
		
			
			[image: State_cover]

			

		


		
			
				

				[image: Statesecret_TTP.pdf]

				

				[image: Headlinelogo_2016.pdf]

			

		


		
			
				

				Copyright © 2017 Portador Ltd

				The right of Quintin Jardine to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

				First published in 2017 by
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

				First published as an Ebook in 2017 by
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

				Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

				All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance  to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

				Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

				Ebook conversion by Avon DataSet Ltd, Bidford-on-Avon, Warwickshire

				Cover photograph © Tim Daniels/Arcangel Images

				eISBN: 978 1 4722 0577 3

				HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ

				www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk

			

		


			
				Contents

				Title Page

				Copyright Page

				About the Author

				Praise for Quintin Jardine

				Also by Quintin Jardine

				About the Book

				Dedication

				Acknowledgements



				One

				Two

				Three

				Four

				Five

				Six

				Seven

				Eight

				Nine

				Ten

				Eleven

				Twelve

				Thirteen

				Fourteen

				Fifteen

				Sixteen

				Seventeen

				Eighteen

				Nineteen

				Twenty

				Twenty-One

				Twenty-Two

				Twenty-Three

				Twenty-Four

				Twenty-Five

				Twenty-Six

				Twenty-Seven

				Twenty-Eight

				Twenty-Nine

				Thirty

				Thirty-One

				Thirty-Two

				Thirty-Three

				Thirty-Four

				Thirty-Five

				Thirty-Six

				Thirty-Seven

				Thirty-Eight

				Thirty-Nine

				Forty

				Forty-One

				Forty-Two

				Forty-Three

				Forty-Four

				Forty-Five

				Forty-Six

				Forty-Seven

			


		
			
				

				About the Author

				[image: Quintin_Jardine_photo_wc.pdf]

				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, he moved into the riskier world of media realtions 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.

			

		


		
			
				

				Praise for Quintin Jardine

				‘A masterclass in how murder-mysteries ought to be written’ Scots magazine

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

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

				‘Very engaging as well as ingenious, and the unravelling of the mystery is excellently done’ Allan Massie, Scotsman

				‘Remarkably assured, raw-boned, a tour de force’ New York Times

				‘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

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

			

		


		
			
				

				By Quintin Jardine and available from Headline

				Bob Skinner series:

				Skinner’s Rules

				Skinner’s Festival

				Skinner’s Trail

				Skinner’s Round

				Skinner’s Ordeal

				Skinner’s Mission

				Skinner’s Ghosts

				Murmuring the Judges

				Gallery Whispers

				Thursday Legends

				Autographs in the Rain

				Head Shot

				Fallen Gods

				Stay of Execution

				Lethal Intent

				Dead and Buried

				Death’s Door

				Aftershock

				Fatal Last Words

				A Rush of Blood

				Grievous Angel

				Funeral Note

				Pray for the Dying

				Hour of Darkness

				Last Resort

				Private Investigations

				Game Over

				State Secrets

				A Brush With Death

				Cold Case

				The Bad Fire


				Primavera Blackstone series:

				Inhuman Remains

				Blood Red

				As Easy As Murder

				Deadly Business

				As Serious as Death

				Oz Blackstone series:

				Blackstone’s Pursuits

				A Coffin for Two

				Wearing Purple

				Screen Savers

				On Honeymoon with Death

				Poisoned Cherries

				Unnatural Justice

				Alarm Call

				For the Death of Me

				
The Loner

				Mathew’s Tale

			

		


		
			
				

				About the Book

				The twenty-eighth Bob Skinner mystery . . .

				Former Chief Constable Bob Skinner is long out of the police force but trouble has a habit of following him around. So it is that he finds himself in the Palace of Westminster as a shocking act befalls the nation.

				Hours before the Prime Minister is due to make a controversial statement, she is discovered in her office with a letter opener driven through her skull.

				Is the act political? Personal? Or even one of terror?

				Skinner is swiftly enlisted by the Security Service to lead the investigation. Reunited with Met Police Commander Neil McIlhenney, he has forty-eight hours to crack the case – before the press unleash their wrath.

				There are many in the tangled web of government with cause to act. But the outcome will be one that not even Skinner himself could predict . . .

			

		


		
			
				

				This is in memory of Our Liz; God bless and keep her.
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				One

				Did I really want to be ennobled? Did I see myself as Baron Skinner of Gullane?

				No I didn’t, when the question had been put. Being Chief Constable Skinner gave me a higher profile than I liked, and I’ve been happy to be shot of that title. However, I’d been invited to discuss the possibility, in good faith as far as I knew, so it would have been churlish of me to reject it out of hand . . . even though the invitation had come to me via my ex-wife.

				And also, as I said to Sarah, the potential Lady Skinner, while I had been a visitor to the Westminster village several times in the later years of my police career, I had never been in their lordships’ House; the chance to cross that off my bucket list was too good to pass up.

				Not so long ago, I wouldn’t have had time to fit it in, not when I was a serving officer, head of Scotland’s largest force before it was replaced by one even larger, the controversial and almost universally unloved Scottish Police Service.

				My critics, and there were plenty of them, rounded on me when I decided not to pursue my application for the position of chief constable, but it isn’t a decision I’ve ever regretted. The truth of the matter was, I was well past my ‘best before’ date as a cop when I quit; most of my close colleagues knew that, but none of them ever told me. I like to believe they were too loyal, rather than too fearful, to suggest it.

				Any post-career visions or fears I might have entertained of becoming a house parent and scratch golfer were soon blown away, by a couple of private commissions from friends and acquaintances with problems that needed sorting, and another from my older daughter Alex, who is beginning to make a name for herself as a criminal defence lawyer.

				They helped me keep my hand in, so to speak, and led me into a couple of situations that got my investigative juices flowing again. One day, chewing the fat with some pals in the golf club, I said I might set up a website and call it ‘Skinner Solutions’; they knew I was joking, but a journalist in the bar overheard me and took me seriously. He ran the story; I might have had the devil’s own job knocking it down, had I not been well placed to do so.

				As a bonus, the first of my private investigations led to me being appointed a part-time executive director of an international media group called, appropriately if unimaginatively, InterMedia. That gives me an office in central Edinburgh, and pays me an almost embarrassing salary, for a theoretical one day’s work per week, although in practice I enjoy it so much that I give it much more than that.

				Most days you’ll find me there, on the executive floor of the building that houses the Saltire, the group’s Scottish flagship, the only title in the land that maintains its circulation in print form in the face of an all-out assault by digital media.

				Not that morning, though, not that fateful morning, as I passed patiently through the detailed but very necessary security process that protects the centre of the British state from the mad, the bad, the fools and the fanatics. It isn’t perfect, though; no system ever will be. For example, it didn’t find the blue plastic Victorinox SwissCard that I had forgotten was tucked away in a pocket of my Filofax.

				There isn’t much to it, only a rectangle not much bigger than a credit card, but there are a couple of things in it that should not have evaded the check. I only remembered about it as I was walking into the Central Lobby, but since I had no intention of killing anyone, it didn’t matter.

				Being Monday, the parliamentary gathering place was less busy than it had been on my previous visits, for security meetings or, once, to appear before a powerless but self-important select committee of grandstanding backbench MPs. There was still some action, though. It was autumn, the party conference season was over, parliament was back from its extended holidays, and political warfare had been resumed.

				A Scots voice floated through the rest and caught my ear. I turned towards it, thinking for a moment that it was my one-woman welcoming committee, but saw instead the BBC’s political editor recording a piece to camera for the midday news.

				In the event, Aileen de Marco was late, ten minutes late. I didn’t mind, for I spent the time chatting with a couple of the new breed of Scottish members who recognised me and introduced themselves. Both of them knew all about me, or thought they did. One was my constituency MP, a sharp guy; the other was blunt, and just plain curious. It took him only a couple of minutes to ask me flat out what I was doing there, since I wasn’t a cop any longer.

				I told him I was down on a lobbying mission. It wasn’t a lie; I didn’t say who was being lobbied, that’s all.

				He was trying to frame a supplementary question when Aileen arrived, calling out her apologies for the delay. ‘Sorry, Bob, I was collared by the Chief Whip.’

				She was the Opposition as far as my new acquaintances were concerned, more so than the sitting government. The nosy guy turned on his heel and walked away. His companion was rather more polite. ‘Ms de Marco,’ he murmured, raising an eyebrow.

				She smiled at him; there was no malice in it, only amusement. ‘It’s okay, George,’ she said. ‘My former husband and I do still speak on occasion.’ Then she frowned, switching to business mode. ‘How does your leader intend to react to the defence statement this afternoon?’ she asked.

				‘He hasn’t told me. It’ll depend on what’s in it, I suppose. Have you been briefed?’

				‘No.’ Her frown deepened. ‘That’s becoming typical of the ruling cabal. They see us as severely wounded and hope to finish us off next time around, so the old courtesies are in abeyance. Have you been given any clue?’

				‘No, but we wouldn’t be,’ my constituency member replied. ‘We’re still the hooligans in the eyes of the PM and her hatchet man, the Home Secretary. They think we’d leak it if we were briefed in advance.’ He winked. ‘We bloody would too.’

				‘Nobody’s being briefed on this one,’ Aileen complained, ‘not even the political editors. I’m not sure what that means. I called Mickey Satchell . . . the Prime Minister’s pumped-up, self-important little PPS,’ she added, for my benefit, I assumed, ‘and not even she knows . . . or so she assured me.’

				‘I tried her too,’ her colleague said. ‘Same result. Yes,’ he chuckled, ‘Mickey is up herself, isn’t she. Boots on the ground in the Middle East was the speculation I heard on Radio Four this morning.’

				Aileen shook her head. ‘No. I have a friend on the Army General Staff. They’d know if that was happening and they don’t.’

				‘In that case we’ll have killed another terrorist with a drone missile. That’s my best guess.’ He glanced up at me. ‘What do you think, Bob?’

				‘More likely they’ve killed civilians by mistake,’ I suggested, ‘but that would probably have been leaked by the victim’s side by now. Seems to me it’s either something very big or something very small. If you like, I could call the Saltire news desk and find out what they’re speculating . . . if anything.’

				My new friend pointed across the Central Lobby. ‘I’ll save you a phone call,’ he said. ‘I’ll just walk across and ask its political editor; whatever their reply is, it’d be coming from him.’

				‘Collared by the Chief Whip, eh?’ I murmured as he left us. ‘Parliamentary language never ceases to amuse me.’

				‘You could be a whip yourself if you come on board in the other place,’ she countered.

				‘If,’ I repeated. ‘I still don’t get this, Aileen; this invitation out of the blue. You know I didn’t vote for your lot, don’t you?’

				‘I’ve always assumed you didn’t,’ she admitted. ‘But you fell out with the SNP as well over the national police force. So I figured that you were at best neutral.’

				‘And at worst, Tory?’ I countered, smiling.

				‘I never thought that for a second. Have that lot offered you a peerage?’ she asked.

				‘I was offered a knighthood,’ I replied, ‘which I turned down, twice; a peerage, no.’

				‘The K is routine for your police rank, regardless of politics, and you know it. If you were a Tory you’d have been offered a seat in the Lords by now.’

				I had to challenge her assumption, right or wrong. ‘Hold on a minute; you know very well that through all my police career I was politically neutral. A senior cop has to be.’

				‘Of course I know that, but we were married, Bob. We got drunk together and you let your real self out, more than once.’ She tapped her chest. ‘In there you’re left of centre. Not very far left, I’ll admit, but it’s there.’

				‘Privately, yes,’ I conceded, ‘but I always steered clear of public politics . . .’ I stopped myself, just in time, from adding, ‘. . . until I married you.’ That would have taken the encounter in a direction that I wanted to avoid.

				Aileen sensed it and nodded. ‘But you voted. You said more than once that it’s your duty as a citizen.’

				‘Yes I voted,’ I agreed, ‘until last time, the last Scottish parliament elections. Then, I gave myself a day off, because none of the parties were saying anything that I wanted to hear.’

				‘But you’re prepared to hear what we’ve got to say to you today?’

				‘Out of politeness, yes, and a bit of curiosity too. Who am I meeting? You and who else?’

				‘Not me,’ she said, quickly. ‘Not for the business discussion. I’m just the honey trap they used to get you down here. You’ll be met in the other place by Baroness Mercer, our leader in the Lords, and by Lord Pilmar, the senior Scottish peer. Do you know either of them?’

				‘I’ve heard of her, but that’s all. Paddy Pilmar I know quite well from his days as an MP in Edinburgh. What’s the lady like?’

				‘Academic,’ Aileen replied, ‘with a journalistic background. She was economics editor on one of the broadsheets . . . I can never remember which . . . then had a chair at a red-brick university in the north-west. Intellectually she’s top drawer; she’s capable on her feet in the chamber, but she’s remote from her troops. Her main job is to keep the party on message in the Lords and to keep Merlin’s feet on the ground in the shadow Cabinet.’

				‘That’ll be a task,’ I observed. Merlin Brady, the leader of the Labour Party, known inevitably as The Magician by the media, had emerged from the drama that had followed his predecessor’s incapacitation by a malignant stomach tumour, having been persuaded to stand as a compromise candidate, acceptable to both warring wings of his party. He had been regarded until then as a career back-bench loyalist devoid of personal ambition, but he was rumoured to be settling into the job.

				‘Whose idea was it to approach me?’ I asked her, bluntly.

				‘It was a joint suggestion really,’ Aileen admitted. ‘There was a sense coming out of the Lords that we’re not being forceful enough. The government pretty much ignore us. Lord Pilmar and I were tasked by Merlin’s office with finding a strong man to go in there and exercise a bit of discipline, without undermining Georgia Mercer.

				‘We kicked some names around, but couldn’t find anyone who suited the job description. Paddy suggested Sir Andrew Martin, now that he’s no longer head of the Scottish Police Service, but with his tongue in his cheek. We laughed at that, then went quiet, both of us thinking the same thought, until he spoke it.

				‘I said you’d never do it, but Paddy was fired up by the idea. He persuaded me that there would be no harm in asking, so we took your name back to the leader’s office.

				‘Merlin didn’t know anything about you, but when I told him you’d had a big fallout with Clive Graham, that made him sit up. Anyone who’s an enemy of the Scottish First Minister is a friend of his.’

				‘Clive and I aren’t enemies,’ I protested. ‘I like the man, on a personal level. He’s okay as a politician too, but when it came to putting pennies before public protection, there we went our separate ways.’

				She smiled. Aileen has a very attractive smile when she isn’t thinking about running whatever country she happens to be in at the time. Unfortunately, that doesn’t happen very often. ‘I know that,’ she chuckled, ‘but I wasn’t going to tell Merlin.’

				‘Do I get to meet him?’

				‘Depends on how you get on next door,’ she replied, then glanced at her wrist. I noticed that her watch was one I’d given her as an anniversary present . . . not that we had many of those. I wondered if she wore it often or had dug it out for the occasion. ‘Speaking of which, it’s time you were getting along there.’

				I stared at her. ‘Aren’t you coming?’

				She shook her head. ‘We MPs aren’t welcome next door,’ she chuckled. ‘I’ll take you along to meet Lord Pilmar at the Peers’ Entrance, then you’re on your own.’

				We walked out of the great building, past security and past Westminster Hall. I paused and looked at the impressive space, trying to put myself in the midst of the great events that have happened there, and the history that was made, over the centuries. I’m not a romantic by nature, but that place does get to me.

				Aileen knows me well enough to understand that; she was smiling as we moved out into the street and turned left, heading for the House of Lords.

				‘How’s Sarah?’ she asked, out of the blue . . . or maybe it was the red, given her politics. I searched for anything in her tone beyond a sincere enquiry, but couldn’t detect it.

				‘She’s fine, thanks. She’s started her maternity leave. How’s Joey?’

				It was her turn to throw me a sideways look. Joey Morocco is the Scottish film actor with whom Aileen had a relationship before and during our marriage. It became all too public when a paparazzo took a very revealing photograph of her in his house and sold it to the tabloids.

				‘Joey’s fine,’ she said, cautiously, ‘as far as I know. He and I were never going to be a permanent thing. Why do you ask? Is he still on your hit list?’

				I laughed at her question. ‘He never was, not really; you can tell him that if you want. If I’d encountered him when it happened, and nobody had been around, I might have clipped him round the ear, but that would have been hypocritical. Joey, you, me: we’ve all taken a pretty relaxed view of the sanctity of marriage in our time.’

				‘So why did you and Sarah remarry, after saying you weren’t going to?’

				‘It was the right thing to do for the baby’s sake. We’re both old fashioned that way. Also, I’ve changed. I’ve had a second chance and I’m not going to blow that.’ I glanced at her, raising an eyebrow. ‘How about you? If not Joey, who? Your friend on the Army General Staff?’

				She grinned. ‘That would be a she, and I haven’t switched sides yet. I’m unattached and not looking around either. I’m number two in the shadow defence team and I hope to be number one after Merlin’s next reshuffle. I can’t afford any casual relationships.’ Then she smiled again, the Aileen smile that I like. ‘Besides,’ she added, ‘Joey passes through London every so often.’

				She walked me up to a police box that was guarding an enclosed forecourt; it was manned by two officers, older cops, the kind whose service had earned them what was probably a nice easy station, most of the time. She spoke to them, quietly, then turned back to me.

				‘I’ve told them you’re meeting Lord Pilmar,’ she said. ‘That’s the Peers’ Entrance over there.’ She pointed at a small arched doorway on the other side of the courtyard.

				‘Not very grand, is it?’ I observed.

				‘We don’t have signs over the door in this place. Good luck. I hope it goes well. Please, Bob, give it some serious thought. We’re not joking about this.’

				‘I’ll listen,’ I promised. I gave her a quick peck on the cheek, then headed for the House of Lords.

				Baron Pilmar of Powderhall was indeed waiting for me; he didn’t look noble at all, just a cheery wee man with a ruddy complexion. I knew that he was seventy-three years old because I’d done a refresher check on him in preparation for the meeting, but he didn’t look it.

				‘Bob,’ he exclaimed, as I came through the double doors, ‘good to see you. Come on in and let these lads fit you up with a badge.’

				He led me to two more security guards; they were in uniform, but civilians rather than police. There was a security gateway but I couldn’t pass through because of my cardiac pacemaker. Instead they gave me a wave down with a hand-held detector, and took my briefcase to put it through an X-ray machine. I told them about the Victorinox card, but they weren’t bothered about it.

				Once I was official and wearing my badge, Paddy Pilmar returned to take me into his charge. ‘Good journey?’ he asked, as I hung my overcoat on a vacant peg on one of the racks that filled most of the area. Search all these for illegal substances, I thought, and what would you find?

				‘Fine,’ I assured him. Rather than risk delay and to avoid the remarkable crowds that can gather in Edinburgh airport departures for early morning flights, I had taken the train down the day before and had booked myself into a hotel. With time on my hands after breakfast I had put yet another tick on my rapidly shrinking bucket list by visiting the Cabinet War Rooms, and making a mental note to take my boys there, on a long-promised visit to London.

				‘Let’s go for a coffee,’ my custodian said. ‘Georgia’s in a committee, but she’ll join us as soon as she can get out.’

				He led me out of the entrance area and up a wide stone staircase. Halfway up, he paused and pointed at a series of coats of arms that decorated the walls. ‘Chiefs of the Defence Staff,’ he informed me. ‘They all wind up here after they retire and lately they’ve let them put their heraldic crests on this stair.’ He frowned. ‘I’m no’ really sure why.’

				I knew Lord Pilmar pretty well; he had always struck me as one of nature’s doubters rather than the full-blooded cynic that a thirty-year police career had made me. He had taken an unusual route to the top. He had been a clerk on the old Edinburgh Corporation, before any of the reforms of local government that led to Scotland’s present system, but had switched from servant to master by being elected as councillor for a ward in Leith, combining his public duties with a job as a trade union official, created, I assumed, to give him a salary.

				Paddy had made his mark on the council, becoming a committee chairman in his twenties, and was earmarked as a future Labour group leader and political head of the Corporation . . . the Lord Provost having the title and the chain of office, but not the power . . . but he had walked away from that in the mid-seventies to contest and win a Westminster seat.

				A popular and active MP, he had spent most of his parliamentary career on the Opposition benches. The highlight had been a brief stint as shadow Secretary of State for Scotland, but when his party’s outlook and tone had changed with the creation of New Labour, he had been moved aside and eventually out, with a peerage as a reward.

				Our paths had crossed a few times, occasionally at formal social events, the kind where police and politicians had to be seen, but more often professionally, when my work took me into his constituency. We had been useful to each other over the years. I won’t say that he was an informant, but he was as firmly on the side of law and order as was I, and there were occasions when he had access to information that my officers and I did not. In other words, people trusted him to keep their names out of it, when they did not trust us.

				While he had helped us, he had also been a thorn in my side. If he ever felt that one of his people had been given an undeservedly hard time by the police, I was his ‘go to’ man when it came to sorting it out. It had led to a couple of confrontations, but mostly I had found it as useful as he had. Paddy had marked my card about quite a few officers who were disasters waiting to happen, letting me correct their attitude or when necessary take them out of the picture altogether, by transfer or, in extreme cases, dismissal.

				I hadn’t seen him for a couple of years when we met that Monday morning. He hadn’t aged at all; if anything he looked younger and his bright little eyes had an added twinkle.

				At the top of the stairs we turned into a long corridor. It was busy, but Paddy nodded to everybody we passed and stopped to talk to a couple of them, introducing me as ‘a visitor from Scotland’. One had been a member of the ‘Gang of Four’ back in the eighties; meeting him threw me for a couple of seconds as I had genuinely believed him to be dead.

				The little baron must have sensed and understood my confusion. ‘I know,’ he chuckled quietly. ‘This place is like an animated Madame Tussaud’s, isn’t it?’

				Our destination was a large room, a bar, but only coffee and tea were being consumed at that time of day. I hadn’t gone there to people-watch, but I recognised several of the faces: a former justice secretary in a rejected government, an ennobled television personality, and a female Conservative Cabinet minister from the nineties. Lord Pilmar greeted each of them with a smile, a word or a nod.

				The room in which we sat was opulent. Looking at the wallpaper I remembered the scandal when a lord chancellor was pilloried for the cost of refurbishing his accommodation, and found myself sympathising with him. Opulence was the standard set when the palace was built; faking it with a cheap copy would have been wrong.

				‘What’s your thinking, Bob?’ Paddy said, bluntly, after our coffee had been served by a breezy lady who reminded me very much of the queen of the senior officers’ dining room in the old Edinburgh police headquarters.

				‘It starts with a question,’ I replied. ‘Why me? Have I ever given you any hint that I’m of your political persuasion?’

				He shot me a sly grin. ‘Apart from setting up house wi’ our leader in Scotland, you mean?’

				‘An alliance which was dissolved,’ I countered. ‘Come on, answer me.’

				‘No,’ he admitted, ‘you haven’t. But there have been a few folk joined our party, and others, on the same day they were appointed to this place. We’ve never discussed politics, you and I, but I know what you are: you’re apolitical.’

				His forehead twitched, into a small frown. ‘You’re like me,’ he continued. ‘First and foremost, we’re public servants; my branch of the service called for party membership for me to make progress. As an MP I worked on a short-term contract that was renewed at the pleasure of my masters; they were the party, and ultimately the electors. Your warrant card was your entry to the public service; your progress depended on the quality of the service you gave. Latterly you worked on a fixed-term contract too, that was renewable at the pleasure of your masters, the Police Authority. We’re the same animal, you and me.’

				‘The policeman and politician argument?’ I suggested. ‘The notion that the two words mean exactly the same thing? Often cited, but not actually true; they have different roots.’

				‘Never mind that; it’s no’ what I meant. You’re a man who gets things done, and you’re a leader; folk like you are needed in this place.’

				‘Nice of you to say so, Paddy,’ I conceded, ‘but there must be lots of people like me who are actually members of the Labour Party!’

				‘Bob, don’t be self-deprecating; Christ, there’s a big word for a boy from Powderhall . . . by the way, I added that to hint that I actually know what “self-deprecating” means. There are not lots of people like you, period. As for being a Labour Party member, that counts for fuck all now.’

				Realising that he might have been overheard, he leaned closer to me. ‘I’m going to assume,’ he continued, ‘that to prepare for this meeting you’ve read our last manifesto.’

				I nodded.

				‘How much of it do you agree with?’

				‘Quite a lot, but I could say the same about all the manifestos. But I also read Merlin Brady’s policy statement when he ran for leader, and I disagree with practically every line of that.’

				‘Eighty per cent of the parliamentary party have issues with him one way or another,’ a female voice interjected, ‘which is why it won’t become official policy.’

				I wasn’t facing the door, and so I hadn’t seen Baroness Mercer arrive. I looked up at her intervention, then I stood. If anything she was even shorter than her colleague, but her perfectly cut, wiry, iron-grey hair gave her an added presence. Paddy did the introductions, and we shook hands.

				‘We’re the Opposition party,’ she continued, once we were seated, ‘and we’re having our backsides kicked in the Commons on a daily basis. This is the place, the Lords, in which we can make a difference and do most to keep a reckless government in check. The problem is, Mr Skinner, as Ms de Marco and Lord Pilmar may have explained, we need to be better organised, and to be honest, better led.’

				Self-deprecation seemed to be the order of the day. ‘That’s a hell of a thing for a leader to say, Lady Mercer,’ I remarked.

				‘Maybe, but it’s the truth. My title is Leader of Her Majesty’s Loyal Opposition in the House of Lords, but I was given the job because there was nobody else here that Merlin felt he could trust. My predecessor supported his principal rival for the party leadership, and declined to continue in the post. For some reason he turned to me, possibly because he realised that I am emotionally detached from politics. So are you, from what I’ve been told.’

				I smiled. ‘Who told you that?’ I asked.

				‘Your former wife.’

				I think my smile widened. ‘Did she say that I have an instinctive distrust of politicians that borders on outright dislike?’

				‘That’s not quite how she put it. But she did say that anyone who had you on their side didn’t need anyone else.’

				‘That’s a laugh,’ I retorted. ‘I was on hers, but she did.’

				Baroness Mercer seemed to recoil from my bluntness. Bad start there, Bob, I thought.

				But Lord Pilmar laughed. ‘You touched a nerve there, Georgia,’ he said.

				She recovered her poise. ‘She’s still a strong supporter of yours, nonetheless. She was forceful in recommending you to me as a person with the qualities we need.’

				‘Then spell it out for me,’ I challenged. ‘What are those qualities?’

				‘We need a fixer, Mr Skinner, a person with authority in any situation, a person who cannot be ignored at any time, someone with command experience.’

				‘You want me to be a policeman again?’

				‘When necessary, but the role we have in mind is more motivator than enforcer. We’re out of power, Mr Skinner, and our party in the Commons is, to be frank, a shambles. Government is walking all over us, the Scottish Nationalists are showing us up on a weekly basis. But this is a different chamber; here we can be effective.

				‘It’s our job to contain where we can the excesses of government and to moderate legislative proposals for which the majority of electors certainly did not vote. We have a chance of doing that, for the Conservative troops in the Lords are far less malleable than those in the Commons, without the pressure of re-election or even deselection, should they step too far out of line.

				‘We think that someone like you, operating quietly in the background, could affect the thinking of their wobblier members.’

				I was sceptical about that. ‘Look, I don’t know too much about your procedures down here, but I do know what whips are. If I was spreading sedition on the Tory side of the House, theirs would catch on in very short order, surely, and put me on some sort of a blacklist.’

				‘Aye,’ Paddy Pilmar murmured, ‘but only if you actually took the Labour whip.’

				I frowned. ‘Explain, Noble Lord,’ I commanded.

				‘You wouldn’t necessarily be taking our whip,’ he replied.

				‘I wouldn’t?’ I exclaimed. ‘Then what the . . .’

				‘If you’re reluctant to do that, there is another way.’

				‘Do you know what cross-benchers are?’ Baroness Mercer interrupted.

				‘Sure,’ I said, ‘they’re neutrals. Members of the House of Lords but with no political allegiance. Much the same as independent members of the House of Commons, or any politically elected chamber.’

				‘Do you know how they are appointed?’

				‘Frankly, no,’ I admitted.

				‘They’re recommended by the House of Lords Appointments Commission. It has seven members; four are non-political, and one each from the three main parties.’

				‘That includes the Liberal Democrats, for the moment,’ Paddy Pilmar chipped in, drawing a glance of rebuke from his leader.

				‘It has come to our attention,’ she went on, ‘that you are being considered by the commission as a potential “people’s peer”, as cross-benchers are sometimes known. We’re wondering whether, if you were nominated and accepted, you would be sympathetic to our cause.’

				‘If I said that I wouldn’t . . . ?’

				‘Would we prevent your appointment? I don’t know that we could, but we might well oppose it. If we did, it would come down to a simple vote, and I have no idea how that would go.’

				‘How much of this does Aileen know?’

				‘Of the cross-bencher thing?’ Lord Pilmar said. ‘Nothing. Merlin’s office asked her to join Georgia and me in looking for effective new peers. We put your name in the frame straightaway. We were sceptical about whether you’d accept, then we heard about the commission looking at you and we thought there might be mileage in it for us if you came in that way.’

				I stared at him, then at Lady Mercer. ‘Let me be clear about this,’ I murmured, slowly. ‘You two are saying that if I agree to play on your team, behind the scenes, you’ll clear the way for my appointment as a cross-bencher. You’re asking me to accept an independent peerage under false pretences.’

				‘There would be no obligation, Bob,’ Paddy insisted. ‘We’re just sounding you out here. It needn’t be full time. You could keep your job with the newspaper group. That’s only a day a week, isn’t it? And very lucrative, from what I hear.’

				He had done his homework. ‘You’re sounding me out, but what you’re saying . . .’ I gasped. ‘Man, even if I was so inclined, I couldn’t agree to that without taking advice from a constitutional lawyer. I’d need to be sure of the legality of the proposition. Christ, is this conversation even legal?’

				‘Of course it is,’ the baroness snapped. ‘If you felt unable to accept our proposing you, we’re asking whether in certain circumstances as a cross-bench peer you would be amenable to supporting our positions and advocating them.’

				‘And the bit about putting the fear of God in your troops . . . for no mistake that’s what you were saying?’

				‘That would only apply if you chose to accept the Labour Party’s nomination and take our whip.’

				‘I see.’ I paused for a second. ‘Who put me forward to the Appointments Commission?’ I asked when I was ready.

				‘I believe it was Lord Archerfield,’ Lady Mercer replied. ‘He’s one of the non-political four.’

				He was Ronnie Archerfield, to me; a member of my golf club and also of the Burgess in Edinburgh, and of the New Club, to which I had also belonged until I let it lapse. He was a banker in the days when those people were viewed with respect, one of the last Governors of the Bank of Scotland before it lost its independence. He had to be well over seventy; I had no idea that he was still an active peer, or that he held a place on the commission.

				Lord Archerfield barely knew me or anything about me, for our paths crossed only rarely in the club, but I knew one thing about him. He was the father-in-law of Clive Graham, First Minister of Scotland and leader of the Scottish National Party.

				As part of its pursuit of Scottish independence, Clive’s outfit had always declined to nominate members of the House of Lords, even when its representation in the Commons justified it. I got it in an instant; Clive believed that if I was close to anyone politically, it was to him. For sure, he had persuaded his unimpeachable father-in-law to put my name forward with a view to making me his eyes and ears in the place.

				I looked at Baroness Georgia Mercer and realised how politically naive she really was. But Lord Paddy Pilmar was a different animal; he must have made the connection. I knew for sure that the Labour approach had been his idea more than Aileen’s, an attempt to head Clive off at the pass.

				‘You’re a clever little bugger, Paddy,’ I murmured.

				He smiled and made an open-handed, ‘Who? Me?’ gesture.

				‘All the same,’ I continued, ‘you should have told Lady Mercer.’

				‘Told me what?’ she asked.

				‘The nature of the game, to stop you putting your foot in it. You’re not a politician, my lady. I’ve spent decades around these guys, so I know not to take anything they do or say at face value. I’m worried now that I’ve started to think like one.’

				‘I don’t understand you.’

				‘Paddy will explain,’ I said.

				‘Yes, I will.’ He looked up at me. ‘You might be right about my motives, but you’re wrong about something else. You’ve always been a politician; or thought like one, same difference. You and I used to play each other like fiddles when I was an MP, exchanging information, but always when it suited us, always on our own terms. You’ll be great in this place, all the more so if you’ve got no sworn allegiances. Truth be told, I’d rather have you as a cross-bencher than as a Labour peer. You might do us more good that way.’

				‘What makes you think I’d want to do you good?’ I countered. ‘Yes, I read your manifesto, and yes, I liked a lot of what was in it, but if I did what you want, what cause would I be advancing now? You said yourself, you don’t have any positive policies.’

				‘We’ve got one objective, that’s all: to frustrate the Tories. No, two; the other one’s to beat them at the next election.’

				I nodded. ‘Obviously. So let me sum up where we’re at here; you want me, as a cross-bench member of this chamber, to do what’s best for you, rather than for the government or the SNP, rather than what’s best for the people, much of the time.’

				‘Definitely not the SNP!’ Lady Mercer exclaimed. ‘Those people are hooligans. They’re dangerous, they’re destructive and what they know about economics you could write on the back of that visitor pass you’re wearing around your neck.’

				My Scots hackles rose. ‘With respect, madam,’ I protested, ‘that sounds more than a wee bit xenophobic. The Finance Secretary’s a graduate of my university, first class honours in economics.’

				‘She’s talking about the crowd in the Commons,’ Paddy said, hastily. ‘You’re maybe being a wee bit harsh, Georgia,’ he told her, trying to repair the damage. ‘There are some good people in there.’

				‘And most of them were elected in preference to your candidates,’ I added.

				‘We know that,’ he conceded. ‘Bob, you’re here, talking to us, and I hope listening to us. I don’t expect you to give us an answer now, but will you take time to consider what we’re saying?’

				‘Of course I will,’ I retorted. ‘I’ve got a lot to consider. Not least whether to square up old Ronnie Archerfield next time I see him in the golf clubhouse. Neither he nor his son-in-law bothered to ask me whether I wanted to be put up for a peerage.’

				‘Aye, but now you have been . . .’ Paddy’s eyes twinkled. Yes, the little bugger could read me.

				Since I left the police service I have been able to step back and look at myself, to consider what I was and what I am. There is one thing I have to admit. I have always enjoyed having power: not power over individuals, I don’t mean that, rather the power to influence events and to affect their conclusion. The higher I rose in the police, the more power I had, until I reached chief constable rank and found that it was diluted by the need to delegate field control to my deputies and assistants. In the work I’ve done since I left, those private investigative commissions for friends and for my daughter Alex in her legal practice, and in my role as a director of InterMedia, I have exercised power.

				Before I left for London, I had told Sarah that no way was I actually interested in becoming a baron, but with that life behind me, it was inevitable that once I got there and had a sense of what the place was about . . . not only the Lords, but the seat of government . . . that my juices would start to flow.

				Yes, I was attracted by the idea . . . and flattered, let me not deny that. Whatever Clive Graham’s motive had been in having his father-in-law put my name forward, whatever wee Lord Paddy Machiavelli and his lady companion . . . who was not going to last long as leader of her group, that was for sure, for she was a few feet out of her depth . . . suddenly the prospect of being a player in that place, to my great surprise, appealed to me.

				I had to think very carefully about my reply to Lord Pilmar, but eventually I was ready.

				‘Yes, I will think about what you’ve said. I will think about the whole situation that’s been outlined this morning, but bearing in mind what you’ve said about the policies I might or might not promote, there’s one group of people whose interests come first, and that’s my family. If Sarah approves, if my daughter approves, and if my sons approve . . . all of them, mind . . . then I will consider it.’

				That’s what I would have told him, there and then, if the breezy lady who served the coffee hadn’t intervened to tell me that there was a phone call for me.

				I would have told her to take a message, and pressed on, if she hadn’t added, ‘The caller says her name’s Amanda.’

			

		


		
			
				
				Two

				Nobody should have been able to reach me in the middle of that meeting. My mobile was switched off and all my secretary in Edinburgh knew . . . I shared her with the editor of the Saltire . . . was that I would be away for a few days and contactable only by email.

				Nobody would have been able, if I hadn’t had a dinner date for that evening. Even then I wouldn’t have been contactable if it had been with anyone other than my friend Amanda . . . okay, if Sarah had gone into labour, she and Alex had details of my movements, but otherwise I was completely off the radar.

				I’ve known Amanda Dennis since she was a mid-ranking officer in the Security Service, which anyone who watches modern TV drama knows as MI5. Through those years I watched her rise inexorably to the top, forcing her way past barriers of sexism and racism. She wasn’t the first woman to become director general, but she was the first black woman.

				When it became known that I was leaving the police force, the first job offer that came my way was from her. She wanted to beef up the service in Scotland, and she asked me if I would head it. I wasn’t ready for such a role, not on a permanent basis, and so I declined, but told her that any time she really needed my help on one-off situations, she knew where to find me.

				A little while later I had a similar offer from the First Minister of Scotland to do a similar job for him, off the books. I turned that down too, not because I have no interest in the security of what I regard as my nation, but because I’d have been working behind Amanda’s back and potentially in opposition to her, if Westminster and Holyrood ever had a conflict of interest in a security matter.

				She and I have been in some testing situations together; once I was called in to investigate a security breach within MI5. We worked closely on it and I was in on its conclusion, a memory that will live with me for the rest of my days.

				More recently, I worked on another case that led me right inside Thames House and into a confrontation with a man the old boy network had appointed director general over Amanda’s head, when she’d been acting DG. That one ended in a knock-out loss for the fool, his removal, and her long-overdue installation in the top job.

				Every time I visit London, I meet up with Amanda, occasionally in her office, but usually over dinner. Likewise, when she’s in Scotland we see each other. She’s been to my home, and met my family, but I’ve never been to hers. There was a Mr Dennis, but he left the scene years ago. These days she lives alone, and very, very privately, as she must. Bitter experience has taught me that a camera can do more damage than a gun; bullets miss more often than not, but any idiot with a mobile phone and an eye for the main chance can do in your reputation if he catches you in an unguarded moment.

				There has never been anything between the two of us beyond friendship, but we enjoy each other’s company; we were due to meet that evening, in a restaurant of her choice. As I went to take the call, my assumption was that one of her daily crises was forcing her to cancel.

				‘Hey,’ I said as I picked up the phone, standing at the bar, ‘no worries if you can’t make it; I’ll find a show to fill in the time. My mate’s wife’s in a West End play just now.’

				‘Dinner may well be off, Bob,’ she retorted, ‘but I need to see you before then. Extricate yourself from your meeting as quickly and as gracefully as you can, and meet me. Please. I can’t say any more.’

				There was a tension in her voice that I’d never heard before. I felt it seize me. I tried to keep it from showing on my face, but instinctively I knew that somewhere close by there was a very large fan, and it had just been hit by a serious quantity of ordure.

				‘Sure,’ I murmured. ‘It was heading towards natural break time anyway, so that won’t be a problem. Where?’ I asked. ‘Your place?’

				‘No,’ Amanda said, ‘closer. Go back to the Peers’ Entrance, and I’ll meet you there. But contrive somehow to come alone, I don’t want anyone from where you are to see us together.’

				‘What about the security guys there?’

				‘They don’t see anything; that goes with the job.’

				‘Okay. Give me ten minutes, to let me manage the graceful part.’

				‘Okay, but no more.’

				As I hung up I realised that she must be very close by. Even the DG goes through palace security and that takes time; she had to be in the building already.

				‘Sorry about that,’ I murmured as I rejoined the two peers of the realm. ‘My secretary panicked. I have a board meeting in Spain next week, and someone sent the papers to me without having them translated.’ That wasn’t a lie, not exactly; it had happened the previous Friday.

				‘Do you fly over for it?’ Paddy Pilmar asked, buying the yarn.

				‘Of course.’

				He grinned. ‘Executive jet?’

				I scowled. ‘Six-thirty flight from Edinburgh Airport; I’m met by a driver, but that’s as far as the executive privileges go.’

				I looked across at Lady Mercer. ‘I think we’re done here, don’t you? I will think very carefully about the whole situation before making any decision.’

				‘How long will you need?’ she asked.

				‘End of the week?’

				She nodded. ‘That will be fine. Please communicate through Lord Pilmar.’

				I almost ventured, ‘Since we speak the same language?’ but thought better of it. The baroness gave the impression of a woman whose sense-of-humour filter had a very fine mesh.

				‘One thing, Bob,’ Paddy added. ‘You won’t really say anything to Ronnie Archerfield, will you?’

				‘Not a word,’ I responded, sincerely. ‘It’s down to him to speak to me.’ I rose to my feet. ‘I’ll see myself out,’ I said.

				Lord Pilmar made to follow, but slowly. ‘I’ll come with you,’ he volunteered.

				‘Don’t be daft,’ I replied. ‘I’m sure you two have to complete my interview scorecard so you can report back. Then you’ll have divisions to divide, marching through corridors, parliamentary stuff like that. Thank you for your offer of consideration. Whether I accept or not, and I’m open minded at this stage, I do appreciate being asked.’

				Without giving them an opportunity to counter, I stepped quickly to the door and out into the corridor.

				Bit of a bugger really, I thought. I’d been looking forward to a more extensive tour of the building and maybe even to testing out one of the dining rooms of which I’d read so much. Of course, I reminded myself, as a member I’ll be able to do that at my leisure.

				It had taken me no more than five minutes to withdraw from my meeting, but when I reached the Peers’ Entrance Amanda was there, waiting for me. That was the moment when I knew for certain that whatever had prompted her to call me was very serious, maybe with another very thrown in.

				The Director General of MI5 was there, in person, waiting for me, a retired cop from Scotland. She could have sent a flunkey to collect me, she could have sent anyone she damn well chose, but she hadn’t. She’d come herself. Friends though we were, in all the times that we’d met professionally, that was most unusual.

				I saw the tension in her eyes as I approached her; she threw me a very brief smile. Was it one of relief? I asked myself, returning it with an involuntary frown. I sniffed, theatrically.

				‘What?’ she exclaimed, puzzled.

				‘I thought I’d smell smoke, but I can’t. Where’s the fire?’

				‘You’ll see,’ she replied. ‘Come on, this way.’

				‘Hold on,’ I protested. ‘I need to get my coat.’

				‘Never mind your coat; I’ll send someone to fetch it. Besides, we’re not going outside.’

				‘Amanda, where the hell are we going? What is this?’

				‘You’ll find out, soon enough.’

				She marched off at a rate of knots, and I followed, obediently; I had no choice. She led me past the security men, who looked as puzzled as I was, but said and did nothing, then through a doorway that led into yet another corridor. I was getting the hang of the geography of the place by that time and realised that we were heading back towards the Commons, with the Lords chamber somewhere above us and on our right. We continued, until we reached a stairway; we ascended it, passed through a doorway, took a right turn and emerged into the Central Lobby, where I had met Aileen.

				‘Gimme a clue,’ I said, as we kept on walking, but she didn’t. We were heading straight for the Commons chamber; I could actually see Mr Speaker, in his chair. Remarkably our eyes met; maybe I imagined it, but he looked as puzzled as I felt.

				For a moment I thought we were going to walk right up to him, but Amanda veered off left, then right, into another corridor that ran alongside the chamber, under the public gallery, by my reckoning. It was busy but nobody seemed to be in a hurry, and nobody took much notice of us. We made another right turn, then a left, then climbed another flight of stairs, at the top of which we faced a closed door, at which a dark-suited man stood guard. He had a small gold badge in his lapel. In my world and in that of my escort, that was a signal that he was armed.

				‘Ma’am,’ he murmured, nodded, then opened the door for us.

				Still silent, Amanda led me through, into yet another of the corridors of which the Palace of Westminster seemed to have been constructed.

				Finally, she stopped, at a heavy oak door that was guarded by another dark suit, another gold lapel badge.

				‘Bob,’ she murmured, not out of breath in the slightest despite the pace of our trek, ‘what you’re going to see, you may never be able to talk about. It can’t go into the memoirs that you will inevitably write one day when you’re too old to keep piling up material. I’ve brought you this far, but I can’t take you any further other than on that understanding.’

				I should have been apprehensive. I might even have been trembling with excitement. But I wasn’t; I was curious, that’s all, and I’d have promised her anything to find out what was on the other side of that door.

				‘There’s lots can’t go in my memoirs, Amanda,’ I replied. ‘We both know that. But before we go any further, tell me one thing. On what basis am I going in there?’

				She smiled, for the first time since we had met at the Peers’ Entrance. ‘I thought you’d ask me that.’

				She reached into the pocket of her grey jacket and showed me a piece of white plastic, like the Lords pass that I still carried, only laminated.

				I looked at it, saw my image, and beside it my name, my full name, Robert Morgan Skinner, QPM. Below that, but above the Security Service crest, was a title, ‘Consultant Director’. I whistled. ‘Indeed?’ I murmured. ‘Funny that I can’t remember ever attending an interview.’

				She ignored the comment. ‘As of now,’ she said, ‘you are an acting member of Her Majesty’s Security Service. You told me that if I ever needed you, I’d know where you were. I do, I did, and I’ve found you.’ She handed me the badge of temporary office. ‘This has been ready and waiting for you for a while.’

				I nodded. ‘If that’s how it has to be, okay; but I warn you, as soon as this, this . . . thing is over, you’ll be getting it back.’

				‘Whatever you want.’ She nodded to the suit, who opened the door and stood aside to let us pass, without, I noticed, glancing inside himself.

				I followed Amanda into the room; it was a spacious office furnished traditionally, with pieces that might have been almost as old as the building itself. There was a low central table with a heavy pedestal base, with four worn leather seats set around it. I noted a four-drawer filing cabinet against one wall, and a side table on the one opposite, laden with an array of drinks: sherry, cognac, malt whisky. The only modern items in the room other than a television and a computer were a small fridge that sat beside the filing cabinet, with an electric kettle on top. There was a door beside the filing cabinet. It was ajar, open far enough to let me see a basin and a shower curtain. There was a square window, with heavy green drapes, undrawn, but it was shaded with a white blast curtain that made the room completely private, allowing no prying eyes or lenses. The low winter sun cast astragal shadows upon it.

				I took in all that before turning my eyes and my attention to the desk. Delaying the moment? Maybe, I can’t say for sure.

				In common with the rest of the furniture, it was antique. It had known many famous users, and a couple better described as notorious. That’s how I might have classed the current occupant of its big brown chair, but it’s possible that I was biased, because there was history between Emily Repton and me.

				Whatever that might have been, it was irrelevant. It was clear that the Prime Minister and First Lord of the Treasury had emptied her last Red Box. A slim steel blade with a round wooden handle had been driven deep into her brain and she looked quite, quite dead.

				‘Fucking hell!’ I whispered, forgetting for the moment that there was another lady present and that she was alive.

				‘Exactly what I said,’ Amanda murmured, letting me off the hook.

				‘Who found her?’

				‘Her PPS . . . Parliamentary Private Secretary,’ she added, although I understood the acronym. ‘Michaela Satchell’s her name; Member of Parliament for the South Downs.’

				‘Big woman, is she?’

				‘No, she’s petite actually. Small, young and pretty. Why do you ask?’

				‘I’m wondering whether she has the strength to
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