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Praise for previous Quintin Jardine novels:

‘Deplorably readable’ Guardian


‘Well constructed, fast-paced, Jardine’s narrative has many an ingenious twist and turn’ Observer


‘A triumph. I am first in line for the next one’ Scotland on Sunday


‘Perfect plotting and convincing characterisation . . . Jardine manages to combine the picturesque with the thrilling and the dream-like with the coldly rational’ The Times


‘A complex story combined with robust characterisation; a murder/mystery novel of our time that will keep you hooked to the very last page’ The Scots Magazine


‘The perfect mix for a highly charged, fast-moving crime thriller’ Glasgow Herald


‘Remarkably assured . . . a tour de force’ New York Times


‘Engrossing, believable characters . . . captures Edinburgh beautifully . . . It all adds up to a very good read’ Edinburgh Evening News





Once again, this is for my lady, my gem, my lovely wife, the impeccable Eileen, who never did anything remotely bad enough to warrant ending up with me, but who tolerates me nonetheless. Thank you now and always, honey.




One

‘Where did we get to?’

Bob Skinner blinked as he spoke. ‘I’m sorry, Kevin, what was that? I let myself drift away there. It must be too damned warm in here. Is that one of your head-shrinker’s tricks?’

The man opposite gazed back at him, a half-smile flicking a corner of his mouth. He made a faint sound that might have been a sigh; but then again, probably not, more likely only a simple drawing of breath. Kevin O’Malley was famous for his patience, that unshakeable, remorseless patience which made it virtually impossible to evade his questions, or to answer them in anything other than direct terms.

The deputy chief constable envied him: his own interrogation technique, successful as it had proved over the years, was based on relentless psychological pressure, rather than compassion. He guessed that in the weeks to come, he might find himself trying to adopt some of the consultant psychiatrist’s methods.

‘I asked you to think back to the other times you’ve had to use a firearm on duty.’

‘Times?’

‘We’ve had this conversation before, remember.’

‘Sure, I remember.’ Skinner scowled at him. ‘They say I’m smart, Kevin, but when I drafted the standing order that requires all officers to have counselling whenever they’ve been involved in a shooting incident, I didn’t have the bloody wit to add, “apart from me”!’

‘What have you got against counselling, Bob?’

‘You know bloody well, for I’ve told you often enough. I don’t like anyone rummaging inside my head.’

‘Maybe not, but . . .’

‘But nothing . . .’

O’Malley’s smile seemed slightly at odds with the look in his eye. ‘But plenty: you’ve had a crisis with buried secrets in the past. There were things in there that you weren’t admitting, even to yourself.’

‘That’s in the past. There’s nothing I can’t cope with, not any more.’

‘So answer my last question.’

‘It wasn’t a question. You asked me to think back.’

‘So do it.’

‘I’m doing it.’

O’Malley waited.

‘There was the time when we had the Syrian president in Edinburgh and some people had a go at him.’

‘Yes. And you shot one of them.’

‘I did. Not long after that there was an incident in the castle. I was there and armed, and I had to fire again. I hit him too.’

‘Both these people died?’

‘The first one died at the scene; the second was only wounded, but he died later in hospital, not directly of his  wounds, something to do with the treatment . . . something about an embolism, as I recall.’

‘But were you trying to kill him?’

‘I was trying to render him harmless. Since he was pointing a fucking Uzi at me at the time, that did call for something pretty terminal.’

‘And this most recent episode?’

‘There was a situation; I had no choice but to fire.’

‘Were you in mortal danger yourself?’

‘No, but someone else was. I fired, I hit, the captive got away.’

‘The person you shot this time, did he die?’

‘Yes, but I’m not sure whether I killed him or not. His group escaped in a boat, which was later taken out by RAF action. They found three bodies, but it was a Humpty Dumpty situation.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean that putting all the pieces back together was an impossible job.’

‘I see.’

Uncharacteristically, O’Malley frowned, as if the words had conjured up a vision that he would rather not have seen. He took a sip from the coffee cup on his table as he looked at his patient.

‘What are you thinking, Kevin?’ Skinner asked him.

‘You tell me.’

‘You’re thinking that for someone who’s admitting to having shot three human beings, I’m remarkably self-possessed. You’re thinking that you’ve examined psychopaths who reacted to their actions much as I have.’

‘Crimes.’

‘What?’

‘Who reacted to their crimes: you avoided the use of the word.’

‘So?’

‘Do you feel remorse for these three deaths? Do you ever have nightmares?’

‘Do their faces come back to haunt me, d’you mean?’

‘Something like that.’

‘In truth, Kevin, I don’t remember what any of them even looked like. The last one I never saw, other than through a night-sight . . . and then only the back of him.’ The DCC paused. ‘Look, I have the odd bad dream, but they’re not like I’m haunted. My nightmares are usually about what would have happened if things had gone the other way, if my gun had jammed, or if I’d missed my shot.’

‘Doesn’t that make you worry that you might be a psychopathic personality?’

A ball of almost tangible tension seemed to hang in the air as Skinner stared at his inquisitor . . . Then it vanished, as he laughed.

‘Bollocks, man, I’m no such thing. I react to situations in the way I’m trained to; that doesn’t make me a psycho. And you know why it doesn’t just as well as I do . . . at least I hope you do. It’s because I care, Kevin. I care about society, I love my family, and I fear the impact on them if anything happened to me. That’s what gives me the strength to deal with these things, not some inner voice that says, “Hey, I’ve got a gun and a licence to shoot that bastard!” Don’t be fucking crazy, man.’

‘I’m a psychiatrist,’ O’Malley retorted. ‘Of course I’m crazy, we all get that way in the end. Don’t worry, Bob, your self-analysis is spot on. If it wasn’t, I’d be in a difficult position, for when I report to the chief constable I’d have to recommend that you never had a firearm placed in your hand again, and maybe even that you were compulsorily retired.’

‘Some might thank you for that, but Sir James Proud wouldn’t . . . I hope.’

‘It’s not long to his own retirement, so I guess that losing you is the last thing he’d want.’ The psychiatrist paused. ‘Getting back on topic, Bob, we’ve dealt with the effect this and other incidents have had on you, but what about your family? How has your wife dealt with them, and Alex, your daughter?’

Skinner’s eyes narrowed. ‘I’m not sure that it is “on topic”. Why do you ask?’

Again, O’Malley seemed to lose a little of his self-possession; he shifted in his chair. ‘Come on, Bob,’ he protested. ‘My concern is with your total welfare, and your ability to function in a very responsible job. If people close to you are damaged by what’s happening to you, it’s relevant.’

‘Like hell it is. My family life is my own business, for better or worse. Did you ask Neil McIlhenney or Bandit Mackenzie that same question when you interviewed them?’

‘Yes, I did, and they both gave me straight answers, unlike you.’

‘What did they say?’

‘Don’t try to shift the ground. That’ll be included in my reports to you, as far as it’s relevant. It’s you I want to talk about.’

‘Why?’ Skinner demanded again. ‘Have you been hearing things?’ From nowhere, there was suspicion in his voice. ‘Has Jimmy been talking to you?’

‘Bob, I haven’t a clue what you mean by that.’ O’Malley  seemed genuinely surprised. ‘Maybe we should move on from psychopathology and consider paranoia.’

‘No, let’s not do that. You just touched on a sensitive area in my private life, that’s all.’

‘Do you want to talk about it? Indeed, can you talk about it?’

‘Ah, you know both of us, so I don’t see why not. The fact is, Kevin, that Sarah and I are splitting up; she’s leaving me and going to set up a medical practice in New York. Mind you,’ he rushed to add, ‘her decision has nothing to do with the stuff you’re talking about. This is something that’s been brewing for a while.’

‘What about your children? I assume they’ll be going with their mother.’

‘Then you’re assuming wrong. We’re sharing custody; Mark, James Andrew, and Seonaid will live with me during the school term and spend their holidays with Sarah.’

‘How do you feel about this?’

Skinner shrugged his shoulders, an awkward movement since he was seated. ‘I feel as well as can be expected: that would sum it up. I hate failure in any form, but failing at marriage is just about the worst. We’re both being very civilised about it, though. A confrontational divorce wouldn’t help anyone.’

‘You mean it wouldn’t help your career?’

‘Do me a favour, mate! That hasn’t occurred to me at all. Since you ask, I don’t think it would harm it, but that’s not an issue. Neither is the fact that Sarah’s a hell of a lot wealthier than I am since her parents died. If we do a conventional property split, I’d be the winner, but we won’t. No, the kids come first and that’s it.’

‘You’re quite sure this has nothing to do with the areas we’ve been discussing?’

‘I said so, didn’t I?’ the DCC snapped irritably. ‘Things have happened between us.’

‘There’s been a third party?’

‘Over the years? Third parties, on both sides, to be honest: mine even made the lower end of the tabloid market, remember.’

‘I was trying not to. Okay, you haven’t been a paragon. Is that why Sarah’s going?’

The big man shook his grey-maned head. ‘No, she’s much better at forgiving than I am. I suppose that’s it. She had an affair in the States a while back. I’ve had trouble dealing with that.’

‘Why?’

‘Why have I had trouble?’ Skinner’s voice had an air of incredulity.

‘No, no. That’s a male ego thing, typical behaviour, nothing unusual about that. Why did Sarah have an affair?’

‘Ask her. Ask her about the other times as well.’

‘How many?’

‘Okay, just one other . . . that I know of. It happened that first time we were separated, and I was, I was . . . Let’s just say I don’t blame her too much for that. This one? Why? I don’t know why. She found the other fellow attractive, and they were far from strangers to each other. They’d been close at college, then gone their separate ways. Maybe she’d been carrying an Ever Ready for him all along. Or maybe it was just like she said, that I’d left her out there on her own when she needed me.’

‘Or maybe she just found him safe,’ said O’Malley, quietly.

‘Safe?’

‘Yes, Bob, safe. I’ve interviewed more than a few police officers’ wives in my time. Their stories all have the same thread running through them. “When he goes out the door in the morning in that uniform, I can never be one hundred per cent sure that he’s coming back.” That’s what they all wind up saying, one way or another. Okay, there may be little or no statistical basis for their anxiety, but that doesn’t make it any the less real.’

‘If she was after safety, she got it wrong, big-time. He’s dead.’

‘That’s too bad, but it doesn’t affect what I’m saying.’ He paused again. ‘Bob, the women I’m talking about, they’re the wives of ordinary officers, people on the beat, in office jobs, even. You are not one of those people. Look at the things that have happened to you; man, you’re a lightning rod for trouble, and still you go charging out into the worst thunderstorms. But the irony of it is that you don’t have to. You’re a deputy chief constable, for God’s sake. You’re in the Command Corridor; you have a desk job, yet you still go out there, whenever you can from what I gather, into the line of fire. You go on about how much you care for your family, and I believe you, but did you ever stop to consider how much the professional choices you’ve been taking might be harming Sarah?’ The psychiatrist let out a long sigh. ‘I wasn’t going to bring this up, but you did. She left you once before, as you’ve just said. Didn’t you get the message then? Not at all?’

Skinner started out of his chair. For a moment, it seemed that he would explode in anger, but he settled back down, with a calm, sad look in his eyes.

‘If not me, who?’ he asked.

‘Pardon?’

‘Don’t go dumb on me, Kevin. The operation I’ve just been on: how much do you know about it?’

‘I know as much as was in my brief for these interviews, and what I’ve read in the papers. Why? Was there more to it than that?’

‘That’s irrelevant. My question is, if I hadn’t been there to lead it, who else could have done it and seen it through to success?’

‘The army?’

‘No time: it all happened too fast.’

‘Andy Martin?’

‘He wasn’t there.’

‘McIlhenney?’

‘Close, but no; there was only me, Kevin. And if I hadn’t stood up, then and on all those other times you mentioned, what would the consequences have been? Innocent lives would have been lost for a start, lives that I’ve sworn an oath to protect. You’re telling me that’s had an effect on my wife? Of course it bloody has: it’s had an effect on me too. But it’s my job. Yes, I do it my way, but it’s the only way I know how to, and I cannot run away from it before my time is up. As I said, if I do have a nightmare, it’s about not living to see my kids grow up. But if I turn my back on my duty . . . that’s what it is, Kevin, my duty, not just another job . . . who’s going to protect them, and others like them?’

‘Come on, man, you’re part of a team.’

‘No, I’m the leader of a team, a very special team, and I do my best to lead by example; always have, always will.’

‘You’re addicted to it, to the danger.’

‘Maybe I am, but if so, that’s what makes me so fucking good at it.’

The unexpected grin made O’Malley blink. ‘Maybe you’re thinking,’ Skinner chuckled, ‘that you could save my marriage by declaring me off the wall, by giving me a psychological red card. If so, forget it; if Sarah can’t live with me in the job, then without it I couldn’t live with her, for a bit of me . . . no, all of me . . . would always blame her for forcing me out of it while there was still work for me to do. Anyway, she doesn’t love me any more.’

‘You’re not the man she married, you mean?’

‘Ah, but I am, that’s the problem.’

‘Do you love her?’

‘No, not the way I should. Kevin, we’ve had this discussion, Sarah and me; we know where each other stands, and we’re content with that and with what we’ve agreed. I understand your professional interest, and I appreciate your concern as a friend, but there’ll be no going back.’

‘Okay,’ O’Malley conceded. ‘If that’s the way it is, so be it, and good luck to you both.’ He frowned again. ‘This session is over, but there is one other thing. Earlier you asked me about my interviews with McIlhenney and Mackenzie.’

‘Yes.’

‘I’ll let you have my reports on them, which are fine, but you won’t find what I’m going to say in McIlhenney’s. You’re very close to the man, Bob, I know that, almost as close as you are to Andy Martin. Just don’t try to mould him in your image, that’s all.’

‘Who says I am? Neil?’

‘No, I do. That’s how it seems to me, and I’m usually right about these things. He’s an exceptional officer, and a strong man, but there’s something in him that isn’t in you, and vice versa. You have a quality he hasn’t.’

‘What’s that?’

‘To boil it all down, he won’t always pull the trigger in time.’

It was Skinner’s turn to frown.

‘I believe that you’re going to London soon, on special assignment, and you’re taking him with you.’

‘Yes, but it’s very far from common knowledge. Did Neil tell you that?’

‘It came up during our discussion. Of course, that makes it a privileged communication, so you don’t have to worry about confidentiality. Bob, he will never tell you this himself, but he doesn’t want to go.’

‘Why not?’

‘Jesus, man, you can’t guess? Because his wife is pregnant and because she was scared to death by his involvement in what just happened.’

Skinner whistled. ‘Bloody hell! I should have considered that.’ He leaned back and stared at the ceiling for a few seconds. ‘My problem is,’ he said, ‘that I’m taking Neil because he’s in the loop, so to speak.’

‘Do you have another option?’

‘No, but it looks as if I’ll have to find one. Thanks for marking my card, though. And thanks for our chat. It’s always good to talk to you.’

‘Indeed? Why?’

Skinner winked. ‘It reminds me how sane I really am.’




Two

There were days when Sir James Proud could not help but agree, reluctantly though it may have been, with his wife. He could retire at any time he chose, with a pension that would fund a lifestyle that would be the envy of most, and with the certainty that he would be able to top it up by accepting one or two of the offers of directorships that would be bound to come his way.

He could have gone, honourably, after the warning shot of his coronary incident. Instead he had lost weight, taken sensible exercise, and resumed his duties.

Proud Jimmy had been a police officer for all of his adult life, and had been the chief constable of Scotland’s capital city, of which his father had been Lord Provost, and of the green lands around it for far longer than any of his predecessors. Indeed, only one of them was still alive, and he was in his mid-eighties.

In his heart of hearts, he had never expected to make it to the highest rank in the service, and certainly not to the command of Scotland’s second largest force. When he was appointed there had been whispers that his elevation owed much to his connections to people of influence, but he had ignored them.  He knew his strengths: he was a good administrator, a first-class personnel manager, and he had an authoritative appearance, with bearing to match, that made him stand out in a crowd. Strangely, the virtue which he valued least, the natural diplomacy he had inherited from his father, was the one that had been crucial in taking him to the top. Never, at any time in his service, had he been known to upset anyone, other than certain members of the police advisory board, and even then, only when it had been absolutely necessary.

On the other hand he was aware of his weaknesses: he was old fashioned in his attitudes, almost his entire career, after four years of beat-pounding, had been spent behind a desk, and he had no background in detective work. He had spent his early years protecting public order and preventing crime, usually from a distance, but he had never been a thief-catcher and, in truth, had never really understood what made a good one stand out, not, at least, until he had met Bob Skinner.

He had understood from the outset that there was something exceptional about the young man, whose very early promotion to detective sergeant had been sent to his office for approval. He had seen it first in his personnel file. Graduate officers were unusual in those days, but one who came from an affluent professional family was unique in Proud’s experience. And then, of course, there was his father. The young Skinner’s promotion would be likely to take him into sensitive areas, and so, without his knowledge, he had been vetted. The screening had revealed that William Skinner was far more than an ordinary Scottish solicitor. During the Second World War he had been a member of the Special Operations Executive, and although the Ministry of Defence had refused to divulge any  details of his service, they did reveal that he had been decorated three times, the last being the award of the George Cross. Because of the nature of the SOE’s work, none of the citations had been made public, and there had been no mention of them on the younger Skinner’s original application to join the police service. At the time, Proud had found this slightly strange: it was some years later that he discovered that Skinner himself had been unaware of his father’s distinctions until after his death.

His imposing deputy was on the chief constable’s mind as he sat at his desk that Friday morning, staring at Kevin O’Malley’s ‘Eyes Only’ report. The psychiatrist was not one to mince his words.


 



Deputy Chief Constable Skinner [Proud read] has come through another testing operational situation with flying colours. He shows no sign of emotional or psychological damage; indeed, the calmness and detachment which he showed in discussing the events which led to his discharging his weapon mark him out once more as an exceptional person.

In my years in practice, during which I have counselled many officers following potentially traumatic experiences, I have never encountered an individual, not one as rational as he is, at any rate, with such self-control. And yet, that in itself gives me cause for concern. Every person has an emotional breaking point. With most, it is easy to predict when this is likely to occur. With someone who is as tightly wrapped as DCC Skinner it is virtually impossible.


I am aware, since he was willing to discuss it during our  session, that he is facing the imminent, and apparently irreversible, break-up of his marriage. I have to say that he appears to be handling this with the same calmness that he shows in professional situations. He and his wife seem to have reached an amicable parting of the ways in which the interests of their children will be paramount, and this is to be welcomed. Nevertheless, the arrangements which he described mean that he is about to become, for the second time in his life, a single parent, throughout the school term at least. Even with domestic assistance, this will impose a further burden upon him.


Mr Skinner has done a great deal in his career, for his force and indeed for his country. He is at an age and in a position of seniority where any other individual would be content to stand back entirely from any operational role that might place him at risk. Yet he is unwilling to do this, arguing that if a situation similar to that with which he has just dealt were to arise again, it would be his duty to assume field command in the absence of anyone with equal experience and skill. It would be easy to say that it is unlikely that such a crisis will occur again in this area, but given the times in which we live such a prediction would be foolish.


I have known Mr Skinner for many years. I would not like to be in a position of having to counsel or, worse, treat him, after he has found where his breaking point lies. I believe that it is in his interests for him to be taken away for a period from any chance that he might have to lead another active operation. I understand from our discussion that he is about to go, for a short period, on special assignment to London. This is timely, and may serve the purpose, but from what I  gather it is not likely to be enough. Short of a complete reorganisation of your command structure, and reallocation of responsibilities, I recommend that DCC Skinner, on his return to Edinburgh, be given sabbatical leave for a period of six months.




 



Proud Jimmy sighed as he finished the report and tossed it into his pending tray. ‘Certainly, Kevin.’ He groaned. ‘Maybe you’d like to try telling him.’

Yes, this was a Chrissie moment, all right, one of those times when his wife’s wish, unspoken but crystal clear nonetheless, seemed very attractive. He enjoyed gardening. His golf clubs were gathering dust in his locker at the Royal Burgess . . . not that they had ever seen much use, but he had always promised himself that there would be a time when they did. There was the book that he wanted to write, the one about the history of policing in the city of Edinburgh. And there was Lady Proud herself, above all, and the time that he knew he owed her.

The moment when he would have no choice but to retire would come soon enough, in a little more than a year, in fact. Christmas was on the way: he would have, potentially, one more of them in post, but by the Easter after that, he would have to be gone. What more could he achieve, he asked himself, between now and then?

Nothing, he answered.

Nothing, other than his most cherished wish: to see Bob Skinner appointed his successor. Normally a deputy would never succeed in his own force, but Proud’s diplomacy had overcome that hurdle years before, by having Skinner’s spell as  security adviser to the Secretary of State recognised officially as outside experience.

So what had kept him in the job? Paradoxically, it was Skinner himself, and his ambivalence, his refusal to commit himself to applying for the position. For a while it seemed that he had decided firmly against it, but a wise counsellor had persuaded him to consider where his duty really lay. But still, Proud could not be sure whether, when he did give up the baton, his anointed successor would pick it up.

And now here was Kevin O’Malley, throwing a spanner into the works. Sabbatical leave, indeed; he respected O’Malley, and he saw the merit in his proposal, but the timing was just plain wrong. It was an open secret that the name of Willie Haggerty, his assistant chief constable, was pencilled in for the newly announced vacancy in Dumfries. When that happened a successor would have to be appointed, and he would want to consult his deputy about the candidates. Then there was the unexpected vacancy in the head of CID’s office, brought about by Dan Pringle’s retirement. That would accelerate an intended shake-up of the divisional CID commanders, and Bob would want to be around for that. Indeed, he had already mentioned turning down the London assignment, but Proud had been able to persuade him that it was too important.

He looked at Chrissie’s photograph on his desk. ‘Sorry, love,’ he whispered.

He had just turned back to his morning’s workload when Gerry Crossley, his secretary, buzzed him. ‘Sorry to interrupt, Sir James,’ the young man began. ‘I have a caller on the line who’s asking if she can speak to you, personally.’

‘Police or civilian?’

‘Civilian, sir. She says her name is Trudi Friend, and that it’s a highly sensitive personal matter.’

The chief constable gasped. ‘I’ve never heard of the woman. She’s asking for me personally, you say?’

‘Yes, sir. I asked her if she could give me a little more detail, but she declined. She says that because of the nature of her request she can only explain it to you.’

‘Tell her to explain it in writing, in that case: if it’s a complaint against one of my officers it has to be handled formally.’

‘I’ve told her that already. She assures me that it isn’t; she says that the matter is private and not professional.’

‘How does she sound? Is she hysterical in any way?’

‘Not at all: she’s perfectly calm, and perfectly polite.’

Proud sighed, then looked at the pile of work before him. What was getting him down, if not the routine? ‘In that case, Gerry,’ he said, ‘I’d better be the same. Put her through.’

As he waited, he realised that he was curious. It was an unusual feeling for him. He spent his life being bombarded by briefings, reports, committee minutes, and assorted other facts. Most of the time, people told him things that he already knew. He was protected, expertly, by his secretary and others, from callers outside his circle. He tried to remember the last question he had needed to ask at work, before the three that he had just put to Gerry, and failed.

‘Mrs Friend,’ Crossley announced. He heard the usual click on the line.

‘Sir James?’ The woman’s voice sounded fresh and vigorous.

‘It is. How can I help you?’

‘It’s very complicated, but what it boils down to is this: I’m trying to find my mother.’

The chief constable felt a bristle of indignation, but he controlled it. ‘Mrs Friend,’ he said, ‘there are routine channels for reporting missing persons. You can approach them directly, and save yourself quite a bit of time.’

‘It’s not like that, I assure you; it’s not that simple. I’ve come to you because I believe that you are the person best placed to help me.’

‘How long has your mother been missing?’

‘Forty-one years.’

‘Forty-one . . .’

Trudi Friend cut across his exclamation. ‘I know it sounds ridiculous, but there are circumstances. Sir James, does the name Annabelle Gentle mean anything to you?’

The chief constable frowned as his mind travelled back to his teenage years. ‘Annabelle Gentle? No, I’m afraid that it doesn’t.’

‘How about Claude Bothwell?’


Claude Bothwell? he thought, and as he did, a face appeared before his mind’s eye. Claude? No, but Adolf, that’s another matter.

‘Where are you calling from, Mrs Friend?’ he asked.

‘I’m in Peebles.’

‘Can you get to Edinburgh easily?’

‘Yes. I can come up tomorrow, if necessary. Why?’

‘Because I think we should meet. I’d like to hear your story in person.’




Three

Inspector Dorothy Shannon enjoyed being based in Leith, for all its exotic reputation. Most of that came from times past: the eighteen years of her police service had seen considerable change, with bonded warehouses being turned into designer apartments, and new homes going up on demolished factory and warehouse sites, and in the dockland areas.

She had experienced a few misgivings when she was posted there, on promotion, but she had found it a pleasant place to work after years in those parts of Edinburgh that do not figure on the tour-bus routes.

She liked her job, too, most of the time. That morning was one of the exceptions. She was standing in a bookmaker’s office, in Evesham Street, not far from Great Junction Street: the proprietor, whose name was Gareth Starr, was facing her across the counter. She had answered a call-out to an attempted robbery. It had not gone well for the thief; indeed, he had suffered a net loss in the transaction.

Dottie Shannon glared at the little, grinning man. ‘Do you find this funny?’ she asked.

Starr’s shoulders shook with suppressed laughter as he looked at the object on the counter. ‘Fuckin’ hilarious, doll,’ he replied.

‘That may change soon,’ said Detective Sergeant Sammy Pye, from the doorway. ‘Tell me what happened here.’

The man pointed to the uniformed inspector. ‘I just told her.’

‘Fine, now tell me again.’

‘If you insist. I’d just opened up when this bloke comes in.’

‘You were alone?’

‘Aye. I’m not usually, but Big Ming, ma board man, was down at the corner shop getting coffee and bacon rolls for us. Anyway, this idiot comes crashin’ through the door, youngish fella, but no’ that young, late twenties, maybe. He looks around and then he pulls out a gun and waves it at me. “Ah’m armed,” he shouts. I told him that I could see that, then I asked what he wanted. I took a look at his eyes: they were all over the place. He was drugged up, for sure.’

‘Did he offer any other violence?’

‘Nah, he just pointed the gun at me and told me to hand over all the cash I had in the place. I told him that I don’t have a lot of cash at the start of business, just my float. I expect the punters to give me theirs as the day goes on. He told me to shut the fuck up and gi’e him what I had. I took another look at his eyes, then at the gun . . . he was waving it all over the place . . . and I opened the safe. He couldn’t see in, so I only took some of what was in there, about a grand, and put it on the counter.’

‘So far so good,’ said Pye. ‘And then what?’

‘Then the stupid bastard,’ Starr beamed at the memory, ‘tucks the gun under his left oxter, and goes to pick it up with his right hand. And that’s when . . .’

‘That’s when he whacked him with the bayonet.’ Dottie Shannon’s lip seemed to curl with distaste.

‘Where did it come from?’ asked the detective sergeant.

‘It was in the safe,’ Starr told him. ‘I palmed it when I took the cash out.’

Pye leaned over and looked at the great blade. It was embedded in the wooden counter, nailing down a pile of cash, on top of which lay a severed finger. There was blood all around, and in a trail to the door. ‘Where did you get it?’ he asked.

‘It was ma father’s. He brought it back from Korea: he said it had seen the insides of a right few Chinese.’

‘You keep it sharp, don’t you?’

‘It’s no use if it’s blunt, is it?’

‘Do you have any other weapons here?’

‘What do you mean, weapons? I’m entitled to defend maself, am I no’?’

‘I’m going to leave that for the procurator fiscal to decide,’ Pye told him. He crouched, took out a handkerchief, and very carefully picked up a Luger pistol, which lay on the floor. ‘Have you touched this since the intruder dropped it?’

‘No, I left it for you people.’ The bookie’s ebullience seemed to be fading away.

‘Come on, Mr Starr, did you really think this was a firearm?’

‘How can you say it’s not?’

‘By the weight, for a start: this is plastic. And by the size: a real Luger would be bigger than this.’ He glanced at it. ‘Finally by the fact that it’s got “Made in China” stamped on the butt.’

‘How was I to know that?’ Starr protested.

‘I’m not sure you cared.’

‘The bastard was trying to rob me. Why should Ah care?’

‘Like I said, that’s not a question I’m going to deal with at  the moment. The man you mentioned, Big Ming? Where is he?’

‘He’s in the back shop.’

‘Is that Ming as in Menzies?’ asked Shannon.

‘Nah, his name’s Jim Smith. We call him that because he smells a bit.’

‘Did he see any of this?’

‘The boy bumped into him when he ran for it, but that was all.’ Starr scowled. ‘Knocked the coffees and the bacon rolls all over the fuckin’ place.’

‘Had you ever seen the thief before?’

‘Not that I remember; he’s not one of my regulars, that’s for sure.’

‘Description?’

‘Maybe six feet, skinny, needed a shave. He wore a green jacket and a grey woolly hat: at least I think it was grey. The thing was filthy.’

Pye turned to Shannon. ‘We’d better find this bloke quick, Dottie. Could you arrange for uniformed officers to check with the Western General and the Royal for anyone who’s wandered in minus a right index finger?’ He took an evidence bag from his pocket, picked up the detached digit and, very carefully, placed it inside. ‘I’ll take care of the forensic side. At least we won’t have any trouble getting a print. Mr Starr, I want you to come with me: we’ll need a formal statement from you. Meantime, you’d better hope that this man hasn’t bled to death. In fact, I’ll let you call your lawyer right now. You might want him to meet you at my office.’

The bookmaker’s smiles were long gone as he walked over to a phone in the far corner of the betting office. Shannon felt  a glow of satisfaction as she reached for her radio, but before she could hit the transmit switch, her mobile sounded.

She fished it from the right-hand pocket of her uniform trousers and hit the OK button. ‘Shannon,’ she replied, tersely.

‘Dottie.’ She knew the voice, but at that moment was unable to put a face or a name to it. ‘Neil McIlhenney.’ Mentally, she kicked herself: she had been with the Special Branch head only a few days before. ‘Are you able to talk to me?’ he asked.

She glanced around: Starr was dialling a number and Pye was bagging the toy Luger. ‘Yes.’

‘I’ll be brief. You’re wanted up at headquarters this afternoon: DCC Skinner’s office, three thirty.’

‘What’s it about?’

‘I don’t know for sure.’

‘Am I on the carpet?’

‘No, because you don’t need to wear uniform. Anyway, if you were, he’d be phoning you himself. Don’t be anxious, just be on time.’




Four

‘Will it always be like this?’ Aileen de Marco asked the question without looking directly at him.

He waited until he had caught her gaze. ‘A few hours together here and there, do you mean? Quick lunches like this one, in quiet restaurants where we can trust their discretion?’

She laughed lightly. ‘Make that rhyme and you’ve got a big country-and-western hit on your hands.’

‘That’s the west of Scotland gene pool: deep down we’ve all got a touch of the maudlin in us.’ He grinned back at her. ‘You’ll never get me to sing it, though.’

‘I’ll bet you’ve got a great singing voice.’

‘You’ll never know. I don’t plan ever to get that drunk again.’ He took her hand in his. ‘To answer you, no, Aileen, it won’t always be like this: that’s a promise. Why do you ask, though? Are you having second thoughts about the two of us? Do you want to stop this thing before it goes any further?’

‘No, I don’t. Forget I said that, Bob; it was stupid. I know it’s got to be this way for a while, given your position, and mine. “Deputy Chief Constable and Justice Minister in Glasgow Love Tryst”: God, the headlines were swimming before my eyes last night, in the dark.’

‘You’re selling yourself short.’ He chuckled. ‘When I saw them, they read, “First Minister de Marco and Top Cop Skinner: the secret uncovered” . . . or words to that effect.’

‘There’s no certainty I’ll be First Minister.’

‘Are you going to run for the leadership of your party?’

‘Yes,’ she conceded.

‘Is there any sign of anyone running against you?’

‘No.’

‘In that case it’s an absolute certainty.’

‘I wish I had your confidence. The electoral process can drag on a bit: there’s always the chance of someone else throwing their hat in the ring.’

‘The voters will chuck it back out again. But until that happens, and until Sarah and I have ironed out all the details of our split, you and I should avoid being seen together, other than in professional circumstances. Agreed?’

‘Agreed. I’m sorry I had my wee wobble there. It’s just that being with you makes me feel . . .’

‘Yes?’

‘It makes me feel content: I don’t know how else to put it. Somehow, I just feel like I’m at home, in a way I haven’t since I was a kid. Does that make sense?’

‘It does to me,’ Bob replied.

‘How does it make you feel, then?’ she teased.

‘I have trouble describing that too,’ he admitted. ‘The best I can say is that I don’t feel alone any more.’

‘Alone? You’ve got four kids: how can you feel alone?’

‘See? I told you I have trouble describing it.’ He looked down at the table for a moment, at the remains of their meal, then back at Aileen. ‘It’s this way, love. Ever since Myra, my  first wife, died, there’s been a part of me that’s never healed up. I’ll tell you a truth: in the years I was on my own, bringing up Alex, I dreamed of Myra all the time; in those dreams she wasn’t dead, only away visiting her mother, or a friend, and then she’d come back, and it would be all right. But every morning after, I’d wake up and she was still dead, and inside I was as lost and alone as I felt on the day of her funeral. When Sarah came along, and we got together, I hoped that I could put all the hurt, all the loneliness behind me, but I never did, not quite. I still dreamed of Myra, never Sarah, always her, and she still wasn’t dead, only gone for a while. The dreams grew more frequent, until I’d see her almost every night, full of life, but every morning my mind’s eye would see her dead once more.’

‘Did you ever tell Sarah this?’

‘How could I?’

‘Didn’t you tell anyone, not even your friend Kevin, the psychiatrist you saw?’

‘I only tell Kevin what he needs to know; some stuff I can’t share with him.’

‘You carried all that inside you, for all those years?’

‘Yup.’

‘So what’s happened?’

‘You have. They’ve stopped. I don’t dream of Myra any more. When I do, it’s you I see.’

Her eyebrows came together, slightly. ‘Are you telling me that I’m a substitute for your dead wife?’

He squeezed her hand, firmly, but not hard enough to hurt. ‘Not for a moment. You’re nothing like her, nothing at all. She and I had little in common, other than the fact that  we were crazy about each other. You and I, we’ve been drawn together by qualities we share. No, Aileen, what I’m telling you is that I believe, I honestly do, that Myra’s finally satisfied that I’ve found the person I should be with.’

Her eyes glistened. ‘Won’t you miss her, if she never comes back at night?’

‘No, for all I have to do to see her is look at my older daughter. She’s as like her mother as two people can be,’ he smiled again, ‘although she’s a little less wild, I’m glad to say.’ He drank the last of his bottled water. ‘So here I am, saved at last. Yes, my marriage is over, and that pains me, because however well Sarah and I manage it, the kids will not have the upbringing that we had planned. Despite that, when I look into the future, although I don’t have a clue what it holds, I see you in it, and that makes me . . . I’ll use your word. It makes me content. No, I’ll go further: it makes me feel happy in a way I haven’t for the last twenty years.’

‘Would you like me to chuck it?’

‘Chuck what?’

‘Politics. I wouldn’t be the first just to up and walk away from it.’

Bob leaned back, his scepticism written all over his face. ‘Sure, you do that,’ he said slowly, ‘and I’ll give up my job as well and we’ll do what with our time? I’m sure I could lecture in criminology. You could go back to civil engineering. We’d live happily ever after, except we’d both be bored stiff during the day, and we’d both regret what might have been. No, my dear, you stay the course: you’ve got your destiny to fulfil.’

‘What’s that?’

‘To be First Minister of Scotland. What else?’

‘You really believe I can do the job?’

‘For the next ten years, given the strength of your party, and as long as you want to after that: I know it, and so do you; don’t try to kid either of us.’

‘Now there’s a word: kid. What if I want one?’

‘Then have one: we’ll need to wait until my divorce is through, if I’m to honour part of my agreement with Sarah. But if that’s what you want and we can make it happen, why not? Ministers have had paternity leave before now. Where’s the difference?’

‘None, I’ll grant you. Can you picture me breast-feeding in the parliament chamber?’

‘Don’t start me picturing your breasts at all,’ Bob murmured. ‘I have a busy afternoon: I have things to tie up before I leave for London.’

‘Will I see you before you go?’

‘I don’t know for sure. Sarah and I are seeing our lawyer at five this evening to look at a draft separation agreement, then tomorrow I’ll have to spend time with Mark, the Jazzer, and Seonaid . . .’

‘The Jazzer?’

‘James Andrew, my younger son: we used to call him Jazz before we started using his given names.’

‘What’s he like?’

‘Rough and tumble, bright.’

‘Like you?’

‘He’s showing all the signs, I fear. Anyway, I need to give them some spoiling before I’m off, then on Saturday night I’m having dinner with number-one daughter, Alex. Sunday morning, I’ve got a golf tie that I can’t postpone, because it  involves other people. How about late Sunday afternoon, at your Edinburgh place?’

‘What if the press are staking it out?’

‘They won’t be.’

‘How can you be so sure?’

‘Because Special Branch are keeping an eye on you when you’re in Edinburgh. They’ll move them on.’

She gasped. ‘Did you think of asking me before you did that?’

‘Yes, and then I decided not to. You’re First Minister in waiting: I’d do the same for anyone. It’s not just about privacy; there’s the security aspect as well.’

‘Is that something I’ll have to live with, if I get this job?’

‘You’ll be entitled to it, but it won’t be forced on you. It won’t be obtrusive, I promise, and when we’re able to come absolutely clean about our relationship, there’ll be less call for it.’

‘You mean you’ll be all the protection I need?’

‘Something like that.’ He caught the waiter’s eye and signalled for the bill. ‘Sunday it is then, around five?’

‘Okay. I’ll cook something: that’ll probably finish us.’ She fell silent, as the bill arrived: Bob paid in cash. ‘This London trip,’ she continued, after the waiter had gone to fetch their coats, ‘you can’t tell me what it’s about?’

‘It’s sensitive.’

‘My security clearance is pretty high, you know.’

He laughed. ‘You’re right, it is: I’d forgotten that. Okay, between us, there’s a situation in the security services. The directors want someone from outside to run an inquiry, and I’m the man.’

Aileen whistled. ‘Must be serious for them to bring in an outsider.’

‘How does the word “treason” sit with you? I’ve investigated everything else in my time, but this is a first.’

‘My God, that serious? It’ll take a couple of weeks, you reckon?’

‘That’s what I’ve allowed, but to be honest, I haven’t a clue.’

‘Where are you staying?’

‘They’ve booked us into a hotel called the Royal Horseguards. Why do you ask?’

‘There’s a meeting at the Home Office next Wednesday,’ she said, ‘to discuss progress on the new casinos. Next day, there’s a session on immigration. The Home Secretary’s chairing the first one, so I have to go. In that event, I might as well stay and do the second meeting. Lena hasn’t booked the accommodation yet. Wouldn’t it be a coincidence if we wound up in the same hotel?’

‘It would,’ Bob agreed. ‘It would also be fairly embarrassing for the officer who’ll be accompanying me on the trip. I could rely on that person’s discretion, I’m sure, but I’d rather not have to, if you see what I mean; personal and professional overlapping, and all that.’

‘True. I hadn’t thought about that.’

‘On the other hand, if you found that you were booked into, say, the Charing Cross Hotel . . . When I’m away, I always go for a walk before I turn in. Sometimes I stay out for hours.’




Five

Dottie Shannon lived in a flat in Elbe Street, so close to the police station in Queen Charlotte Street that she always came to work in uniform. She was about to go home to change for her appointment with the deputy chief constable when DS Pye appeared in the open doorway of her office.

‘Got a minute?’ he asked.

‘Just one, Sammy, literally. I have a meeting out of the office this afternoon.’

‘That’s funny, so has my boss.’

The inspector’s curiosity was triggered. ‘Indeed? Where’s Mr McGuire’s, did he say?’

‘Fettes, half three. I won’t keep you, if you’re in a rush. I just wanted to know whether you’d had any reports back from the hospitals about our failed armed robber.’

Shannon took longer than normal to reply: she was still pondering the fact that she and Detective Superintendent Mario McGuire had appointments in the same place, at the same time. Fettes was a big building, and there was always plenty going on there, but still . . . To a good copper there was no such thing as coincidence. ‘No,’ she said finally. ‘No, I haven’t. Nothing positive at any rate. Our lad hasn’t turned  up at the Eastern, the Royal or the Western General looking for treatment. I widened the search as far as Livingston, but no joy there either. If he does arrive anywhere we’ll hear about it . . . or you will at least. I told my colleagues to pass any information to you.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Anything else we can do?’

Pye scratched his head. ‘If we don’t get anything from the hospitals soon, we might have to start asking around the city GPs, but I’m holding off on that. The scene-of-crime woman took a print from the finger, and I’m waiting to hear if Criminal Intelligence has it on file.’

‘Fine, but in the meantime, could this bloke have bled to death?’

‘From the amount of blood in the betting shop, and in the street outside, I’m advised by the SOCO that it’s unlikely. He’ll need medical attention at some point, sure, but if he’s a junkie, like Starr said, there’s a good chance he’s gone home and shot up again, to kill the pain.’

‘What about Starr? What’s the CID view on him?’

‘He’s a shit. Would the uniform branch disagree?’

Shannon grinned, showing the gold filling in one of her teeth. ‘We’d concur, but, as you know damn well, I meant, do you see him as offender as well as victim?’

‘Difficult. I’ve talked to Superintendent McGuire about that: his instinct is that the fiscal’s office would be reluctant to lay a charge. What would it be? Assault, probably. He’d go to trial, and his defence would be pretty obvious. Odds in favour of conviction? Probably against, even money at most, but suppose he was found guilty, you can be sure it would go to appeal. It  could become a test case, a cause célèbre, and maybe it could set the sort of legal precedent we don’t want.’

‘So you’ve let him go without caution or charge?’

‘No, I cautioned him formally before he made his statement. His lawyer was there, I had to.’

‘How did he take that?’

‘Oliver Poole, the solicitor, told him that it was normal procedure and that he shouldn’t worry about it. He was right, too. So I took his statement, and turned him loose. I told him that the SOCOs would have to hold on to the cash for a while, in case we need more prints. That annoyed him a bit, I’m glad to say.’

‘Does that mean you’ve hit the buffers already?’

‘Almost. I’ve got his board man, James Smith, in the interview room now. Starr was right: he does hum a bit. I’d better get shot of him, and let you go to your meeting, too.’

Pye closed the door as he left. His mind was on Shannon and her appointment as he walked back to the interview room where Big Ming was waiting. He liked the inspector: she was something of a fixture in the Leith office, popular with the officers under her command, but not too much, always careful to maintain a proper balance between familiarity and authority. She reminded him a lot of Karen Neville, his DS friend from his uniform days in the Haddington office, as she had been before she stunned the force by marrying Andy Martin, then the head of CID, and settling down to a life of blissful domesticity. He found himself wondering if Dottie’s private life was as interesting as Karen’s had been. She was pushing forty, he knew, and single. He had heard a hint in the locker room of a relationship that had ended badly, but when  he had asked about it, the whisperer had clammed up, so he had let it go.

Big Ming was unhappy when Pye rejoined him. His body odour was more rank too, as if it was an inbuilt gauge of his mood. ‘How long is this goin’ tae take?’ he asked.

‘Got anything better to do?’ the detective shot back. ‘Your boss knows where you are.’

‘It’s lunch-time,’ Smith grumbled.

‘Oh, yes, I forgot,’ said Pye, as he switched on the tape-recorder on the desk. ‘And you never had your bacon rolls and coffee, did you, thanks to our friend knocking them all over the street?’

‘The bacon rolls were okay. Ah picked them up.’

‘Are you telling me that you and Starr stood there munching bacon rolls with an amputated finger lying on the counter?’

‘They’d hae got cold.’

‘Jesus, I don’t believe it. If you’d been really hungry would you have eaten the finger as well?’

Smith looked wounded. ‘Dae you think Ah’m a fuckin’ cannibal?’

‘Nothing I learn about you is going to surprise me, pal. But for now let’s just stick to what happened this morning. What time did you leave the office?’

The witness rearranged his eyebrows as if it was part of his thought process. ‘It wid hae been about five tae eleven, Ah suppose. But whit’s that got tae dae wi’ it? The boy wisnae there then.’

The detective sergeant grimaced. ‘Listen. This isn’t a formal interview, and you’re not under suspicion. All I’m doing here  is getting your version of this morning’s events. But we’ll be done much quicker if you let me ask the questions.’ He ground out the last four words.

‘Aye, okay. Get on wi’ it then.’

‘Very good, sir. When you left, were you aware of anyone hanging around? Think about it, please; give yourself time to search your memory.’

Smith’s face twisted again, indicating intense thought. Suddenly a light seemed to go on in his eyes: it took Pye by surprise. ‘Aye, now ye mention it. There was somebody standin’, lookin’ in the windae of the shop two doors doon. Ah think it wis the boy. It struck me as strange at the time.’

‘Why was that?’

‘Because the shop two doors doon belongs tae a plumber. He uses it as an office an’ a store, ken, but just for a laugh he has a lavvy in the windae, wi’ a cistern, seat and everything.’

‘Okay, that’s good. You said you think it was the robber: without putting any pressure on you, is that as positive as you can be?’

‘Naw. Naw. Naw, naw, naw. It wis him a’ right. Same jacket, same hat, same height. Big skinny cunt.’

‘Fine. Now, let’s move forward. How long were you away?’

‘Just a few minutes, like. The corner shop’s just a wee bit up the road. Ah went in, picked up the rolls and the coffee, got ma fags, had a wee chat wi’ Vijay, and that was it.’

‘Cold bacon rolls?’

Smith gave a small shudder at the thought. ‘Fuck no. Hot. Wi’ brown sauce.’

‘Didn’t you have to wait for the bacon to be cooked?’

‘Usually Ah dae, but today Vijay was off his mark right early. He had them waitin’ for me, right on eleven.’

‘You and Starr have bacon rolls every morning?’

‘Aye. He pays, like.’

‘Top-class employer.’

‘Aye, he’s no’ bad.’

‘Okay, let’s say you were gone ten minutes. Would that be about right?’

‘Just aboot.’

‘Tell me what happened when you got back.’

‘Ye know a’ready. Mr Starr telt ye.’

‘Yes, and now I want to hear it from you,’ said Pye, patiently.

‘It wis just like he said. Ah’d got tae the door o’ the shop when it opened and the boy came chargin’ out like one o’ thon Pamplona bulls.’

The sergeant was struck dumb. Experience had taught him that every so often a nugget of pure gold would be found in the most barren seam, but it could never prepare him for such a discovery.

‘And you collided?’ he asked, after a few seconds, resisting the urge to ask Big Ming whether he had run the bulls in his time.

‘Naw, Ah was just standing there, gettin’ ready tae open the door, when he crashed intae me.’

‘Let’s call that a collision.’

‘Call it a waste o’ two coffees.’

‘Be that as it may, how did you react?’

‘Ah didnae have time tae react, otherwise Ah’d have banjoed him. He never even looked at me, just turned and legged it doon the street and round the first corner.’

‘You got a good look at him this time, though?’

‘Oh, aye.’

‘Was he bleeding badly?’

‘Ah didnae notice him bleedin’ at a’, tae tell ye the truth. He was haudin’ one hand tight with the other.’

‘Did you see his eyes?’

‘Aye.’

‘Describe them.’

‘Whit . . . colour, like?’

‘No, just their expression.’

‘He looked like a fuckin’ Martian, like he wis frae another planet. Ken what Ah mean?’

‘Maybe, but explain.’

‘They were standing oot frae his heid like big pickled onions. But Ah suppose that’s no’ surprisin’ gi’en that he’d jist had a finger whacked aff.’

‘And had you ever seen him before?’

‘Naw, Ah don’t think so.’

‘There we go with that “think” again. Had you seen him before or had you not?’

‘Ah . . . Ah’m just no’ sure. There wis somethin’ about him that rang a bell, sort o’, but Ah’m buggered if Ah can remember, like Ah’ve seen the boy somewhere, but no’ there. D’ye ken?’

‘Sure, I know what you mean. One more thing and then we’re done. All the way through you’ve called him “the boy”. How old did you think he was?’

‘Early twenties.’

‘Are you certain?’

‘Oh, aye, Ah’m sure of that. Ah’ve got a brither that’s twenty-four, and this lad’s younger than him.’


Interesting, thought Pye. ‘Okay, Mr Smith, that’s us done.’ He switched off the tape. ‘I’ll have this typed up as a formal statement. You can either wait to sign it, or I’ll have an officer bring it to your home address or to your work.’

‘Ah’ll wait. Dinna want the polis at ma door, and Mr Starr’ll no thank me if yis come tae the shop for me.’

‘As you wish. Since you’ve missed your lunch, I’ll have somebody bring you a coffee and a sandwich while you wait. Want a paper as well?’

‘The News, if ye’ve got it. Ah’ll try and remember where Ah’ve seen the boy, honest.’

‘You do that,’ said Pye as he opened the door. ‘Maybe you bumped into him running the bulls in Pamplona.’




Six

‘My apologies, Neil,’ said Skinner, glancing at his watch as McIlhenney came in. ‘I said three o’clock, and I hate being late for a meeting I’ve called myself, especially when it’s in my own office.’

‘No worries, boss. I’ve been pretty busy clearing my desk anyway.’

‘Did you contact Inspector Shannon?’

‘Yes, I got hold of her. She’ll be here, three thirty on the dot, along with Mario.’

‘Fine, that gives us fifteen minutes. Coffee?’

‘I’ll pass: I’ll have some water from your fridge, though.’

The deputy chief constable frowned. ‘Of course you will. Christ alone knows why they want me on this London operation: I’m so bloody efficient I forgot you’ve chucked caffeine.’ He took a bottle of water from the small cooler beside his desk, and tossed it to McIlhenney, then poured himself a mug of coffee from his filter.

The chief inspector moved to take the chair that faced across the DCC’s desk, but Skinner motioned him towards his informal seating. ‘So,’ he asked, as he settled into the soft leather upholstery, ‘why did you want to see me first, before the  other two get here? Is it to talk over the London job?’

‘In a way, a negative sort of way: it’s to tell you that you’re not going.’

McIlhenney’s face was impassive. ‘I see. And are you going to tell me why, sir?’

‘Look, stop the “sir” stuff: there’s no one else here and it makes you sound like you’re in the huff. You’ve no need to be, I promise you.’

‘Okay, but why the change of mind? Has that man O’Malley been saying things he shouldn’t?’

‘No, he hasn’t. Kevin’s report on your counselling session was very positive, not that I ever had any doubt that it would be. I’m not taking you with me because I’ve got more need of you here; it’s as simple as that.’

‘But Special Branch is quiet, now that the last crisis is over and done with.’

Skinner laughed. ‘You can predict when the bird’s going to hit the windmill, can you, Neil? That makes you a better copper than me. No, it’s got nothing to do with SB. It has to do with you and your career. There are two appointments I need to make. Greg Jay’s sudden vanishing trick has left me needing someone to take over command of CID in East and Midlothian.’

‘Yes, so what’s the other?’

‘It’s in Leith.’

‘Leith?’

Skinner nodded. ‘Yes, and don’t act so surprised. You know there’s a head of CID vacancy as well, now that Dan Pringle’s gone, and you know who the grapevine says is favourite for it.’

‘The grapevine gives Maggie Rose a chance, and Brian Mackie, and Alastair Grant too.’

‘Maybe, but it doesn’t know that Maggie’s ruled herself out of consideration.’

‘Has she?’ said McIlhenney, surprised.

‘Yes. I saw her the other day, just to sound her out, mind, not to offer her the job. She told me that she’s happy in uniform, and that if she moved back to CID it would be awkward, now that she’s living with a detective inspector. As for Brian, he’s doing a great job commanding the city division, plus he’s first in line for ACC if Haggerty goes. Alastair? Between ourselves, he’s reached his ceiling.’

‘Which leaves . . .’

‘Your boyhood mate, Mario McGuire. He’s our choice, the chief’s and mine, effective immediately.’

‘Which leads to the vacancy in Leith?’

‘Yes, but . . .’

‘There always is a “but”, isn’t there?’

‘It’s one of life’s immutable laws. In this case it comes about because I’m making some changes in the CID structure. I need more foot-soldiers out there, but there are budget constraints as always. To fund them, I need to cut down on the number of chiefs. That means that there are going to be fewer detective-superintendent posts. Obviously I can’t demote people who are already in situ, so the phasing in’s going to take some time.’

‘And Leith’s where it begins?’

‘Exactly.’

‘So?’

‘So I’m putting Bandit Mackenzie in there. He’s fitted into  the Drugs Squad well, but with the Scottish Drugs Enforcement Agency making more and more progress, I can get by with a detective inspector in that post.’

McIlhenney scratched his chin. ‘I see. Does that mean you’re working up to telling me that I’m going to Jay’s old job on a level transfer?’

‘Do you want it?’

‘Honestly? I’d rather stay where I am.’

‘That’s not an option: you’ve done your stint in Special Branch. But don’t worry: I was taking the piss about moving you to Dalkeith. Jay’s deputy will step up there. I owe you more than that, for all you’ve done for this force, and for me. I’ve got something in mind for you, but I’ll tell you about it when the others arrive. I wanted you in here first, not just to break it to you that you’re not coming to London with me, but to ask you about Shannon’s vetting.’
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