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One

‘Thank the Lord you’re back,’ DI Tarvil Singh boomed as his colleague stepped into the Serious Crimes office in Govan. ‘At last I can get back to Edinburgh. The bloody commute’s been killing me.’

As he spoke his colleagues rose to their feet at their workstations, and spontaneous applause broke out. Detective Superintendent Harold ‘Sauce’ Haddock, the unit’s national commander, and DCI Lottie Mann, the Glasgow bureau chief, joined in, framed in the doorway of Mann’s small office. Deputy Chief Constable Mario McGuire had been standing beside them, but he stepped forward towards the newcomer, hand outstretched.

‘Detective Sergeant,’ he said, loudly enough for his voice to carry to the furthest corners of the room. ‘Welcome; you’ve been missed. Chief Constable McIlhenney would have been here, but unlike you he’s still on sick leave. It’s really good that you’re back.’

John Stirling’s face reddened; to his surprise he felt tears coming but he managed to hold them at bay, by the simple expedient of smiling at Detective Constable Maya Smith. It had been six months since he had seen some of the people in the room, but in her case, it had been only an hour. She had left their home immediately after breakfast, wanting to be in the office with the rest when he returned to work.

‘Thanks, sir,’ he replied as the greetings subsided. ‘Trust me, it’s even better to see all of you. The time’s been dragging. You all know I’d have been back sooner if the Crown Office hadn’t sequestered me as a key prosecution witness.’

‘I know,’ McGuire agreed. ‘And in not one but two trials. We got the right result in both of them, thank Christ.’

Stirling nodded. ‘Echoed.’

‘Are you sure you feel okay now, John?’ Haddock asked. ‘You know you can pick your own slot in the unit,’ he added. ‘It can be office only if that’s what you want, a co-ordinator role. Equally if you want to walk away from criminal investigation, that would be understandable. I know that HR have spoken to you about that already, and offered you a suitable transfer.’

The DS grinned. ‘In that case you’ll know what I told them. I want to be here, sir, nowhere else. Physically, I’m fine. Maya’ll vouch for that. We’ve bagged eight Munros in the last six weeks; a couple more and it’ll be the equivalent in height terms of having climbed Everest.’

His partner nodded agreement. ‘It’s true,’ she confirmed. ‘He was a bit slow when we started but he’s got stronger with every one.’

‘Maybe I’ll come with the two of you on your next one,’ the DCC said, leading Stirling and his senior colleagues away from the group and towards Mann’s office. He raised his eyebrows. ‘And then again, maybe not. John, I know you passed the physical . . . you wouldn’t be here otherwise . . . and I know you’ve had counselling, but psychologically,’ he asked quietly, ‘are you sure you’re a hundred per cent? I have to ask you this, because we have a duty to your colleagues as well. It could be that you’ll be sharing a stressful situation with one of them, and . . .’ The rest of the sentence hung unspoken in the air.

‘I’m living with one of those colleagues, sir,’ Stirling reminded him. ‘I’ve asked myself that question, and Maya’s asked me too. I’ll tell you and anyone else who needs to hear it what I told her. To me, any situation is what it is: just something to be dealt with, no more no less. I’ve never been a panic merchant. Any time I’m challenged, I ask myself “What’s the problem? What’s the solution? What do I need to do to get there.” Once I work it out I do what I have to. Nothing’s happened to change that. If anything it’s been reinforced.’

‘How d’you mean?’ Lottie Mann asked.

‘Work it out, ma’am,’ he told her. ‘When I was stabbed and I went down, the one thing I knew was that I didn’t want to be fucking stabbed again . . . pardon my French. I decided that the best way to prevent that was to play dead, and hope that my assailant bought the act. That’s what I did, and it worked. As I lay there, in my own blood on that kitchen floor, I heard a phone call being made, I heard a call for help, in disposing of my body I suppose, and then I heard a door close. I sneaked a look to check that I really was alone. When I saw that I was I crawled across to the back door. I was in shock, obviously, so it hurt less than you might expect. I was a lucky boy, for the door was unlocked. The blood flow had slowed, and I was able to pull myself to my feet using the handle. I dragged myself outside, then hauled my arse around the house and into my car. I’d left my phone there, plugged in and charging. My brain was working better by that time, and I knew I had to act fast, rather than go through the emergency services rigmarole with all the time that takes, I called your mobile, and told you where I was and what had happened. There was still no sign that my escape had been discovered, but I decided it wouldn’t be wise to wait for the cavalry, so I packed my wound with a towel from my sports bag and drove to A and E at the Queen Elizabeth Infirmary . . . which fortunately wasn’t too far away. When I got there, I was actually pleased with myself, would you believe?’

‘I’m not surprised,’ Mann agreed. ‘You’d just solved a murder that had us tied in knots.’

He shook his head. ‘No, not because of that.’ He grinned, shyly. ‘That’s an exaggeration anyway, boss; I just found a connection, and completely by accident, I didn’t go looking for it. No, I was chuffed with the way I had handled myself.’

‘Were you not scared, John?’ McGuire asked. ‘I got shot once, when I was a DC, and I don’t mind admitting that I was terrified.’

‘Honestly, I wasn’t; it never occurred to me to be frightened. Thing is, when I was at university I joined the Territorial Army; I was a weekend warrior, mainly because it kept me out the pub. As part of it we were given some training in battlefield first aid, including how to handle significant wounds. I think I knew from that where mine was, and that it was survivable, for a while at least.’ He frowned, remembering. ‘Yes, I was lucky, no question. I knew it then, and the surgeon who operated on me confirmed it. The weapon went under my ribcage and straight into my gall bladder: you couldn’t do that if you tried, the way it’s tucked under your liver. I don’t have the thing any more . . . the doc actually showed me what was left of it . . . but so what? It’s one of those bits you don’t really need. If it had hit my liver, the surgeon said, or nicked an artery, yes, the show would have been over. But it didn’t, so . . . there’s no point dwelling on it. So . . .’ he said, looking at Mann, ‘what’s in my in-tray, ma’am?’

She shrugged her broad shoulders. ‘Nothing,’ she replied. ‘DI Singh wrapped up an armed robbery last week. He even got a confession, so unless it’s withdrawn he won’t have to come back to the High Court for a trial.’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Sauce Haddock interjected. ‘You have to be office duties only for the next six months.’

‘Aw, come on, sir,’ Stirling moaned. ‘I’m fit for active duty, honestly. I should be fully operational.’

‘Sorry, John,’ his superintendent said. ‘That’s how it’s got to be.’

The young detective sergeant knew better than to go over his boss’s head, but could not resist a single raised eyebrow, aimed at the acting chief constable.

McGuire smiled, and nodded towards Haddock. ‘What he said,’ he chuckled. ‘Sergeant, I know you’re frustrated, and I know your instinct is to prove us all wrong. But it’s not Detective Superintendent Haddock who’s put this condition on your return to work, and it’s not me either. The decision was taken by our Human Resources department and, trust me, there would be no point in Sauce, or me, or even Chief Constable McIlhenney, if he was here, getting into a pissing contest with that lot. We’d only wind up with wet feet, and you’d still be chained to your desk for six months.’

‘Thanks for leaving me out of that analogy,’ Lottie Mann drawled.

Stirling sighed. ‘Could I go to the Police Federation?’ he asked.

‘You could, but you’d wind up wringing out your socks as well.’ He paused, his eyes narrowing. ‘However . . . and I apologise for not thinking of this before . . . there’s a two-week command course beginning this morning at the police college in Jackton. It’ll be the shortest of notice for them, but I could wedge you in there as a late entrant, if you were up for it. That might help you deal with your frustration, and it might even do you good in the longer term. It won’t fast track you through the system, but if you do well it could speed the promotion process. Would you be up for that? If so I can tell them to delay the start by an hour.’

‘Jackton,’ the DS murmured. ‘Just outside East Kilbride. Sir, I can be there in thirty minutes.’




Two

Sir Robert Skinner gazed at the face on his tablet screen.

‘Are you sure he’s ready?’ he asked.

‘If I wasn’t he wouldn’t be going,’ the editor of the Saltire newspaper assured her group executive chairman. ‘I know Ignacio’s inexperienced, but his work’s really been outstanding in the four months that he’s been with us. Plus,’ June Crampsey added, ‘the newsroom’s stretched; I’ve got two staff on holiday and this morning another two reporters called in sick with bloody norovirus. That’s five this week, after the three on the sports desk. It’s ripping through the office, Bob. I’m probably doing him a favour by sending him.’

‘He doesn’t speak Swedish,’ Skinner pointed out.

‘Who does, apart from the Swedes? That’s why most of them speak English.’

‘Couldn’t you use an agency reporter?’

‘Yes, I could,’ Crampsey conceded, ‘but whoever they gave me wouldn’t have background knowledge of the Scottish infrastructure. This is Richard Ralston, our First Minister, visiting Malmo to inaugurate a new ferry route between Malmo and Edinburgh, one that he’s driven through pretty much by himself. It’s a big story, a good news story; we need to cover it appropriately. I trust Ignacio to do that.’

‘And it’s your call,’ he conceded.

‘Exactly. I’m only telling you because he’s your son.’ She allowed him one of her infrequent smiles. ‘That, and because you’re the big boss,’ she added. ‘You should be proud of him, Bob,’ she insisted. ‘He’s a natural. Look, if Xavi Aislado was still sitting in your chair, he’d agree with me; and you know what a great journalist he was.’

‘How are you going to bill him?’ Skinner asked. ‘He’s never had a byline before.’

The editor frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

‘What are you going to call him in the paper, and the online edition? The name on his passport and on his Spanish birth certificate is Ignacio Watson Skinner.’

‘And on his employment contract,’ she added. ‘Yes, I get it; in the office he’s just Ignacio. Nobody but me and HR know that you’re his dad.’

‘I’d like to keep it that way, and I’m pretty sure he would too. That means his byline should be just Ignacio Watson. You okay with that?’

She nodded. ‘One hundred per cent.’

‘When does he leave? How does he get there?’

‘Sparrowfart tomorrow. It’s a flight to Copenhagen, then the train to Malmo, across the bridge, the one in the TV series. Oh, and he wants to take his girlfriend. I’ve said okay . . . but he pays her fare.’

‘Absolutely. As it happens, I’m with Pilar’s father as we speak. I’ll let him know. Cheers, June. I’ll look out for the coverage.’

Skinner ended the WhatsApp call, returned the iPad to his document case, and turned back to his companion, who had been listening. ‘What do you think of that, Raul?’ he asked. ‘My boy’s new career seems to be blossoming. When he told me he wanted to go into journalism, my first assumption was that he meant via social media, but he said no, that he fancied the traditional route. He never asked me to find him a place with InterMedia, but . . . My first thought was to find him a slot with the Girona paper, since he’s a dual national and Spanish is his first language. But the fact that he’s not literate in Catalan could have been a problem, so instead I asked June if she’d consider him for the Saltire. She interviewed him and was so impressed that she gave him a twelve-month trainee contract on the spot. I’m happy for him,’ he said, ‘but as you might imagine I’m sensitive to accusations of nepotism. That’s probably a carry-over from my previous career in the police. In my early days, I saw a few people get special treatment because of who their dad was.’

Raul Sanchez nodded. ‘Of course,’ he murmured. ‘You know, Bob, in my mind’s eye I can still see you in a police uniform.’

He laughed. ‘In real life not many people did. I hated it, so I hardly ever wore it. Being CID that was okay, but even when I was at command rank, assistant chief and up, it mostly stayed in the wardrobe. By then I was . . . in theory . . . well away from criminal investigation, but that never worked in practice. I could never keep my hands off.’ He leaned back in his chair, smiling. ‘On reflection I was a bloody awful chief constable. I delegated all the stuff that bored me and second-guessed everyone else. I must have been a right pain in the arse. Mind you, I couldn’t have done that within the new Scottish national set-up,’ he paused, for a second. ‘I should stop calling it “new”,’ he added. ‘It’s been around for a few years now, for better or worse, although I for one can’t see where it’s better. How can you convince people in Shetland that they have accountable community policing when the high command is hundreds of miles away in offices in the central belt? The politicians could never answer that question but they went ahead anyway, and that’s why I walked away.’

‘Would you have become the national chief if you hadn’t left?’ Sanchez asked.

His friend nodded. ‘No false modesty, but I reckon I would. Okay, they could have parachuted someone in from England, but I doubt that. If I had toed the political line, they’d have owed me. Whatever, I’ve never regretted my choice. But I am pleased that I left a number of alternative appointees behind me, people who’d worked under me. The first one, Andy Martin, he didn’t work out too well, probably for the same reasons that I wouldn’t have, but his successors, Maggie Steele, and now Neil McIlhenney, they’ve been successful. I trained them both, them and the current deputy. It’s ironic that he, Mario McGuire, didn’t go for the top job when Maggie left. He said he didn’t want it, but he’s doing it now anyway, since Neil’s been away with long covid.’

‘For all that you say now,’ Sanchez observed, ‘it must have been a wrench to leave. I can tell, the way you talk about your old job.’

‘Sure it was,’ Skinner agreed. ‘It was an even bigger wrench when I left Edinburgh to take over the Glasgow job, to close it down, so to speak. Afterwards, I don’t mind admitting that I was lost for a couple of years, until my buddy Xavi threw me a lifeline by making me chair of InterMedia’s Scottish subsidiary.’

‘And then made you his successor when he backed off from running the company,’ his guest added, ‘a role in which you are excelling.’

‘Nah,’ the big Scot murmured, with a deprecatory smile. ‘I’m executive chair, that’s all. Hector Sureda’s the CEO; he and his team, they run the business. They’re journalists, I’m just a broken-down old cop.’

Sanchez raised an eyebrow. ‘That’s not what the analysts say. I’m a commercial banker, Bob. I study these things. InterMedia is still a privately owned company, but . . .’

‘And always will be,’ Skinner interjected. ‘Paloma Aislado Craig will inherit everything. Xavi’s plan is that she’ll be running the business by the time she’s thirty. Part of my role is to prepare her for it.’

‘That may be so, and InterMedia may be cash rich, but it still requires substantial borrowing facilities. Your successful American expansion, for example. That was supported by your bankers in Spain and in the US, but only because they have confidence in your leadership. Xavi Aislado is not an idiot. When he asked you to take over from him, it was based on ability, not friendship. And you know it too, my friend. I say this kindly, but your modesty is a cloak you wear, to hide your absolute self-confidence.’

‘Hah! Is that so? Try telling my wife that.’

‘I will, when finally I get to meet her,’ Sanchez promised.

Skinner frowned. ‘I’d hoped she might join us today,’ he said. He glanced around the place in which they sat. ‘She would have too; Siete Portes is her favourite restaurant in Barcelona, but unfortunately she has a lecture at the university, and her students come first. That and,’ he added, cautiously, ‘given that we will inevitably get round to discussing my oldest son’s mother . . .’

‘They don’t get on, Sarah and Mia?’

‘They tolerate each other, on the rare occasions that they meet, but they’re not a good mix. Sarah’s fine with Ignacio, she treats him like one of her own, but Mia McCullough has too much baggage for her taste.’

‘Do you mean baggage with you?’ The question was put delicately.

‘No, not that kind. She and I didn’t even have a small suitcase. Raul, the truth is that Ignacio was the product of a one-night stand, when Mia and I were both single. Very soon after that she had what I will euphemistically call family issues. On my advice, she left town in a hurry: if I’d known she was pregnant, that advice would probably have been different. I don’t think she knew herself at that stage, but when she found out she didn’t choose to share the news with me.’

‘If she had, what would you have done?’

‘No question,’ he replied instantly. ‘I’d have acknowledged my son, and been part of his upbringing. He’d have been protected.’

‘From whom?’

‘Ultimately, from his mother. But I couldn’t do that, because she kept him secret from me, even though she put my name on his birth certificate, and in the Libro de Familia, the thing they give you in Spain. By the time I found out about him he was already in trouble. I was able to mitigate the damage but I couldn’t make it all go away.’ He looked his companion in the eye. ‘You don’t really know anything about Mia, do you?’

‘No,’ Sanchez admitted. ‘When I said a few months ago that I wanted to talk to you about her, what I really meant was that I wanted to ask you about her. Inge and I have invited her to Madrid repeatedly, but she has always put us off. She has invited us to her hotel in Scotland, but she seems reluctant to visit Spain. And yet her son is Spanish.’

‘And British. He has two passports.’

‘I thought you couldn’t do that, have dual nationality, Spain and UK.’

‘You couldn’t until fairly recently. The way it works now, Ignacio made a legal declaration in Spain that he intends to retain Spanish nationality, and then he applied for a UK passport. Before that, he had settled status. But Mia had nothing to do with that. It was my doing, when he came to work for us.’

‘I was going to ask you about that,’ the Spaniard said. ‘I had thought that his future was in radio.’

Skinner grinned. ‘So did his mother. Before Mia left, she was a disc jockey on an Edinburgh local station. She was known as Mia Sparkles, and she had a big teenage following, my oldest daughter Alexis among them. When she came back to Scotland, she went back to work as a radio presenter, on a station in Dundee, owned by a man named Cameron McCullough, and wound up marrying him. When he died she inherited it, along with a life interest in that hotel, Black Shield Lodge, and enough investments to keep her in comfort, although the bulk of his wealth went to his granddaughter. Pilar probably told you that Ignacio worked on the station helping out as a runner during his university vacations. Cameron was still alive, but Mia was running the place even then. She gave him a weekend slot on air, and of course with her genes in him he turned out to be a natural. As you probably know also, when he finished uni and went in there full-time, his role expanded. Mia gave him the breakfast show, and a role in station management. She assumed that in time she’d be able to back out completely: I know that because she told me. I had my doubts,’ he added, ‘but I said nothing. She gave him a free rein in programming . . . basically he was his own producer . . . and he used it to introduce a current affairs element, with political guests as well as the odd showbiz drop-in. I listened to it most mornings on its app, so it didn’t matter where I was. I thought it was bloody good but . . .’ he smiled again and sighed. ‘How much did Pilar tell you?’ he asked.

‘She said he was trying a new format,’ Sanchez replied, ‘one that involved more than just playing music. She said he wanted local radio to be part of the community, not just background music on construction sites or something that people have on when they are in the shower.’

‘Yes, that’s a fair description of what he was after. The problem was . . .’ Skinner hesitated. ‘I’m not certain, but I reckon that Dundee was the wrong place. He couldn’t get enough worthwhile guests in the studio, and when he approached potential online contributors they, or their advisers, looked at the location and more often than not decided they were too busy. The audience figures dropped off, and so did the advertising. Mia couldn’t let that go on. She took over the early slot herself, and relaunched it under her own brand, if that’s what you call it. She moved Ignacio to drivetime, late afternoon, early evening, but insisted that he had to go back to basics. They had a big row, and last summer he quit.’

‘I see,’ Sanchez said. ‘Pilar didn’t explain all that background. And that’s when he came to the Saltire?’

‘Not directly. As I said, he never asked me for a job; he simply told me what his ambition was. Okay, he probably had his fingers crossed that I would help. But if I hadn’t, he’d either have gone to one of our competitors or done his own thing on YouTube, as some people do these days, and looked to build a subscriber base big enough to attract advertisers. In the event, I did what any dad in my position would do, as far as I deemed proper. I asked June if she would meet him. She did, and you see how it’s working out. Already he’s been turned loose on an international story. Okay, in practice it’ll be a bit of a milk run, but it’ll get his name on the front page, and if the First Minister plays ball there’ll be a video interview as well on Saltire Online, which,’ Skinner added, ‘has subscribers all over the fecking world, mate.’

‘What does his mother think of his new career?’

‘I don’t really know. Mia and I aren’t in regular contact, and Ignacio’s said nothing about her in a while.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘Look, Raul, this has been excellent. It’s always good to catch up, but I have to be in Girona in less than ninety minutes.’ He looked at their waiter, who was standing by the doorway, surveying the terrace tables, and made eye contact.

Sanchez took hold of his friend’s wrist as it moved towards an inside pocket. ‘I will get this,’ he said, firmly. ‘It’s my turn; we agreed.’

‘In that case,’ Skinner conceded, ‘thank you. Next time, it’s on me, hopefully in Madrid and with our wives there.’

He was reaching for his document case when his ringtone sounded. He took his phone from his pocket and peered at the screen, frowning as he read the caller ID. ‘Mia?’ he murmured. He pressed Accept.

‘I’ve just had a call from Ignacio,’ the mother of his oldest son exclaimed. The excitement in her voice took him by surprise. ‘Sometimes,’ she continued, ‘I think I’ve loved you all along, and not just for about twenty minutes back then. Our boy’s going to make page one? Really?’

In spite of himself, he smiled. ‘That was always going to happen,’ he told her. ‘It’s come quicker than I’d expected, that’s all. So you’re pleased after all?’

‘Of course I am. I’ve always wanted him to fly, in whatever direction he chooses.’

‘That’s good,’ Skinner said. ‘And by the way,’ he added. ‘As far as I recall it was at least two hours.’
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