach churns. “Now,” she continues, “the project will fail – but you WILL 

support it.” 

Why? The obvious question flies off your lips. 

“Because messy is the perfect hiding place. Because messy is exactly what we – that is to 

say, you and I – need.” 

You and I? 

“Yes, you and I...” and her hand unfurls from the darkness into the moonlight – nails 

impossibly long, like scythes that glint and flash. Pain sears your left cheek – you recoil and 

clasp hand to face, breathe in to cry out, stumble back as you stare into the shadows… but she’s 

gone.  
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 You are alone again, but no longer afraid. You faintly wonder where your driver has got 

to – but that’s unimportant – because you’re hungry, again. Must be a tape worm, surely? Forget 

biscuits – you could go for roast beef, or even a nice steak. Oh yes, a steak, that’s more like it, a 

colossal rib-eye steak; hot, dripping red, so rare you might almost think… almost hope… that it 

still had a pulse.  
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