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      About Quintin Jardine
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      Quintin Jardine was born once upon a time in the West: of Scotland rather than America, but still he grew to manhood as a massive Sergio Leone fan. On the way there he was educated, against his will, in Glasgow, where he ditched a token attempt to study law for more interesting careers in journalism, government propaganda, and political spin-doctoring. After a close call with the Brighton Bomb in 1984, he moved into the even riskier world of media relations consultancy, before realising that all along he had been training to become a crime writer.


      Now, more than forty published novels later, he never looks back. Along the way he has created/acquired an extended family in Scotland and Spain. Everything he does is for them.


      He can be tracked down through his website www.quintinjardine.com.
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      ‘A triumph. I am first in the queue for the next one’ Scotland on Sunday


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


      ‘[Quintin Jardine] sells more crime fiction in Scotland than John Grisham and people queue around the block to buy his latest book’ The Australian


      ‘There is a whole world here, the tense narratives all come to the boil at the same time in a spectacular climax’ Shots magazine


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


      LAST RESORT is the twenty-fifth novel in Quintin Jardine’s ever-popular Bob Skinner series, and sees the Edinburgh cop back as never before.


      After thirty years of service, former Chief Constable Bob Skinner faces the possible end of his police career, at its pinnacle.


      A quiet trip to Catalunya to contemplate his future soon takes on a different flavour when Skinner is approached by an old friend, media owner Xavier Aislado, with an unusual request. One of his business’s brightest talents, Hector Sureda Roca, has vanished without trace. Now it’s up to Skinner to track him down.


      But as he conducts his search it soon becomes clear that another manhunt is also in progress, and that he himself is the target.


      While his daughter Alex fights that battle on the home front, his search for Sureda takes one sinister turn after another, until he is faced with the toughest question of all. Is natural justice sometimes the only answer?

    

  


  
    
      


      This one’s for Martin Fletcher, who keeps Skinner honest. Cheers, mate.

    

  


  
    
      


      One


      When the call came, the one that put me back in place as a functioning human being, I was, not to put too fine a point on it, really screwed up inside my head.


      I had begun a year that seemed to be full of promise, but if I’d been granted foresight of what most of those promises actually were, I’d probably have stayed in bed on the first of January and waited out the next twelve months.


      I’d have been on my own, though; even then I should have been able to spot the fault lines in my unstable marriage to Aileen de Marco.


      When our relationship became public knowledge, a smart-arse broadsheet journalist wrote a flowery piece about the attraction of unlike poles, the policeman and the politician, the authoritarian (me) and the libertarian (her), and topped the allegorical nonsense off by labelling us ‘Scotland’s most magnetic couple’.


      I fell for some of that for a while, until the day when I realised that it was the diametric opposite of the truth. Aileen and I were both leaders in our chosen professions and we were both (although I’d have denied it) ambitious. However, she was as authoritarian as me, and neither of us had any trace of compromise in our nature.


      When we found ourselves on a collision course over the future of the Scottish police service, and its implications for my personal position, with Aileen determined to ensure that her side of the argument came out on top, and having the power to make that happen...well, to complete that journo’s analogy, the like poles that, in reality, we had been all along, repelled each other, as they always do.


      Everything fell apart after that, very quickly indeed; not only my marriage, but my job, my career, my vision of the future; they were all cut from under me.


      The one saving grace...and that’s something of a pun, given her family name...was the return of Sarah, the wife I should never have left in the first place, and the cautious rebuilding of our relationship. She and I have only two things in common: we love each other and we love our kids. She’s good for me and I know now that I was lost in the time we were apart.


      When disaster followed disaster in my life, and everything reached its grim conclusion, it was only Sarah who kept me on the rails. I’d have sat brooding indefinitely in the house, over the offer of an unspecified role at an unspecified rank, or giving my lawyer a hard time as he tried to sort out the alternative, the terms of my departure from the police service. Indeed that’s what I did for a few weeks until she had enough of it.


      ‘Bob,’ she said, plucking what would have been my fourth Corona of that Saturday evening if she’d let me uncap the bottle, ‘this will not do. I know how shitty the last few months have been, but not even you can undo an Act of Parliament.


      ‘I know you’re having difficulty with the fact that you’re not Chief Constable Skinner any more, but it is not the worst thing that’s ever happened.


      ‘You’ve given thirty years of public service. Now it’s somebody else’s turn to catch the bad guys, to clear up after the pubs close, and to keep the traffic flowing smoothly, and those people are more than capable, since your generation has trained most of them. There was a police force before you and there will still be one without you, if you decide to go completely. What you have to work out is what you might be without it.’


      I felt the corners of my mouth turn down as I watched her put the beer back in the fridge. ‘I might be nothing,’ I countered, mournfully. ‘Being a policeman might be the only shot I had in my locker.’


      ‘Rubbish!’ she laughed. ‘You’ve already been offered three non-executive directorships.’


      ‘I don’t do non-executive anything, love. You know that.’


      ‘Then you could write.’


      ‘About what?’


      ‘Your career.’


      ‘I’d have to leave too much out. A lot of my files are closed.’


      ‘You could try fiction,’ she suggested. ‘You could jump on the Tartan Noir bandwagon.’


      ‘Christ,’ I complained, ‘can’t we find a word in our own language to describe a Scottish institution, rather than nicking one from the bloody French?


      ‘If I did that, love,’ I pointed out, ‘...although I doubt that I have the talent...everyone would be convinced that it was all Skinner’s Casebook thinly disguised. There could be all sorts of legal problems...and besides, I don’t have the patience.’


      ‘Then you could teach.’ She pointed an authoritative figure at me. ‘I’ll bet that if you put the word out that you fancied a university chair, you’d have half a dozen offers.’


      ‘It’s easy for you to say that, my dear,’ I countered. ‘You’re a consultant forensic pathologist; you can do your job and teach it at the same time. Mine wasn’t like that. What would my lectures be about? Police procedure? Criminal investigation?


      ‘Sure I could do that stuff, but what I couldn’t teach, probably couldn’t even explain, is the instinct that separates an efficient officer from an exceptional one; the reason why one patrol officer in twenty will know when it’s time to kick a door in, then finds a sick old person or an abused child behind it, or why only a single detective in a squad might be able to look at all the known facts of a case, understand logically what must be hiding behind them, and then back his own judgement. I wouldn’t be interested in turning out clone cops, only risk-takers.’


      She smiled, challenging. ‘Well?’


      ‘There would be no market for them. Risk only works when it’s rewarded.’


      ‘It worked for you.’


      ‘God knows how.’ I heard myself chuckle. ‘When I think of some of the chances I took...’


      ‘Then take another.’


      ‘How?’


      She took a few moments to frame her reply. ‘Get the hell out of here for a while. The longer you sit around here sulking, the likelier it is that you’ll wind up as a middle-aged house husband with a shrinking golf handicap and an expanding waistline.


      ‘Already you’re drinking more beer than you should, and your coffee addiction’s come back. Is that what you want from the rest of your life?’


      ‘Probably not,’ I conceded, ‘although I like the bit about the golf handicap.’


      ‘You can play golf anywhere, and you need to do it somewhere else for a while. It’s less than a month to Christmas; take yourself off to the Spanish house for some of that time. You’ll be able to look at the future more objectively out there.’


      ‘I’m needed here,’ I protested. ‘My kids need me...all of them.’


      ‘They can do without you for a couple of weeks...they’ve had to in the past. Go away, Bob, and look forward, not back.


      ‘You’re in a great position. With the pension you’ll have kicking in if you decide to leave the force, you’ll be financially fireproof for life. The world’s the shellfish of your choice, since I know you don’t like oysters. Go: work it out.’

    

  


  
    
      


      Two


      These days I have a simple rule: what Sarah wants, Sarah gets. Two days later, on the following Monday, I was on a flight to Barcelona, with a one-way ticket.


      I hadn’t expected to be heading back to L’Escala so soon; my last trip to my Spanish hometown had ended calamitously, and that bad memory was still burned into my brain.


      The flight touched down late in the evening, so I spent the night in a hotel above Estacio Sants, the main railway station in Barcelona, and took a train north after breakfast.


      The house was cold when I arrived on Tuesday morning, just before midday. Anyone who believes that the north of Spain enjoys a year-long summer has never been there in the winter. My priority task was firing up the heating; that done, I unpacked, and then made the place habitable by moving the garden furniture out of the living room. By the time everything was as I wanted it, I was experiencing lunchtime symptoms, so I left a message on Sarah’s phone to let her know that I’d got there okay, and strolled down into the old town, the heart of L’Escala.


      Although I’ve had a home there for all of twenty years, I had never visited Spain in early December. I’d expected the place to be quiet, with half the cafes and restaurants closed for holidays or maintenance, so I was surprised by the buzz around the little beach.


      The tourists were gone, but the expatriate population was out in numbers. The languages that caught my ear as I sat at a pavement table in one of the few bars that caught the watery early afternoon sun were mainly English and French. If it hadn’t been for a trio of Spanish business people...the two guys in the group were wearing ties, and that’s a real giveaway...I might have been the youngest person there.


      As I leaned back in my chair and looked across the bay, watching the waves lapping against the rock they call El Cargol, the snail, I was seized by the curious notion...erroneously, as I was to discover very soon...that I was an unseen observer of my surroundings, encased in an invisibility bubble.


      It didn’t take me long to rationalise the feeling: I was in the midst of a crowd of people and nobody, not one person, recognised me.


      I’ve never regarded myself as a celebrity, but in recent years I’ve been forced to recognise that as a chief constable I was a public figure. Even before that, when I was involved in hands-on criminal investigation, my image featured regularly on television and in the press. I was used to heads turning when I walked into a room, and to registering the expressions of people as they clocked me. (You can tell a lot from that first glance.)


      I smiled as I ordered a beer, a couple of tapas, and a long flauta sandwich. As the waiter departed, I logged my iPhone on to the house wi-fi, and checked my emails. Apart from my daily newspapers, I had three. One was from Gullane Golf Club, setting out its programme for Christmas and New Year, the second was from Mitchell Laidlaw, my lawyer, and the third was from Neil McIlhenney, on his personal account rather than his Metropolitan Police address.


      I opened that first, and read. ‘Thanks for the good wishes,’ he began. I’d left him a voice message the day before congratulating him on his promotion to Commander.


      It’s bloody ridiculous that I’m still climbing the ladder while you might be jumping off it, given that I’d probably never have made it past DS if not for you. Good luck to Andy as the first head of Police Scotland, and to Maggie as his deputy, but we’re all sorry that you might not be there. If you fancy a complete change of scene, there are whispers of an assistant commissioner vacancy down here, one that would suit you down to the ground.


      I smiled as I closed the message. Those whispers had reached my ears, straight from the mouth of the Met Commissioner herself, who’d called me to sound me out. I declined as politely as I could; a few years ago I was encouraged to apply for the job that she holds now, but a London move has never held any interest for me.


      Neil was right. A large part of me did indeed want to jump off that damned ladder, for a whole raft of reasons, some professional, others personal; the latter included one that had made me judge my position to be untenable. Better to leave it to the next generation, I’d been thinking, even if launching myself into the unknown was a daunting prospect.


      I was a cop in limbo; officially I was still on the strength, but the force that I’d led had disappeared in the creation of the new unified service. I was on sabbatical; the PR people had said that the Police Authority was looking at possible roles for me in the new service.


      That was true, but its chief executive had come up with nothing of any interest to me. I had made noises about wanting out, but the authority was reluctant to negotiate a severance package, and I was equally reluctant to go down the tribunal route. Also I was unsure.


      From my first day in the service, there had been certainty in my professional life. If I did cut the cord, irrevocably, that would be gone; deep in my heart I wasn’t sure I could cope without it.


      I knew that was what Mitchell Laidlaw’s email would be about, another offer of a sinecure job...the last one had been head of strategic planning, whatever the hell that means, and I’d laughed it out of court. I was about to open the message when my phone sang its song, letting me off the hook for the moment.


      I glanced at the caller’s number, but it told me nothing. However I did recognise it as a Spanish mobile, by its format. I frowned; that was a puzzle. Nobody had known I was heading for L’Escala and there had been no time for word of my arrival to have spread around my few friends in the town. I came close to deciding it was a marketing cold call and hitting the red spot, but my curiosity overcame me. I took the call, answering with my usual simple grunt of, ‘Yes?’


      ‘Bob?’


      The voice in my ear was deep and mellow and although it had been a while since I’d heard it, I recognised it at once. ‘Xavi,’ I exclaimed.


      ‘The same,’ the caller agreed. ‘How are you?’


      ‘Personally, I’m okay,’ I replied. ‘Professionally, I’m fucked.’


      Xavier Aislado has been a friend of mine for around twenty-five years. For the first few of those, ours was a business relationship...Xavi the journalist, Bob the cop, it had to be that way...but somewhere along the line we’d come to be friends.


      He was born in Edinburgh, into a family of refugees from the Spanish Civil War; they had done well in business, and the young Xavi had never wanted for anything, other than the love of his parents.


      After a brief career as a pro footballer was cut short by injury, he found a job on a tired, rickety old Scottish broadsheet called the Saltire. He proved himself to be a natural journalist, and breathed new life into the place. It’s no exaggeration to say that he was almost entirely responsible for turning it into one of Scotland’s leading newspapers.


      Eventually, his input was more than simply editorial. When the title fell into the hands of a business scoundrel whose mismanagement and crookedness brought it perilously close to liquidation, Xavi engineered its purchase by a media group that his half-brother Joe had founded on his return to Spain after Franco’s death.


      While Xavi’s professional life was outstanding, his private life was an even bigger disaster than mine. After his marriage ended in a horrible bereavement that would have broken most men, he focused for years on nothing but work. He withdrew from the few friends he had, me included; any contact we had was by telephone, never face to face.


      His isolation from social Edinburgh did the Saltire no harm, it must be said. He was able to devote his entire life to being its managing editor, driving it on until it had left all its rivals in its wake.


      Its circulation continued to climb as those of other papers fell, so it came as a surprise when, without a word of warning, Xavi removed himself from our midst and joined Joe on his estate in the hills above Girona, leaving his life’s work in the hands of June Crampsey, his sister from his mother’s second marriage.


      I couldn’t remember when last I’d seen him, but I doubt that it was this century.


      ‘How did you get this number?’ I asked him. (It’s known only by my inner circle of friends and family.)


      ‘Why?’ he chuckled. ‘Is it on the state secret list?’


      ‘Of course not. I’m just curious, that’s all.’


      ‘Don’t worry, I’ll forget it.’


      ‘Don’t be daft,’ I told him. ‘Add it to your contacts.’


      ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘As it happens, your daughter shared it with me. None of your old colleagues were forthcoming, so I called your Alex. June told me where I could find her. You must have spoken kindly of me, for she passed it on, once she’d satisfied herself of my bona fides, by confirming with June that I was who I said I was.’


      ‘Did she tell you where I was?’


      ‘That she did not share,’ he admitted.


      ‘I wouldn’t have minded that either,’ I said, pausing as lunch arrived at my table. ‘So, my friend, good as it is to hear from you after all this time, you’ll understand me wondering why you’re calling me.’


      ‘I’ve been following your story,’ he replied, ‘trying to work out why you seem to have walked out on your career, just as it was about to reach its zenith.’


      ‘You’re not being a journo, are you, Xavi?’ I asked. I’d never made a public statement about my decision not to compete for the post of chief constable of the new nationwide Police Scotland force.


      ‘Of course not, I’m just a curious and concerned friend.’


      ‘In that case, if you look at your own paper’s back issues you’ll find that I made it pretty clear a few months ago that I thought the politicians had got it wrong over police unification.’


      ‘I don’t have to look up anything,’ he said. ‘I remember the piece you gave us. And then your marriage broke up, and everyone, me included, thought that your then wife’s being on the other side of the argument had everything to do with that.’


      ‘Not everything; there were other reasons. “Argument” is the wrong word, though. I wasn’t for debating the issue with anyone; the interview I did with your June was a statement of my beliefs. Aileen knew what those were all along. She ignored me, and thought I’d have to fall in line when the change was forced through.’


      ‘So did I. I always thought you were a pragmatist, and that once the decision was made you’d live with it.’


      ‘Like I said...’


      ‘Yes, there were other reasons,’ he said, ‘just as there’s another reason for this call. I’d like to consult you.’


      ‘Consult me?’ I laughed. ‘Do you think I’m Sherlock fucking Holmes?’


      He chuckled in return. ‘Nothing would surprise me about you. But I mean it, Bob. I have a situation and I need advice.’


      ‘What kind of situation?’


      ‘I can’t say over the phone. It would have to be in person.’


      ‘Where?’


      ‘Anywhere you like. I’ll come to Scotland if I have to.’


      When he said that, I understood that it was serious. I knew from June Crampsey that Xavi had never been back to Edinburgh since the day he left his office in the Saltire building for the last time.


      ‘You don’t.’ I held my phone up in the air for a few seconds then put it back to my ear. ‘What did you hear?’ I asked.


      ‘Seagulls,’ he replied, ‘and someone speaking French, too loudly, in a Belgian accent. Does that mean you’re not in Scotland?’


      ‘I’m in L’Escala, chum. I got here less than two hours ago. At this moment I’m watching my patatas bravas cool down and the head disappear from my beer.’


      ‘Then I’ll come to you...if you’re willing to talk to me, that is.’


      ‘I am, but you can host me. Sarah says I need a complete change of scene, and I’ve never been to your place.’


      ‘Great,’ he exclaimed. ‘When can you make it? I’ll send a car to pick you up. Hell, listen to me! I’ll come to fetch you myself.’


      ‘There’s no need for that,’ I told him. ‘I’ll be on the road as soon as I’ve finished lunch; give me your address and I’ll programme my satnav.’


      ‘That’s excellent, Bob. Bring an overnight bag; the very least I can do is put you up and give you a decent dinner.’


      As we ended the call, I found myself buzzing and, to my surprise, grateful for Xavi’s interruption, and his invitation. I’d only been in the house on the hill for a few minutes, but that was long enough for me to realise that the place was full of ghosts.
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