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About the Book

BURY THEM DEEP

The tenth book in the Sunday Times bestselling Inspector McLean series, from one of Scotland’s most celebrated crime writers

When a member of the Police Scotland team fails to clock in for work, concern for her whereabouts is immediate . . . and the discovery of her burnt-out car in remote woodland to the south of Edinburgh sets off a desperate search for the missing woman.

Meanwhile, DCI Tony McLean and the team are preparing for a major anti-corruption operation – one which may raise the ire of more than a few powerful people in the city. Is Anya Renfrew’s disappearance a coincidence or related to the case?

McLean’s investigations suggest that perhaps Anya isn’t the first woman to have mysteriously vanished in these ancient hills. Once again, McLean can’t shake the feeling that there is a far greater evil at work here . . .




For all the people who work behind the scenes. 
Without you nothing would ever get done.




Acknowledgements

You would think that after writing ten Inspector McLean books I would have got the hang of the acknowledgements section by now. You list all the people who have helped make the book a thing, and you thank them. Job done.

And yet for some reason I always manage to forget someone, or worry that I’ve spelled someone’s name wrong. I wonder, too, if many people actually read the acknowledgements other than those of us in the industry who want to see if we’ve warranted a mention.

All that said, there are some people who most definitely deserve my thanks, even if they never know I’ve given them. My agent, the amazing Juliet Mushens, is certainly one. Seventeen books on, Juliet. Who’d have thought it? And to Liza DeBlock, who keeps Juliet in line, thank you for the cheery emails!

It was the wonderfully talented Anna Mazzola who brought the legend of Sawney Bean back to my attention just as I was beginning to think about a new adventure for Tony McLean. I am extremely grateful to her for that. You should all look out her books; they’re awesome and contain very little actual cannibalism.

This is a Wildfire book, and I owe a huge debt of gratitude to the Wildfire and Headline teams who have made it a thing, rather than simply a random assortment of words in my head. Alex Clarke, Ella Gordon, Jo Liddiard and Jenni Leech – thank you all.

I have dedicated this book to the people who work behind the scenes. I get my name on the cover, but there is an army of people who support me along the way. First and foremost among them is my better half, Barbara. It’s nigh on a quarter century since I first stole her surname for my detective. Thank you for putting up with such endless abuse of your name.

And last of all, if you are reading this then chances are you’ve also read the book. Or at the very least picked it up and riffled through a few pages. My thanks to you for doing that. Without readers I’d probably still carry on writing these stories, but it wouldn’t be half as much fun.




Sawney Bean was a Lothian man, who left his home and the honest profession to which he was born. He took up with Black Agnes Douglas, a woman of low morals. Both unsuited to work, they travelled the land as beggars until they made a home in a cave on the Ayrshire coast. Sawney provided for his wife by robbing travellers through the nearby woods, and soon realised it was better to murder them than risk being identified, caught and hanged. And how better to dispose of the bodies than by eating them?

This gruesome trade he continued nigh on twenty-five years. The couple had many children and incestuous grandchildren, all nurtured on human flesh and hidden away in their deep, dark cave. That which they didn’t eat fresh, they pickled in salt, and anything left they threw into the sea. Many a local stumbled across grizzly finds washed up on nearby shores. A hand, a foot, mayhap a whole leg.

And so it might have continued, had Sawney not accidentally allowed a man to escape. His tale reached the ears of King James himself, and a party of men and dogs searched the woods and the coast for this savage attacker. Even then, the true horror might have gone unfound, but the dogs entering the cave gave up a great cry.

Sawney, Black Agnes, children and grandchildren were taken away to Edinburgh for summary execution. There was no trial, for there was no doubting the horror and evil madness of the whole Bean family, no hope for them as had no souls. And besides, they all remained unrepentant throughout. They were taken to Leith, where the men had their hands, feet and testicles cut off, left to bleed to death while the womenfolk and children were burned at the stake. 

Or so the story goes. As with all these things, it is short on verifiable detail and high on horrific sensationalism. There is no record in the historical archives to corroborate the tale either, and it thereby begs several pertinent questions. What could possibly turn a man, even one so base as Sawney Bean, to cannibalism? How did he manage to elude capture for so many long years? Why, when finally discovered, was he not taken to the nearest Sheriff Court at Ayr, but dragged back to Lothian and the place of his birth? And why, truly, were he and his entire brood summarily executed without trial? 

Barnaby Fortnum, A History of Scottish Myths and Legends, 
Edinburgh, 1935
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She hates herself.

All the way from work, back to her compact top-floor flat, she feels the loathing in her gut, even as she feels the excitement too. It’s always this way, the tug of war between the self-loathing and the desire. Showering away the grime and sweat of the day doesn’t help either. The filth is deeper than skin, resistant to soap. And, besides, she doesn’t want it to be washed away. She wants to wallow in it. That’s part of the allure.

The clothes she picks out are her disguise, and with each layer the disgust fades, the excitement builds. It’s been over a month now, the anticipation growing like a tumour in her stomach. The ache of longing.

One last look in the mirror before she goes. Her transformation is so total she can almost believe none of her colleagues would recognise her in the street. But then that’s the whole point. If they knew, she’d be out of a job. She needs that other life too much to risk losing it. Not so much for the money as for the calm, the certainty. This other world, this other her, is about excitement. It’s about risk and the sweet, sweet pleasure it brings.

A quick check of her phone confirms everything is set for this evening. A little flutter of nervous anticipation tickles her throat as she readies herself to leave. At the door she almost forgets the package, grabbing it at the last minute, slipping it into the pocket of her long leather coat. Swiftly down the stairs, out the back door, across the broken pavers and concrete drying green shared by the rest of the tenement. Through the gate that leads out to the back lane. This is the nervous time, when she might be seen, recognised, challenged. But no voice calls out, no curtain twitches. Nobody knows who she is. Who she really is.

The drive across town takes longer than she’d like, traffic jamming the roads around Cameron Toll. She’s about to turn off onto the Braid Hill road when the text comes in. Police presence at the car park. She’d laugh if she wasn’t so hyped up already. There’s another meeting place, not somewhere she’s been before, but not far either. Satnav shows her the route.

It’s getting dark by the time she arrives. Not many other cars about, but that’s hardly surprising. She finds a suitable spot, under some trees, away from the road. Engine off, crack the window down a little, switch on the passenger compartment light. Wait.

The first tap at the window comes after less than a minute.
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A low morning sun streamed in through the glass window wall of his office, painting the whole room orange-red with the threat of unbearable heat later on. Unless the weather broke of course, although that seemed unlikely. What was the children’s rhyme? Red sky at night, shepherd’s delight. Red sky in the morning, shepherd’s warning. Well, it was certainly red, and certainly morning. Way too early for anyone with any kind of sense.

Detective Chief Inspector Tony McLean shuffled the papers he’d been pretending to read, case notes, staff rotas and all the other things he needed to know for that morning’s briefing. Except that he didn’t really need to know any of it. There were detective inspectors who could deal with the planning, detective sergeants to shout the orders and detective constables to carry them out, moaning all the while. He sat close to the top of the pyramid, the gritty details of each investigation so far away he’d need spectacles to see them. Or perhaps a telescope. His life revolved around strategy meetings, budget reconciliation, juggling egos. It was almost enough to make a man cry.

‘You got a minute, sir?’

The question came at almost exactly the same time as a light knock at the open door. McLean looked up to see Detective Inspector Kirsty Ritchie standing in the doorway, a worried crease across her forehead. Lately she’d taken to cropping her strawberry-blonde hair short, almost a boy’s cut. It suited her better than the frown.

‘A minute, an hour. What’s up?’

‘Operation Caterwaul. I’ve been going over the security clearances for the admin staff.’ Ritchie stepped into the room, and now McLean could see the thick wedge of papers she was carrying. More adorned his desk, an endless tide that threatened to drown them all.

‘Any problems?’ He had to ask, even though he knew there must be or Ritchie wouldn’t have been here.

‘Nothing serious. Just had a couple of kickbacks from the NCA. I guess their vetting’s a bit more serious than ours. They’re talking to the Feds too.’ She handed the papers to him with a half-apologetic shrug. McLean took them and leafed through the pile. Records for a dozen of the many civilian workers who kept the station running almost smoothly. It was yet another thing to worry about, although normally the support staff had sufficient security clearance to work on most investigations. Clearly Operation Caterwaul was considered more risky, although not so risky it couldn’t be given a stupid name.

‘We’ve got enough cover though?’ He handed back the files, noting Ritchie’s shoulders slump slightly. If she’d been hoping he’d take the problem off her hands, she was going to have to learn to live with the disappointment.

‘If everything goes to plan, aye. You know the saying about plans and first contact with the enemy though.’

‘Ah well. If it goes tits up, they can send some of their own people over to pick up the slack. Not sure why we’re involved in this anyway. It could all just as easily be run out of the Crime Campus.’

Ritchie stepped clear to let him out of the office, then fell in alongside him as they both walked to the operations room. ‘Most of it is, to be honest. We’re just coordinating the financial stuff, seeing as how Edinburgh’s the financial centre.’

McLean said nothing to that. He’d far rather deal with a violent crime, a burglary or even the drugs and sex-trafficking rings that popped up more quickly than you could knock them down. Financial crimes, corporate fraud and all that kind of thing gave him a headache. Sure, the crimes needed investigation and the criminals to be punished, but money bought politicians and brought pressure from above. Sweep it under the carpet, or clear it up as quickly and quietly as possible. Neither option sat well with him.

‘We got the go-ahead to start yet?’ he asked as they both entered the small room given over to the operation. It was relatively empty for a change, a couple of detectives, some uniformed officers and admin staff all hand-picked by the suits at the National Crime Agency. Trustworthy, dependable, unlikely to talk to the press.

‘Started already, sir. We raided a firm of accountants yesterday morning. Lofty Blane’s going through their books with the forensic accounts team.’

McLean scanned the room, and sure enough there was the giant form of Detective Constable Blane lurking in the corner, his shoulders round, whole body hunched to make himself less of a looming presence over everyone.

‘Must have missed the memo.’ Or more likely he’d been distracted by a hundred and one other memos all needing his immediate attention. ‘Guess I’d better rally the troops then.’

‘Morning, everyone. Quiet it down now.’

McLean watched while DI Ritchie brought everyone to attention. Not that the room was exactly packed; that was the whole point. Operation Caterwaul was so clouded in secrecy even he didn’t know what the full objective of it was, only that it involved co-operation with the NCA, Interpol and several other foreign law enforcement and intelligence agencies. High stakes didn’t begin to cover it, which was probably why it was being compartmentalised so thoroughly. Why everyone in this room had been vetted and vetted again.

Ritchie finished her warm-up act swiftly and efficiently before stepping aside to make way for him. McLean hadn’t brought any briefing notes with him; it wasn’t that kind of investigation. All he needed to do was frighten them all into line. Not something he was particularly comfortable doing, but sometimes that was the job.

‘I don’t really need to tell you that everything said in this room is classified, but I will anyway.’ He cleared his throat, not quite sure what to do with his hands since he had no papers to rustle. 

‘This investigation is extremely sensitive. Word gets out about what we’re doing and not only will the whole operation collapse, we’ll be in a very sticky diplomatic situation. So speak about it to no one. Not your colleagues in the canteen or locker room, not your significant other at home, and certainly not any of our friends in the press. If any of this gets out without authorisation, we will find the leak, trust me. And it won’t just be a sacking offence. You could end up in jail.’

He paused to let that sink in, took the opportunity to survey the crowd. As well as DC Blane, he could see DC Harrison in the small team, and Grumpy Bob had found himself both a comfortable chair to sit in and a mug of coffee. 

‘As you’ll know, we raided the offices of Smail and Associates yesterday morning on the pretext that they’ve been laundering drug money.’

‘That’s actually true, sir.’ DC Blane spoke softly, but the room was quiet enough and empty enough for his words to be heard.

‘It is?’ McLean asked.

‘Preliminary analysis of the records we confiscated show they’ve been putting drug money through a number of small businesses in the region. Pop-up shops, nail salons and a couple of online stores. It’s quite sophisticated.’

‘Really?’ McLean knew it wasn’t what the operation was looking for, but once you got DC Blane started it wasn’t easy to stop him.

‘Aye, they sell stuff through the major online retailers. Amazon, eBay, a couple others. Only it’s not real. Second-hand books for a thousand quid, but they’re just old paperbacks no’ worth pennies. Sale goes through, no goods change hands, but the cash comes out clean enough. They even pay tax on it. Well, some.’

‘That’s fascinating. But it’s not what we’re here for, is it?’

Lofty’s head drooped, bringing it down to the same level as most of the other people in the room. ‘Aye, well, no.’

‘Don’t worry. I don’t expect you to close the whole operation before it’s run a week. It’s good that you’ve found something though. Helps to keep our real targets in the dark.’

‘Are we allowed to know what the real target is, sir?’ Another question, this time from one of the support officers.

‘When it’s all done, the objective will become clear. That’s all you need to know right now. You’ve got your jobs, people, so get to them. The fact that you’ve been selected for this operation means you’re the best of the best in this station. I’d like to think we’re the best of the many teams working this operation across Scotland. Let’s prove me right on that one, eh?’
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McLean watched the assembled officers and admin set to their tasks like a well-choreographed dance troupe. This was the part of any investigation that he liked the best. Right at the beginning, before all the problems had started to surface. People knew what they had to do and got on with doing it.

‘Think that went OK.’ DI Ritchie cradled a mug of coffee in both hands as she approached. McLean raised an eyebrow, then noticed Grumpy Bob following on behind. Wherever Detective Sergeant Laird was, fine coffee would not be far away. How they’d all cope when he retired at the end of the month was anyone’s guess.

‘It’s a good team.’ McLean nodded his head towards the bustling room. ‘Surprised not to see any of our NCA colleagues at the briefing though. Didn’t think they trusted us enough to fly solo yet.’

‘They’re coordinating with Aberdeen at the moment. Need to tread a lot more carefully up there for now.’

‘I guess so.’ He looked past Ritchie to where one of the admin support staff was waiting patiently to ask a question, a young man with a pale, freckled face and wiry ginger hair. For a moment McLean struggled to remember his name, but Ritchie came to his aid. 

‘You needing something, Ben?’

‘Aye, ma’am, sorry to bother you. We’ve no’ had the Holmes 2 terminal access sorted yet.’ He turned slightly, indicating the line of computers arranged along one wall of the room, all their screens blank.

Ritchie frowned. ‘Can’t you ask Anya? She’s usually on top of that sort of thing.’

‘Aye, I would, but she’s no’ here.’ Ben shrugged.

‘Anya? Not . . .’ Ritchie looked at her sheaf of papers, but didn’t flick through them. ‘She should be. She’s on the list. Couldn’t not be. For something like this.’

‘Anya?’ The question was out of his mouth before McLean realised he knew the answer already. ‘Oh, Renfrew. Yes.’ He shouted to DC Harrison as she walked past. ‘You seen Renfrew, Constable?’

Harrison stopped in her tracks, began to do the same meerkat routine, then shook her head. ‘No, sir. Is she part of the team?’

‘Should be.’ Ritchie finally gave in and leafed through the stack of papers until she found her list. ‘Anya’s probably got better security clearance than any of us.’

‘Bet she’s been poached by one of the other investigations,’ McLean said. ‘I’ll have a word with McIntyre and see if we can’t get her back. This is exactly her sort of thing.’

‘You want me to speak to the duty sergeant, sir?’ Harrison asked, all eagerness to help, as ever. ‘She’s maybe just off sick.’

‘Anya? Sick?’ Ritchie’s laugh startled a couple of junior constables nearby. ‘Don’t think I’ve ever known her take a day off.’

‘May as well ask anyway,’ McLean said. ‘And if she’s not, find out where she is, OK? I’ll be in my office.’

Harrison nodded once, then scurried off like a busy mouse. He watched her go, then turned back to Ritchie and Grumpy Bob.

‘You got everything under control here?’

‘Reckon so. Anything comes up, we know where to find you. More likely to be a problem out there than in here though.’ Ritchie waved a hand at the window, indicating the wider world beyond the walls of the station. McLean had to admit she was right; inside the investigation room the most that could go wrong was them missing some link in the paper trail. He had to hope that her mention of problems wasn’t an omen of things to come.

The coffee machine at the far side of his office yielded something rather less appealing than the fine brew Grumpy Bob usually managed to rustle up. Nevertheless, it was warm and wet and the drinkable side of disgusting. McLean refilled his mug, splashed too much milk in it, and retreated to his desk. The visit to the operation room and his short pep talk to the team had been no more than a brief, welcome break from the grind. He had no choice now but to get on with the budget reconciliations and staff allocations. At least until something else came up to provide a legitimate distraction.

It arrived sooner than he was expecting, in the form of his mobile phone vibrating away in his pocket. He pulled it out and stared at the screen, a number he didn’t recognise. Normally he’d let it ring through to voicemail; if it was important they’d leave a message and he could call them back. On the other hand, if he answered it, then he didn’t have to worry about the meaningless spreadsheet in front of him for at least the duration of the conversation. Thumbing the green button, he lifted the handset to his ear.

‘Detective Insp— . . . Detective Chief Inspector McLean.’

‘Oh, ah. Hello.’ A woman’s voice on the other end. Young, if he was any judge. Edinburgh accent, even though the call hadn’t come from a city number. She clearly hadn’t been expecting him to answer.

‘Who is this?’

‘Oh, yes. Sorry. My name’s Millicent. Millicent Graham. Doctor Millicent Graham.’

A pause, which McLean found himself uncharacteristically compelled to fill. ‘And what can I do for you, Doctor Millicent Graham?’

Another pause, and he considered hanging up. Although as crank calls went, this didn’t really fit the bill.

‘It’s . . . well. It’s a bit complicated. I work at Bestingfield? The secure psychiatric hospital?’

A chill ran down McLean’s back. He hunched forward, phone pressed harder to his ear now. There weren’t many reasons why someone from Bestingfield would be calling. Even fewer good ones. ‘Go on.’

‘I work with some of the long-term patients. Those with the most well-formed delusions. We can’t hope to cure them, as such, but we can stabilise them, make their lives a bit easier. And ours.’

‘I’m sure you do your best for your patients, Doctor. I’m not exactly sure what it’s got to do with me though.’ Except that he was sure. He just didn’t want to have to face the fact of it. All the paperwork in the world would be preferable.

‘Well, one of my patients is here because of you.’ Dr Graham paused again, then started up before McLean could reply. ‘I’m sorry, that came out wrong. He’s here because of what he did of course. But you were the one who caught him.’

‘You’re talking about the man who claims to be Norman Bale.’

‘Claims to be . . . Oh, yes.’ McLean heard a shuffling of papers over the line that suggested Dr Graham’s desk was every bit as chaotic as his own. ‘That’s right. You said he couldn’t be Norman Bale because Norman Bale died when he was six years old. Leukaemia, wasn’t it?’

McLean remembered the case all too well. How many years ago was it? Not that many. Not nearly enough for it to be coming back to haunt him now. ‘It was, and he did. I knew him when he was a boy. The man you’re treating is not him, whatever he might claim. That’s a delusion you really should be tackling right now.’

‘Ah.’

There was something about the way Dr Graham said that one, short word that made McLean shiver all over again.

‘Ah?’ he asked. ‘I don’t much like the sound of “ah”.’

‘You’ll recall Norman’s parents were found in his . . . their house?’ 

The faintest hint of a question at the end of her words, but McLean did indeed recall. The dining room where he’d shared meals with the young Norman, watched over by the boy’s stern mother. That same woman many decades older, and many years dead, sitting in that same dining room across the table from her equally dead and equally well-preserved husband. Not a thing a person could forget easily, even after a blow to the head with a short scaffolding pole.

‘I thought you’d have seen the report, what with you being the arresting officer and everything.’ Dr Graham’s voice banished the image from McLean’s mind.

‘Report?’ He looked over his desk. There were so many.

‘Yes, the pathologist took DNA samples from the two bodies in the house. They match Norman’s. They’re his parents.’ The doctor paused a moment, and this time McLean left the silence hanging.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said eventually. ‘I assumed you knew.’

‘No. I didn’t.’ He stared blankly across the office, out through the window wall to where a beautiful morning had just turned hellish. But then it occurred to him it didn’t matter if Bale was who he said he was. The man was insane and had murdered at least five people. There was no way he was ever leaving the secure psychiatric unit alive. 

‘So why are you calling me?’ he asked. ‘Not to tell me about DNA tests, I’m sure.’

‘No. Not at all. I’m sorry. I had no idea you didn’t know that.’

‘What then?’ McLean asked, even though he knew.

‘Norman has issues, as you well know. But he’s much improved over the past year. He’s far more lucid, and he acknowledges that what he did was wrong. He talks a lot about his childhood, about his only real friend when he was a boy. He wants to talk to you.’

And there it was. What he’d known it would be all about the moment the doctor had told him where she worked. Well, it wasn’t a hard decision to make.

‘I’m sorry, Doctor Graham. I can’t help you. There’s nothing I want to say to that man, and nothing I need to hear from him.’

McLean stared at the blank screen of his phone, reflecting the square ceiling lights back at him as it lay on top of the paperwork he’d been reading. Trouble always had a way of finding him, but he’d never have expected it to come in quite such a form. Norman Bale. He’d not thought about that case in a while, not followed it up once the man himself had been committed indefinitely to the secure psychiatric unit. That was the end of it, or at least it should have been. There was no cure for the sickness that festered in his head. No doctor would ever pronounce him sane enough to stand trial for his crimes. He’d murdered at least five people, probably many more. There was no way he’d ever not be a danger to the public.

But the news about his DNA results, the confirmation of the identity he claimed, that was a shock. Norman Bale had taken ill that last summer before McLean was sent away to his hated boarding school down in England, not yet seven years old. Norman Bale had died from childhood leukaemia some time during that first term away from home. Norman Bale was buried in the graveyard of McLean’s local church, the headstone smoothed by more than forty years of Edinburgh weather. Was that a lie? Was that grave empty?

The graves of his parents were, so why not his? It was a disquieting thought, that graveyard filled with empty coffins. The dead still wandering the streets. It brought to mind another case, another unidentified body, a shadow in a dead man’s house, and something McLean tried very hard not to think about.

A knock on the open door helped. He looked up to see DC Harrison standing there, a worried frown on her face.

‘You OK, sir? Look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

‘Probably not the best choice of words.’ McLean shook away the strange feeling that had settled over him. ‘Sorry. I’m fine. Just had an interesting phone call. Not sure what to make of it.’

‘Wasn’t Anya Renfrew, was it?’ A little light of hope flickered in her eyes.

‘Ah, no. I take it you’ve not tracked her down.’

‘She’s not phoned in sick, no. And she’s no’ answering her phones. Home just rings and mobile’s going to voicemail.’

McLean picked up his own phone and slid it back into his pocket. ‘Get a squad car round to her place, aye? And while they’re doing that, have a word with anyone here who’s friends with her. It’s irregular and unexpected, but I’ll not panic yet. Probably a perfectly good reason we can’t find her.’

Harrison looked unconvinced, and McLean couldn’t blame her. His internal alarm was ringing now, and not just because of his conversation with Dr Graham. That call and the missing admin support were two completely different things, after all.

‘I’ll ask around, see who knows her best. Should have next-of-kin contacts on her personnel file too.’

‘Let’s not go phoning her folks before we have to, OK? Don’t want to cause any undue alarm.’

‘Aye, sir.’ Harrison nodded once, then turned and left. McLean went back to staring out the window, over the rooftops to Salisbury Crags. People moved about Holyrood Park like tiny ants, unaware they were observed. Edinburgh was in its fourth week of sunny weather, much to the delight of both the tourist board and the ice cream industry. And yet for all the heat and light, he couldn’t help feeling a horrible, dark chill of foreboding, deep in his gut.
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The quiet buzz as he entered the room told McLean that things were ticking along nicely. It was way too early for any great breakthroughs, and anyway this whole investigation would be a piecing together of many small nuggets of information. A puzzle with no reference picture and no idea how many pieces there were. It beat running around after a psychopathic serial killer with a God fixation though. And for now he’d take quiet busyness over growing panic.

Ritchie approached from the far corner, where the row of computer screens still stood unattended and blank. ‘We’re hoping to have a senior-officers meeting later this afternoon if you’re free. Go over initial results.’

‘Not sure we’ve got any, have we?’

‘There’s Lofty’s money laundering stuff. And the Aberdeen team have emailed us everything they dug up too. The trick will be working out how to use it without tipping someone off as to what we’re doing.’

‘I’m happy to let the NCA team deal with that side of things. It’s their baby, after all.’

‘Aye, and you know who’ll get the blame if it’s dropped.’ Ritchie’s retort had a hard edge to it that gave McLean pause. She had a point of course. Edinburgh CID were a small cog in a big machine with this operation, but he was old enough and wise enough to see how they might get the blame should anything go wrong.

‘So cynical for one so young.’

‘Flattery will get you everywhere.’

‘Yes, well. Don’t get too used to it. I had an interesting phone call this morning you might want to hear about.’ McLean told her about Dr Graham and Norman Bale. 

‘The actual fuck?’ Ritchie’s face might have heralded a coming storm, and her outburst sent a ripple of anxious quiet across the room. Eyes turned from whatever it was they had been concentrating on, fixed on her and McLean.

‘Pretty much my reaction too. The DNA results have got me puzzled, I’ll agree. No way I’m going to get an exhumation order for any of the graves though. Not now. Not sure I’d want to either.’

‘So, what? You’re just going to leave it? Walk away?’

‘Don’t see what else I can do. He can ask to speak to me all he likes, but I’m not about to go down there. No. As far as I’m concerned, the man claiming to be Norman Bale can stay where he is. And the longer the better.’

‘Amen to that.’ Ritchie began to reach up to her neck, but the silver crucifix she had worn for a few years wasn’t there. McLean watched as she disguised the movement by rubbing her thumb against her fingers and changing the subject. ‘Any word about Anya?’

‘Not answering her phone. I told Harrison to send a squad car round to her place. Knock on her door. I don’t think there’s any need to panic just because she’s late.’

Ritchie’s face suggested otherwise. ‘This is Anya Renfrew we’re talking about, Tony. She’s never been late in her life.’

‘OK. I’ll get her next-of-kin details from personnel and look into it. Sure there’s nothing to worry about.’

‘Anyone checked the hospitals? She might have been in an accident.’

McLean suppressed the sigh that wanted to escape. True enough, it was out of character for Renfrew to simply not turn up, and the failure to answer her phones was troubling. She was a grown adult though, quite capable of looking after herself without the entire station worrying about her. On the other hand, she had high security clearance. She’d worked on some very sensitive enquiries and probably knew secrets about important people they’d rather weren’t in the public domain.

‘I’ll chase it up. Meantime you need to deal with this.’ He nodded past her, towards a young uniformed constable standing behind Ritchie, clearly waiting to ask some vital question. ‘We can compare notes at this riveting senior-officers meeting later on.’

Everyone else was already there when McLean hurried into Deputy Chief Constable Stephen ‘Call-Me-Stevie’ Robinson’s office. Not that everyone was a large number of people. The nature of Operation Caterwaul meant that few had the security clearance necessary to be told exactly what was going on. He had a sneaking suspicion there was more sensitive information even the senior officers weren’t being told. Maybe the chief constable knew, but if so he wasn’t telling.

‘Sorry I’m late. Still trying to track down a missing admin.’ McLean took a seat beside Detective Superintendent Jayne McIntyre. She said nothing to his excuse, giving him no more than a raised eyebrow.

‘Missing? Not one of ours, is it?’ Deputy Chief Constable Robinson sat at the head of the table, as befitted his seniority. That he was part of the operation at all spoke volumes about how important it was, even if his input was only a small part of that. He managed to inject what McLean felt was an unreasonable note of panic into the question.

‘If by “one of ours” you mean assigned to Operation Caterwaul, then, yes, she is. I don’t think that’s a cause for concern though. She’s reliable. Well, she was reliable.’

‘Who are we talking about, Tony?’ McIntyre asked.

‘Anya Renfrew. Didn’t show up for the briefing this morning, not answering her phone and she’s not called in sick.’

McIntyre’s concern was more measured, which somehow made it worse. ‘That’s not like Anya. I don’t think I’ve ever had a problem with her. Been working here, what? Must be twenty years now.’

‘Twenty-one. She came to us straight out of university, never worked anywhere else. I spoke to HR earlier. They’re sending over details. I’ve also asked a squad car to drop round her place and knock on the door, just in case she’s had an accident over the weekend.’

‘Even so.’ Robinson cupped his hands together, resting them on the unblemished pad of notepaper on the conference table in front of him. Said nothing more.

‘I’m sure there’s a perfectly reasonable explanation, sir. And we’ve barely started on the operation so far. I don’t think this is a security risk.’

‘Don’t you? I wish I had your confidence, Tony. You don’t know as much about Caterwaul as I do, how far it reaches. We can’t afford to have anything go wrong with our part of the operation.’ Robinson picked up his pen, wrote something down on his pad that McLean couldn’t read from where he was sitting, underlined it twice. ‘I want this woman accounted for by the end of the day. Whatever’s happened to her, wherever she is, we need to know. Top priority, understood?’

‘Yes, sir.’ McLean nodded, stayed in his seat. The meeting had barely started, after all, and there was much else to discuss. The DCC clearly had other ideas.

‘Well, get to it then, man.’ He closed his notepad, put away his pen and pushed his seat back before standing. Surprised, everyone else did the same. 

‘The meeting?’ McIntyre asked.

‘The meeting can wait. Right now I need to make a couple of difficult phone calls.’ Robinson looked at McLean. ‘Find this woman before I have to make any more.’
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It is over all too soon. The last trouser pulled up, the last fly zipped. The men disappear into the gloom as quickly as they came, a few even quicker. Car lights spear the darkness, engine noise upsetting the silence as the sated depart. She can only wish she was one of them. For a while she was lost in the moment, the grinding and sensation. But now the shame returns, and the self-loathing grows as the night silence closes in on the scene of her degradation. 

She sits for a while in the driver’s seat of her car, door open and her legs out through the opening. Knees wide as she feels the soreness deep within her. A cold breeze blows up, sweeps across the car park and rustles the heavy canopy of the trees. It chills her skin, the sweat and other fluids, sends a shiver through her that sparks her back into action. Time to clean up. Time to go home.

There’s a supermarket plastic bag on the back seat, and she spends a few moments picking up used condoms that litter the ground at her feet. So many. She can’t remember ever having seen so many before. They slither and slip and slide as she drops them into the bag, and unbidden she remembers the song, Monty Python’s Meaning of Life and all those Catholic children dancing around the streets to a musical number. ‘Every sperm is sacred, every sperm is good . . .’ It forces a half-chuckle, half-sob from her mouth. She’ll dump the bag in a bin somewhere on the way home. It’s time to go.

She pulls the mask off, wipes her face with a couple of moist towels. Can’t do anything about the stains on her blouse, but it’ll be going in the bin soon anyway. Car door closed, she stares into the darkness for a moment, feeling the weird elation drain from her. She knows that it’s wrong, and yet she can’t help herself. All she can think of is next month and doing it all again.

Or maybe she won’t. Maybe this will be the last time. Perhaps she can seek help, therapy. Find a normal life. The ghostly reflection of her face in the windscreen thinks otherwise, and who is she to argue.

She reaches for the starter button, foot pressed on the brake pedal. 

Nothing happens.

She presses it again, the stirring of fear in her throat as the lights in the dashboard flicker. Outside, the darkness pulls in around her like a tide. The headlights fade, then go out altogether. 

Shit.

She reaches for her bag, tucked away under the passenger seat, scrabbles through the contents in vain hope. Key fob’s there where she put it, so’s her phone. Does she dare call for help? Like this?

It’s cold outside, so she grabs her coat, slings her bag over her shoulder. Her shoes aren’t the most practical for walking, but she dare not take them off. Underfoot are loose stones, broken twigs, dirt. She totters around the car park, searching desperately for any stragglers. Normally there’d be a few other cars, and at least someone else in the scene might help without judging her. But she’s not in one of her usual spots, and there are no other cars. No other people.

In desperation, she switches on her phone. It takes an age to come to life, the light of its screen only making the darkness beyond it deeper. The tiny icon in the top corner shows empty. No signal.

That’s when the full weight of it hits her. She doesn’t know how to get home from here on foot, even if it wasn’t miles away. 

She’s all alone in the woods at night.

And then something in the trees goes crack.
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The bungalow sat at the end of a cul-de-sac, halfway between Musselburgh and Portobello. It didn’t have a sea view, but it was pleasant enough, and quiet. McLean parked his Alfa Romeo in front of the narrow driveway and stared through the windscreen for a moment. No net curtains twitched, not even in the neighbouring houses.

‘Squad car said it came past at eleven hundred hours, sir. No answer at the door and they couldn’t see anything through the windows.’ DC Harrison hadn’t made any move to get out of the car when he’d switched off the engine, clearly waiting for his signal.

‘Eleven hundred hours? Is that what they said?’

‘Aye, sir. Wrote it down.’ The detective constable fussed at her jacket pocket until she managed to persuade her notebook out of it, then flipped the pages until she found today’s. ‘Eleven hundred hours.’

‘So they swung past, probably no closer than the road end. That’s if they came here at all.’

‘How d’you reckon that, sir?’ Harrison’s face was all innocence. But then she was young too. Maybe a little naïve.

‘Call it old man’s cynicism, but if I hear a policeman say “eleven hundred hours” rather than “eleven o’clock” in anything other than a formal report, I know he’s making it up. It’s too much detail too. That’s always a good sign someone’s lying.’ He unclipped his seat belt and opened the door. ‘Never mind. We’re here now. Let’s go see what we can find, eh?’

A warm breeze blew in off the nearby Forth, whispering around the houses and kicking up dust from the gutters in miniature tornadoes. The sun hung in a cloudless sky of that perfect pale blue you didn’t see anywhere other than Edinburgh. McLean closed his eyes and turned his face to it for a moment, feeling the warmth on his skin. How nice it would be to just lie somewhere sheltered and soak up that heat. Except that he had a tendency to go as red as a cooked lobster more quickly than you could say factor 30.

Anya Renfrew’s bungalow was as unassuming and unremarkable as the woman herself. Grey harling clung to the walls under slates baked dry by the sun. Overhung by an open porch, the front door had been painted fairly recently in a deep gloss green that looked strangely out of place. Beside it, a single button produced a loud ‘ding dong’ inside when McLean pressed it. No other sound followed. He tried the door handle, unsurprised to find it locked.

‘Any sign of a key?’ He looked around, but there were no flowerpots on the gravel path that surrounded the front of the house, nothing hanging in the eaves of the porch. The front garden wasn’t much to look at either, mostly paved over although weeds were doing their best to reclaim it through the cracks.

‘Nothing I can see.’ Harrison walked along the front of the house towards the corner, peering through one of the front windows as she did so. ‘Looks pretty empty in there too.’

‘I’ll see you round the back then.’ McLean went the other way, pausing at the window on his side of the door. He cupped his hands against the glass to block out the glare, but it was still almost impossible to make out anything beyond the thin net curtain. A couple of sea-washed sticks lay on the windowsill, treasure from the nearby Portobello Beach, he assumed. The smooth wood was silvered and cracked, gnarls and knots worn almost shiny so that they looked a bit like miniature dragons guarding the house from intruders.

There were no windows on the side of the bungalow, only a path wide enough to wheel a bin between the house and the boundary wall. McLean found the bin around the back, but when he lifted up its lid, there was nothing inside.

‘When’s collection day?’ he asked Harrison as she appeared from the other side.

‘No idea, sir. I can find out.’ She had her notebook in hand, flicked it open and scribbled something down. ‘Any particular reason why?’

McLean looked out over the back garden. It was tidy enough, a small area of browning lawn, a couple of dwarf apple trees at the bottom end. The wall that ran between this property and the next ended at a concrete garage that must have opened up onto a lane at the back. ‘We’re sure this is the right address? It feels . . . I don’t know . . .’

‘Like no one actually lives here?’

‘Exactly. See if you can find a key anywhere around the back door. I’ll go and have a wee look in the garage.’

He followed the short path down the garden and peered through a spider-webbed window into a largely empty space. A potting table, shelves and a few garden tools piled against one wall suggested this was used more as a shed than as somewhere to park a car. The door was locked with a hasp, the shiny padlock the newest thing McLean had seen since arriving.

‘If she’s left a spare key it’s well hidden, sir.’ Harrison stood by the back door when he returned. ‘There’s a kitchen and a bedroom at the back. Both look like they’ve not been used in a while.’

McLean started to look for himself, then realised it wasn’t necessary. ‘When was Renfrew last at work?’

‘Friday, sir. You spoke to her in the incident room, remember?’

He did of course. But that was the thing about Renfrew. She was anonymous. Competent enough that you could give her a task and know it would be completed. So reliable you came to rely on her completely, and then forgot all about her until she presented you with the work she’d done. Beyond that he knew absolutely nothing about her, and he couldn’t deny that made him feel a little guilty.

‘OK then. I guess we’ll have to see if any of the neighbours have seen her recently.’

The first two houses they knocked at were as empty as the one they’d come to see. Waiting for doors to be answered at both, McLean could tell they were lived in though. Little things like a wooden box for milk bottles at the front door of one, flowers in pots on the windowsill of the other. Peering through windows, he saw empty coffee mugs on a low table, magazines strewn about, a television remote and a couple of games console controllers. Signs of life, but the people gone. Mid-afternoon, they were probably at work.

The doorbell on the third house made a similar ‘ding dong’ to the one in Renfrew’s, but instead of silence after it, a small dog started yapping furiously. Then someone shouted: ‘Quiet, Brandy’, followed by a singsong ‘Coming.’ They waited patiently as first a scrabbling noise began at the door, then the lock clunked and it swung open.

McLean was ready for the furry bullet that shot out of the gap, but Harrison clearly had less experience. She jumped back with a little shriek. Stooping, McLean caught the dog around its middle and scooped it up into the air. A Jack Russell terrier if he was any judge.

‘Och, thank you. He’s a wee terror for running out like that, but he just loves everyone.’

McLean looked past the small furry face and tongue that was trying to lick him, to see an elderly lady standing in the doorway.

‘He’s certainly a handful. Friendly chap though.’ McLean handed the wriggling dog to its owner, then went to his pocket for his warrant card. ‘Detective Chief Inspector McLean. This is my colleague Detective Constable Harrison. I was wondering if we could have a word?’

The old lady peered at the card, then at McLean. He had a horrible feeling he knew how this was going to play out, but then again, at least he was away from the station and his desk groaning with its load of reports.

‘Of course, of course. Why don’t you come in. I’ll put the kettle on for a cup of tea.’

Her name was Sandra Guilfoyle, and she’d lived in the cul-de-sac since it had been built, fifty-two years earlier. She’d thought about moving when her husband, Alastair, had died a few years back, but the memories kept her there, and the people. McLean learned all this and more as he sat on a sofa that had most likely also been there fifty-two years, with Brandy the terrier shedding beige and white hairs all over his lap. Harrison remained unusually quiet, clearly feeling the same way about small dogs as did Grumpy Bob. At least the tea was nice, and the biscuits well within their sell-by date.

‘I wanted to ask a few questions about the bungalow at the end of the road,’ McLean said when he finally managed to get a word in. As if affronted by his rudeness, the terrier leaped from his now hairy knees and padded over to its mistress.

‘Oh aye? What about it?’

‘I was wondering when you’d last seen its owner, Anya?’

‘Anya?’ The old lady scratched absent-mindedly at her terrier’s head, eliciting a wag of the tail and playful bite. ‘No’ this month, for sure. She drops by every so often, but it’s usually old Bill the gardener who keeps an eye on the place.’

‘Not this month?’ McLean felt that familiar sense of dread creeping into his stomach like ice. ‘You mean she doesn’t live there?’

‘Och, no. Nobody’s lived there since old Grace went into a home – what? Two years back?’ Mrs Guilfoyle raised a wrinkled hand and shook it in the air, index finger pointing crookedly at McLean. ‘She was a detective too, wasn’t she?’

‘Anya works in admin. She’s not a police officer as such.’

‘No, no. Not Anya, Grace.’

‘Grace? Grace Renfrew?’ McLean couldn’t recall an officer by that name, certainly not in plain clothes. The first name gave him pause though.

‘Now you mention it, no. She went back to her maiden name when her husband died. Long before she moved in down the road, mind you. What was it now? Oh dear, my memory’s not what it was. Not Renfrew, but something similar.’ Mrs Guilfoyle made a clicking sound with her tongue. Either that or her false teeth were coming loose. ‘Ach. I can’t remember it now. She was always just Grace. Such a lovely lady. It was a shame when she took a tumble. Old bones can be so brittle. And to think she was lying there a whole day before anyone knew.’

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Guilfoyle. You’re saying that a detective named Grace lived in that bungalow and Anya looked after her? Where is she now?’

‘Grace? I heard she was in a care home. Anya would be able to tell you which one.’

‘Of course.’ McLean felt it unnecessary to let the old lady know Anya was missing. There was something she might be able to help him with, even if he hoped that she wouldn’t. ‘This Grace, Anya’s mother. Her maiden name’s not Ramsay, is it?’

Mrs Guilfoyle blinked a couple of times before breaking into a smile that was too perfect white to be natural. ‘Och, you know her. Well, of course you do. She’d be a fair bit older’n you, mind, but you’ll have worked together, maybe?’

‘I did indeed work with Detective Superintendent Ramsay when I was a junior officer. I have . . . memories of her.’

‘Such a lovely lady. Not been the same round here since she left. You only ever see the other folk at the weekends. Everyone works so hard.’

‘It’s the curse of modern living, I’m afraid. And none of us are exempt. You’ve been very helpful, Mrs Guilfoyle, but we have to be getting on.’ McLean stood up, placing his still half-full mug on the tray. Well trained, DC Harrison did likewise, although she’d managed to finish hers. 

‘There was one thing, sir. Before we go?’

McLean thought for a moment Harrison was going to ask for the bathroom. Her actual question to Mrs Guilfoyle was much more helpful.

‘You said that the house was mostly looked after by the gardener. Bill, I think?’

‘That’s right, dearie. Bill Bradford. He does a lot of work around here.’

‘You wouldn’t happen to have his number, by any chance?’
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‘That was a good call, Constable. I’d forgotten about the gardener.’

McLean sat in the driver’s seat of his Alfa, the window wound down to let the breeze through. Mid-afternoon sun baked the leather interior, and he was tempted to start the engine, switch on the air conditioning. That would be a waste of petrol though, even if he could hardly say the car was environmentally friendly in the first place. All 2.9 litres and 500-plus horsepower of it. Should really get himself something electric.

‘Easier than breaking down the door, if he’s got a key. You were planning on having a look inside, right?’

‘Makes sense, since we’re here. He say how long he’d be?’

Harrison had phoned the gardener as soon as Mrs Guilfoyle had handed her the card that had been pinned to the note board above her hall telephone. Fortunately for them both, Bill Bradford was working in the area and agreed to come right over. That had been twenty minutes ago, and McLean was beginning to feel the tug of guilt from those distant piles of paperwork back at the station. On the other hand, there was something strange going on here, and he wanted as much information as possible before going back to the other senior officers. After the ultimatum he’d been given by the DCC, he wasn’t about to take any chances.

‘I didn’t know Anya’s mum was a detective super, sir,’ Harrison said after the silence had stretched beyond her threshold.

‘I didn’t either, which says something, I guess. A lot of things really.’

‘But you know her?’

‘Knew would be more accurate. Detective Superintendent Ramsay retired about two years after I made plain clothes. She was never much of a one for rubbing shoulders with the junior detectives, and when she did . . .’ He paused a moment, partly because it had all been such a long time ago, and partly because he’d been raised to say nothing about a person if there was nothing good to say. ‘Let’s just say her management style was of its time.’

‘Must have been tough as old nails, to make it to detective super back then.’ Harrison’s words carried a tone of awe and respect in them that didn’t quite square with the woman McLean remembered. 

‘I’m not that old, Constable.’

‘Sorry, sir.’

Movement in the rear-view mirror stopped the conversation from descending into petty insults. McLean saw a van turn into the cul-de-sac, then park outside Mrs Guilfoyle’s bungalow. A tall, wiry man climbed out and scanned the area as if searching for someone.

‘Looks like our gardener is here.’ 

McLean opened his own door and swung out, enjoying a fuller breeze on his face as he stood up. ‘Mr Bradford?’

The wiry man turned to face them, looked McLean up and down, but barely seemed to register Harrison. ‘Aye. You’d be the polis then.’

‘Detective Chief Inspector McLean. This is my colleague Detective Constable Harrison. She’s the one you spoke to.’

‘An’ you’re wanting into the Ramsay place? That right?’

‘Miss Renfrew has gone missing. We’re trying to find her. When was the last time you saw her?’

Bradford screwed his face up with the effort of recalling. His skin was tanned with the dark hue of a man who spent most of his time outdoors, the wrinkles deep like caverns. He crossed the short distance from his van to McLean’s Alfa, then did another double-take.

‘Giulia Quadrifoglio.’ He let out a low whistle. ‘Don’t see many of them about. I bet she goes like stink, aye?’

‘Anya Renfrew, Mr Bradford. You were telling us the last time you saw her.’

‘Oh, aye. What’s it the day? Monday, aye, Monday. Would’ve been last week some time. Wednesday evening mebbe?’

‘And that was here?’

‘Aye. No’ much mowing going on what wi’ this dry weather, but I tidied up out back a bit. Usually spend a couple hours each Wednesday sorting out the gardens here. Old Mrs Guilfoyle’s place as well as Miss Renfrew.’

‘And you have a key?’

‘That I do.’ Bradford shoved a hand in his pocket and pulled out a large ring with at least a dozen smaller ones on it. He fumbled through them for a moment, then carefully unclipped a couple of latch keys and a larger mortice key. ‘I suppose you’ll be wanting in
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