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They are fools, all of them.

She stands at the edge of the trees, looks out across the rough ground of the clearing. It’s been a hard trail to get here; these lands are not easy for a woman travelling alone, however well she might conceal herself. It was a necessary journey though, to see this act completed, this sorrowful chapter of history brought to a close.

And the fools are going to ruin it all.

Is it her fault, for assuming they understood what they were dealing with? Perhaps, although this isn’t her domain and shouldn’t be her problem.

They have prepared a tomb, that is their first mistake. Far from the world of men, it is highly unlikely anyone will ever stumble upon it. No doubt in years to come these deep forests will earn a reputation for haunting. People will enter and never be seen again. Superstitious folk will shun the darkness under the trees and they will be wise to do so. For most that might even be enough.

She watches the procession, figures swathed in heavy cloaks against the chill. At their head, the high priest carries his prize like it’s the word of God himself. A small wooden box, even at her safe distance she can see the intricate inlays that have gone into its construction. She can feel the power they represent too, a shield around the dark malevolence that is trapped within. It’s a fine piece of work, she can’t fault them that. She would have constructed something similar, were it her task to constrain this evil. But she would not do with it what they are now doing.

She doesn’t need to enter the tomb to know what it will look like inside. A cavern, deep in the earth, its walls carved with warding sigils, a massive guardian statue at each of the four points of power. The floor will be paved with stones brought from far away. Perhaps India, or Thule to the north. No easy connection to the land all around. They will place the box at the perfect centre, upon an altar cut from granite, and weigh it down with heavy silver chains. They will chant binding spells as they do this, layer upon layer as they retreat from what they believe will be the final resting place of the creature they all fear.

It won’t be enough.

An hour passes, two, and finally the procession leaves the tomb. Four fewer now than went in, so they have performed that needless act as well. Poor souls, their sacrifice might be noble but it is unnecessary, and quite likely in vain.

She feels the tension building in the air, a prickling on the skin of her face and a deep, uncomfortable ache in her bones. The high priest and his retinue stand before the entrance to the tomb, and at a command, the rest of the party spread out across the clearing. She shrinks back into the trees, unwilling to witness what will come next, although she knows that she must. She can scarce believe they are doing this one, final, foolish act. But then, they have done everything else wrong, so why not this?

The blast is not an explosion as men would understand it. The earth doesn’t move, and neither is the lid blown off the tomb they have so meticulously prepared. Instead, the shock moves through the gathered priests and workers like a swift pestilence. One by one they gasp their last, then crumple to the ground where they stood. Crashing in the branches nearby, the bodies of birds fall lifeless from the sky. She is not sure, huddled and shielded from the blast as only she knows how, but it’s possible the circle of death spreads for a mile from this point. Such tragedy, such waste.

The bodies lie dead where they fell as she picks a path towards the centre and the tomb. It is sealed shut, beyond even her power to open. Well, that is for the good, but how long will such protections last, even paid for with so much life? A few centuries perhaps. Not long enough for the evil trapped inside to finally wither and die.

With a shrug, she pulls her coat tighter, looks up at a sky that promises snow. Nothing to do but make the long, perilous journey home now, and hope no one strays upon this place for many lifetimes yet.
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A light dusting of what looked like snow clung to the very tops of the Pentland Hills as Detective Chief Inspector Tony McLean crossed the bridge over the bypass at Fairmilehead, southward bound. No obvious sign of activity at the Hillend artificial ski slope, but that could have had as much to do with the early hour as inclement weather. And weren’t skiers supposed to like snow, anyway?

Beside him in the driver’s seat, Detective Sergeant Jay Stringer concentrated on the traffic. How long had he been working with Stringer now? Years, for sure. Certainly long enough to know that the detective sergeant was anxious about something. Fair enough. He wasn’t exactly overjoyed with this assignment either.

‘Technology park, right?’ he asked, as much to engage the detective sergeant as through any need to know.

‘Aye, sir. Drake Biotech.’ Stringer reached for the satnav screen and tapped at it once. ‘Think it’s away past the big house.’

‘I know the place. New lab they’re building, right?’ McLean reached for the grab handle above the door as they turned in through the old estate gates, past the oddly phallic stone carving that was supposed to represent a pine tree or something. It had been years now since the rolling parkland had been earmarked as a suitable site for pharmaceutical and biotech start-ups. Something to do with Edinburgh University spinning out research into profitable companies. Or judging by the prominent ‘For Let’ and ‘Office/Lab Space Available’ signs, maybe not so profitable. Like so much else these days, a victim of choices made by politicians many hundreds of miles away.

Drake Biotech bucked the trend, clearly. Still very much under construction, its frontage at least had been completed. A squat two-storey structure of smoked glass and black steel, it sat in the landscape like some crashed alien spaceship, surrounded by cranes and heavy machinery, Portakabins and piles of building materials. To the front, neatly landscaped banks and escarpments hid the full extent of the works from view, the architect clearly at pains not to spoil the rolling parkland that surrounded the nearby mansion house.

The parking area had space for only a dozen cars, most of which appeared to be taken up by forensics vans. Stringer parked at the far end, on a patch of bare earth that was going to make a mess of shoes and trousers.

‘Who’s CSM?’ McLean asked as he hauled himself out of the car and stretched. Something in his spine made a pop audible even over the noise of construction work, but he managed to keep his reaction to a grimace.

‘Not sure. Guess there’ll be someone inside, right?’ Stringer pointed to the entrance, the two of them reflected in the dark glass. Someone could be looking out at them right now and they’d not know. As if on cue, the doors slid open and a white-boiler-suited forensic technician came out, closely followed by a grey-haired man. As she pulled down her face mask and tugged away the hood, McLean recognised Amanda Parsons, senior forensic technician. The man he didn’t recognise, although his ill-fitting suit, thinning grey hair like an explosion in a candy-floss factory and general air of scarcely contained anger gave McLean a hint.

‘Ah, Tony. You’re here. Good. I wonder if you could have a word with—’ Manda Parsons was about to introduce him, but the grey-haired man interrupted.

‘Are you the one in charge?’ he asked in a voice dripping with sarcasm.

‘Detective Chief Inspector McLean. And no, the crime scene manager is in charge. You are . . .?’

From the sneer on the man’s lips, McLean figured he wouldn’t have been impressed if the chief superintendent herself had turned up to supervise the investigation.

‘Magnus Caine,’ he said. ‘Professor Magnus Caine. I run all of Drake Biotech’s advanced research, and there’s very expensive and sensitive equipment in these labs. Commercially sensitive information.’

McLean looked from the professor to the cranes and scaffolding behind the shiny facade. ‘I wasn’t aware this facility was up and running,’ he said.

‘It isn’t. Not fully. But we’re installing state-of-the-art machinery. This isn’t off-the-shelf stuff you can just bolt to a wall and plug in. It has to be assembled by skilled technicians, calibrated and double-checked. Bad enough the bloody animal rights lot making a mess of it, but these . . .’ He paused as if searching for words, waved one hand at Parsons in the manner of dismissing a tardy servant. ‘. . . people are almost worse. Poking their noses in everywhere, taking photographs of everything. It’s . . .’

The irate little man gave up with a slump of the shoulders. McLean tried not to let his own irritation colour his impression of the professor. No doubt he was under stress, as they all were.

‘Professor Caine. I can assure you that the forensic team know their way around a laboratory better than most. They’re professionals. You’ve no need to worry about your equipment. Any photographs taken will be used only for the investigation. We’re here because you asked us to investigate a break-in. I assumed burglary, but you said something about animal rights? Is this just vandalism we’re looking at here?’

The professor stared at him with a strange expression on his face, holding his gaze for just a little longer than was both comfortable and polite. It might have worked on a boorish undergrad, or even a bolshy PhD student, but McLean had faced worse across the table in many an interview room. Eventually the man looked away, motioned towards the now-closed doors.

‘Why don’t you come inside and I’ll tell you everything. It’s been a difficult morning for all of us, so my apologies if I’m a little abrupt. It doesn’t help that Nathaniel is flying in this afternoon either. Could do without him breathing down my neck all the time.’

‘Nathaniel?’

‘Drake. As in Drake Biotech. He’s the one pays for all this.’

‘Ah. Him.’ McLean knew of the man, it was impossible not to. Drake was the reason a detective chief inspector had been assigned what really should have been a job for a uniform sergeant. He turned his attention to Manda Parsons, still standing beside him.

‘How are you getting on in there?’

‘Done most of what we can, given the place is pretty much still a building site. The fingerprint team’s finished, although they’ll need to get comparables from everyone with access to the lab before we can do much analysis on that. There’s some interesting boot prints I need to deal with, and then they can get on with cleaning up the mess.’ Parsons shrugged. ‘Half an hour, maybe. An hour?’

‘OK. Let me know when you’re finished. Jay can go talk to the security team.’ He turned back to Professor Caine. ‘And maybe you can bring me up to speed on what you do here and what happened last night.’

‘Really not sure what they thought they’d achieve, Inspector. We’re not even operational here yet. And even if we were, there’d be no animal experiments.’

McLean’s initial dislike of Professor Caine had not eased in the half-hour or so he’d been following the man around the building site. It wasn’t that he was arrogant and clearly disdainful of anyone he considered less than his intellectual equal, although there was plenty of that about the man. It wasn’t even that he insisted on calling McLean ‘Inspector’ despite knowing that his full title was detective chief inspector. He’d been insulted in more creative ways by much better men before, and the full handle was an unwieldy mouthful at the best of times. No, the thing that most irritated McLean about the professor was that the man was lying to him.

‘What sort of research is it that you do here then?’ he asked. He knew both that Caine would not tell him the details, and that whatever the professor did say, he’d probably understand at best half. But the whole point of being given this tour of the unfinished facility and irritated by the man was so that the forensic team could get on with their work undisturbed. Sometimes you just had to take one for the team.

‘Well now, where to start? At the moment, we don’t do any research. Building site, remember? But when we’re up and running? Well, perhaps we could have a coffee and I’ll try to explain it all.’

The professor used his keycard to swipe open a security door at the end of the bare corridor along which they had been walking. At his gesture, McLean stepped through into another world. A vast, round room, it was much warmer than the work in progress outside, quite clearly finished and ready for occupation. The domed ceiling was entirely made of glass, triangular panes arranged into a geodesic pattern that would have made Buckminster Fuller weep. A wide space ran the full circumference of the room, five doors identical to the one he and Caine had come through at regular intervals along it. These presumably led to the other wings of the complex still under construction, but it was the space in the middle that took McLean’s breath away.

They were at ground level where they stood, but the room dropped away from them, its centre dominated by a large pond. Steps led down to it, repeated for each of the five other doors, and the gaps between them had been planted with what looked like a jungle. A narrow arched bridge, like something from a Japanese etching, spanned the centre of the pond, and gave access to an area on the far side with small cafe tables and chairs. Beyond that, built into a section of the wall, stood an array of shiny modern vending machines.

As they crossed the bridge, McLean looked down to see fat carp swaying against an invisible current. The sound of splashing water filled the space and lent the air a humid feel.

‘This is a bit posh for a research lab, isn’t it?’ he asked as Caine gestured towards a table and chairs. The professor didn’t answer, but went over to the vending machines and swiped at a pad with his pass again. Buttons pressed and gurgling sounds done with, he returned bearing two mugs.

‘It’s only a machine, but it does make damn fine coffee.’ Caine handed one of the mugs to McLean, then took a seat. ‘Once the place is fully up and running, there’ll be a staffed canteen here. Doesn’t make sense while it’s still mostly a building site though.’

McLean took a sip, had to agree that it was indeed damn fine coffee. The mug bore the Drake Biotech logo around its side, and had a heft to it that suggested few expenses had been spared in kitting everything out. It was all very impressive, he had to admit, but he still had little idea as to what it was all for.

‘You asked me what it was we did here,’ Caine said, as if reading his thoughts. ‘Well, Inspector. At the moment we don’t do much at all, as you can see. But when this place is finished, our research will be the very stuff of life itself.’

McLean took another sip of his coffee. ‘Still none the wiser.’

Caine sighed as if he were a lecturer dealing with a particularly slow student, then appeared to remember where he was and to whom he was talking. ‘How would you like to live to a hundred and fifty? Two hundred? More, even.’

McLean leaned back in his seat, winced a little at the pain that shot through his hip. The downside of a room dominated by an indoor carp pond was the dampness of the air, even if it was pleasantly warm.

‘Sounds miserable to me. Endless decades in a wheelchair, watching daytime television and waiting for the next meal.’

The smile Caine gave him was almost identical to an old lecturer McLean recalled from his university days. That man had been insufferable too.

‘But what if you could live those years in your prime, eh? No aches and pains, no debilitating disease. Fit and strong and young. For ever.’

That sounded even worse, but McLean kept it to himself. Best to let the professor get on with it. That had been the only way to deal with his old lecturer, too.

‘What we will be doing here at Drake Biotech is re-engineering human DNA. We can already extend life significantly, but like you say, what’s the point? Length of life is nothing if quality of life is diminished. So we’re addressing both. Our therapies have proved successful in reversing senescence in several key biomarkers already. We can, genuinely, turn back time. Make people younger.’

McLean took another sip of his coffee and suppressed the urge to glance at his watch.

‘And you can do that without carrying out experiments on animals?’

Caine shook his head, a look of disappointment on his features.

‘Animal studies are so twentieth-century, Inspector. They’re a very poor analogue for the human system anyway, but we’ve moved past the need for them. We’re not so far from Roslin here, you know? The birthplace of Dolly the Sheep, if “birthplace” is even the right term.’

‘She was born, though. She was cloned, but the embryo was then implanted in a ewe.’

‘True, true. But my point is, that opened the door on cloning. Cell line research, sample cultures. We don’t need to test on an animal when we can use cloned human flesh.’

There was something deeply unsettling about the way the professor said ‘flesh’. His enthusiasm for his work was clearly evident, but he seemed to almost shudder at that one word.

‘So. If you’re not using animal testing, then why would a bunch of animal rights activists break into your lab? What were they hoping to find?’

The professor shrugged. ‘Perhaps they were merely misinformed. These people aren’t exactly operating from a full deck, if you get my meaning. They’re cultists, really. Ideologues. And Luddites, of course. Anything to stop the march of progress, no matter how damaging to society as a whole that might be.’

McLean opened his mouth to explain that the Luddites hadn’t been particularly anti-progress so much as anti technology being used to diminish the value of their work and force them into poverty. It was probably for the best that the door on the far side of the room clicked open at that moment, distracting them both. One of the security guards entered, followed by DS Stringer, whose reaction to the great glasshouse was much the same as McLean’s had been when he’d first seen it.

‘That’s forensics done in the lab, sir,’ the detective sergeant said once he’d arrived at their table. McLean nodded his acknowledgement, but not before he noticed a scowl flit across the professor’s face as he stared at the security guard. As if he felt that he alone should be able to grant access to this sanctuary.

‘Thanks, Jay. I’d best go have a look for myself then.’ He took a last swig from his mug, savouring the taste. ‘I’m sure the professor here will get you a coffee if you ask nicely.’
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Apart from the obvious vandalism, the lab looked like a thousand and one others, at least to McLean’s eyes. A wide and long room, it had smoked-glass windows along one wall, the bulk of the light from them obscured by expensive-looking machines arranged along a workbench. Each corner housed a fume cupboard far more sophisticated than the ones he remembered from chemistry practicals at school, and a series of heavy-duty industrial fridge units hummed gently to themselves, green LEDs indicating all was well in their world. More benches were spaced regularly across the centre with wide gaps to avoid research scientists bumping into each other. Empty of people, it still managed to look cluttered and slightly chaotic, not helped by the dayglo-orange graffiti sprayed everywhere. A few hackneyed slogans like ‘Stop Killing Animals’ and ‘Meat Is Murder’ alongside various logos that McLean only half recognised.

‘I’m surprised you’ve got a lab up and running at all,’ he said. ‘What with the rest of the site being still under construction. Can’t be easy running controlled experiments in these conditions.’

‘We don’t. This lab’s the first to be fitted out, but nobody’s done any research in here yet.’ Professor Caine shoved irritable hands into his pockets, no doubt still smarting at being asked to fetch coffee for a mere detective sergeant. Luckily Stringer had declined and they had all come back to the lab now vacated by forensics.

‘This whole complex was supposed to be finished a year ago,’ he continued. ‘But the pandemic threw a spanner in the works. We’re at least eighteen months behind schedule. Place was going to be opened by the Queen, you know. Don’t know if the King will do us the honour yet. Way things are going, I don’t even know which king.’

It was probably meant as a joke, but humour was something Professor Caine hadn’t mastered. Along with normal human interaction, as far as McLean could tell.

‘We know how they got in?’ he asked, pitching the question more at the detective sergeant than the professor.

‘Looks like the fire escape across the corridor. Somehow managed to bypass the security and open it from the outside.’ DS Stringer stood at the propped-open double doors that gave access to the lab from a wide, airy corridor. Almost directly opposite, a fire escape door was liberally peppered with fingerprint powder.

‘And this was the only room they went into?’ McLean asked.

‘Apparently so. There’s not much in any of the others, mind. This should have been locked too, but when the security guards arrived after the alarm went off it was open. They almost caught one of them, and he was seen coming out of here.’

McLean stepped further into the room, taking in as much as he could. It was the sort of place where it would be hard to tell if anything had been moved unless it was lying broken on the floor.

‘What about the researchers who work here? Have they been allowed back in yet?’

‘No one’s working here yet,’ Stringer said. ‘There’s a few technicians and the installation crew for the machinery. The professor’s getting me a list of names. Said it won’t be a long one.’

McLean looked back to the open door, where Professor Caine stood with his back to them both. He held one hand to an ear, busy talking on his phone. Probably bringing his boss up to speed.

‘And the security guards. You’ve spoken to them?’

‘Just the one so far. He was on the front security station watching the monitors. Didn’t see anything until the one guy came out of the lab and walked straight for the front door. If they’d gone back the way they came, chances are nobody would’ve known until, well . . .’

McLean pinched the bridge of his nose in the hope that it might make the pressure building in his head go away. It never worked.

‘So what you’re saying is there was one security guard on duty, guarding a building site where no actual research is taking place. A bunch of animal rights activists broke in through a fire escape that should have been wired to an alarm but wasn’t, and nobody noticed anything until one of them tried to walk out the front door?’

‘Succeeded too. Anyone coming in needs their own security pass or someone inside to open the door for them, but going out it just automatically opens. By the time the guard realised what was going on, the man had legged it.’

‘Why go out the front door though? Presumably they’d found a way to override the alarm on the fire door, so why not go back that way?’

Stringer shrugged, which more or less summed up how McLean felt about the whole thing. He didn’t really want to be here, knew the whole investigation was politically motivated. There was no other reason it would have been assigned to him and not just the detective sergeant on his own. Even a uniform sergeant would have been overkill, really.

‘Are we nearly done here, Inspector? Only, I’d like to start auditing what’s been damaged. We’d hoped to start using this lab in the next couple of weeks. This could set us back months now.’

McLean considered the lab. There really wasn’t much he could glean from the place, no obvious sign of theft, just a bit of mindless vandalism. That set his internal alarms ringing, but only half-heartedly. This was strange, no doubt, but hardly a major incident. He turned slowly on the spot, taking it all in one last time, already writing the dismissive report in his head. And that was when he noticed the door set into the wall opposite the entrance. Understandable that he might have missed it before, it sat flush with the wall, sandwiched between two ceiling-height cabinets. The benches obscured it further, so that it looked like somebody’s workspace. Only the warning sticker gave it away, that and the small security keypad beside it that McLean could see now that he was looking. He could ignore it, turn his back, head to the station and write the whole thing off as a wasted morning. But there was that niggling sense of something bigger going on here. A puzzle he’d not be able to put aside unless he was sure he’d been thorough.

‘What’s through there?’ He pointed a finger.

Professor Caine paused a moment too long before answering. ‘Through there?’ His nonchalance was well acted, but false all the same. ‘Nothing at the moment. It’s a temperature-controlled storeroom. Nothing more.’

‘Can we have a look?’ McLean studied the professor’s face as he asked, and sure enough, there was a twitch. The lightest drop of the shoulders in disappointment that might simply have been because he wanted the police out of his thinning hair, or it might have been something else entirely. It was swiftly suppressed, replaced by that bland smile.

‘Of course. Let me open it for you.’

The door slid open onto almost utter blackness, only the light from behind him painting an angular shape on a smooth, grey floor. Before McLean could say anything, the professor tapped at the same control pad he had used to open it, and overhead LED spotlamps popped into life. They cast a blue-white glow over a small, square room, empty save for a stainless-steel trolley table in the middle.

‘We’ll store samples in here when the lab is properly up and running. It’s temperature and humidity controlled, hence the lock and seal on the door.’

McLean ignored the professor and took a step inside. The air changed as if crossing that threshold were more than a simple movement between rooms. It felt older somehow, stagnant like a long-abandoned basement. Like a dungeon. There was a smell to the place he couldn’t immediately identify until his arm started to ache. Reflexively, he reached up and massaged the muscles around the bone that had broken. Recalled how that had happened and what had been done to him afterwards, or at least what little he remembered. They had been going to bury him alive, cast into a pit deep below the Christian burials of the Leith Parish Kirkyard.

It was that same scent which filled his nostrils now. Or not exactly that scent, more the memory of how it had felt. Earthy, with just a hint of decay in the mix. A corruption of the flesh.

‘As you can see, there’s nothing in here yet. No evidence to suggest they got past the door. It’s pretty secure.’

McLean turned to face Caine, unsure exactly how he knew that the man was lying or indeed what he was lying about. Of one thing he was certain though, this lab had been in use before it was broken into, whether the rest of the complex was a building site or not. Perhaps it wasn’t licensed for use yet, and that could prove an embarrassment should it come out. And yet it wasn’t just that. Had they been doing something here that wasn’t strictly legal? If so, he could understand why they’d want to keep it from the police, but then why call them in at all? Who had actually called it in, and how had it ended up being assigned to him?

‘Have you any idea why someone would want to break into your lab, Professor?’ McLean noticed that the man hadn’t joined him in the room, still stood in the doorway as if he were some kind of vampire awaiting an invitation. There was something cadaverous about the man, now McLean thought about it. His flesh clung tightly to his bones in a manner that suggested disease as much as lack of nutrition.

‘Who knows what goes through the minds of these people, Inspector? Like I said before, they probably thought we were conducting animal experiments. Or it might just have been a protest against Mr Drake. He’s not universally loved, I’ll be the first to admit it. Visionary men seldom are.’

McLean nodded his head as if agreeing, although he was barely listening to the professor now. He paced slowly around the room, keeping close to the wall, fingers brushing against the smooth painted surface. There were no windows, no shelves, not even power sockets low down. The ceiling lights were sealed units, the only break in the wall a vent at the far end. Approaching the steel table, he crouched down to inspect the floor underneath it, expecting to find a drainage grate, but it was only smooth polished concrete, curved up at the edges to meet the walls.

‘You think him a visionary?’ he said as he reached down and ran fingertips over the area where the table legs met the floor. They came away almost clean, but in the harsh white light he could just make out a few grains of dark grit on his skin. When he sniffed, that earthy tone was there again, fleeting and ephemeral.

‘He wants to defy death, Inspector. I’d call that visionary, wouldn’t you?’

‘That depends.’ McLean straightened up, suppressing the groan that usually accompanied the movement these days. He brushed the dirt off on his trouser leg as he walked back to the open door. The professor had still not entered. ‘If he only wants to defy it himself, then that’s more megalomaniacal than visionary, I’d say.’

A flicker of something marred Caine’s face for a moment, swiftly suppressed into a bland smile. ‘Drake Biotech is developing therapies for the masses, Inspector. It’s not Nathaniel Drake’s personal plaything. If it were, I certainly wouldn’t be heading up his research efforts.’

Looking past the professor at the state-of-the-art lab facilities, through the smoked glass window to the parkland beyond, McLean wasn’t so sure. The money that paid for this kind of facility could buy off a lot of ethical objections too. He stepped out of the room and the door swished closed behind him without any obvious intervention from anyone in the lab. Something in the lock whirred as it sealed once more.

‘I’m glad to hear it.’

‘Is there anything else you’d like to see?’ Caine asked. He didn’t quite lead McLean back towards the lab entrance, but he telegraphed that desire so strongly it was hard to ignore.

‘No, I think we’re done here. You can start cleaning up. I’d appreciate an update on anything you find missing or interfered with. It would help us to build a better picture of why someone might want to break in.’

‘I’ll have a report sent to you as soon as we’ve done a full audit.’ The professor seemed to relax with each step away from the secure storage room, each step closer to getting the policeman out of his lab.

‘DS Stringer will liaise with your security team. We’ve people going over the CCTV footage from the whole science park, too. Should help us build up a picture of where they came from and hopefully where they went. We’ll do our best to catch them, Professor.’

Caine smiled again. ‘Thank you, Inspector. Be sure I’ll tell Mr Drake how helpful you’ve been.’

McLean left the man at the front door, crossed the short distance to the pool car and the waiting detective sergeant. A brief glance back at the frontage of the building as he unlocked the door and climbed in only hardened his suspicion that there was more going on here than met the eye. A break-in by some animal rights activists would have been nice and simple to deal with. Somehow he knew he wasn’t going to be so lucky this time.
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Detective Inspector Janie Harrison sat at her desk in the tiny office they’d given her at the back of the station and stared at the blur of lines on her computer screen. She knew if she shifted her focus one way or the other she’d either be able to see the overtime figures she was meant to be processing, or the dirty golden sandstone of the wall a few metres beyond the grimy window. And yet either movement was too much effort right now.

It had seemed a good idea at the time, accepting the promotion that had been thrust upon her. The exams had been easy enough, and there was no denying the pay rise helped. Having an office of her own that she could retreat to when the station grew busy was an added bonus, even if this tiny room hardly warranted so grand a title. It had been Inspector McLean’s office when he’d first moved out of the CID room too, a few words in his cursive script still half readable on the whiteboard where it hadn’t been cleaned properly in years. There were boxes of old case files piled under the windowsill, but most of them were from a generation earlier even than McLean. Not so much an office as an oubliette. A place things went to be forgotten.

With an almost inaudible sigh, she pulled her wandering thoughts back into line and reached for the next sheet on the never-dwindling pile. At the same moment she placed it in front of her keyboard, the phone on the other side of her computer gave out a tinny electronic chirp. Reception desk or working through the fiction that was Constable Petrie’s overtime claim? It wasn’t a hard decision.

‘DS—DI Harrison.’ Janie kicked herself both for the stupid error she still kept on making even months since it had been changed on her warrant card, and for sounding like a secretary in a bad eighties sitcom.

‘Hey Janie.’ Police Sergeant Don Gatford’s gruff voice came over the handset. How the old man hadn’t retired yet was anyone’s guess, but he did a good job manning the front desk.

‘What’s up, Don? Not just a social call, I take it.’

‘Aye, no. I’ve a young lass here says she knows you and would like a word. If you’re no’ busy.’

‘Young lass?’ Janie fought back the retort she wanted to use now that she was the sergeant’s senior officer. ‘Does she have a name?’

A moment’s rasping noise as the sergeant put his hand over the receiver at his end. Janie couldn’t be sure why, since there was no reason he would have called up to her without asking the name of the ‘young lass’ first.

‘Shauna Lennox. Says she was at school with you.’

Janie scrunched up her face trying to remember the name, even though there was nobody else in her tiny office to see. It rang a bell, but only very quietly. There’d been a Bobby Lennox in the year above her, she remembered. Brute of a fellow who hit on all her friends but somehow seemed to be scared of Janie. No great loss, but he’d not been a Shauna. People change though. Maybe he’d become a she.

‘Did she say what it was about?’ she began to ask, then stopped herself. On her desk was a pile of overtime forms that wouldn’t get any smaller but also didn’t need to be done right away. Any excuse was a good one. ‘Put her in interview room one, can you, Don? I’ll be down in five minutes.’

It was more like ten minutes before Janie pushed open the door to interview room one and stepped inside. Any thought that this might have been a transformed Bobby Lennox vanished when the woman looked up from where she sat at the chipped Formica table. She was plain, there was no better way of describing her. Overlarge glasses hid most of her face, along with a curtain of dark hair that came down to her shoulders. She wore a neat business suit of the kind you might see on a bank teller if there were any branches left open these days, and she held herself in an almost hunched position, as if cowed by life. Or maybe it was just being in an interview room in a police station, although at least this one had a window and comfortable furniture.

‘Ms Lennox?’ Janie held out a hand. The woman’s every movement was timid as she stood up, took the hand in a feeble grip for the shortest possible time.

‘Thank you. For seeing me. You must be very busy.’ Her accent was familiar at least. Janie pictured the stack of overtime sheets waiting in her office upstairs and shook her head.

‘Sure I can spare a few minutes for someone from the old school.’ She indicated the seat that Lennox had been sitting in and the woman sat down again.

‘You don’t remember me, do you.’ It was a statement, not a question.

‘It’s been a while since I left, and I’ve no’ kept up with many of the folk I knew back then.’ Janie pulled out another chair and sat down. ‘You’d be a couple of years below me though, wouldn’t you?’

That brought the beginnings of a smile to Lennox’s face. ‘Aye, that’s right. You’ll ken Bobby, right enough. He’s my half-brother.’

Janie nodded, still unsure if she remembered. ‘This about him then? He in some kind of trouble?’

‘Bobby? No.’ Lennox looked almost terrified for a moment. ‘Least, I don’t think so. I’ve no’ spoken to him in a while now. He’s away over in Glasgow working for the cooncil.’

‘So what is it about then?’ Janie started to look at her watch, stopped herself before Lennox noticed. She’d give the woman time enough to settle. There had to be a good reason why she would make the effort to track down a police officer she had only a tenuous link to.

‘I . . . Well. It’s a wee bit complicated, see? There’s this man I know. He’s gone missing. I think he might be in trouble.’

‘OK.’ Janie leaned back in her seat, took her notebook from her pocket and opened it up on the table in front of her. This was beginning to sound like something a uniform constable should be dealing with, but she was here now. ‘Why don’t we start at the beginning. This man, what’s his name?’

A short pause, and Janie could almost hear the gulp before Lennox spoke again. ‘Mihailovic. Vaclav Mihailovic. You want me to spell that?’

Janie nodded, then wrote out the name in capital letters as Lennox enunciated each one with the clear diction of a seasoned call centre operative.

‘Everyone just calls him Vash. Makes things easier, aye?’

‘Not from Broxburn though, with a name like that.’

Lennox let out a little nervous laugh. ‘No, no. He’s Serbian. Been in Edinburgh about ten years now working on building sites and stuff.’

‘And how do you know him?’

‘Is that . . .?’ Lennox pulled in on herself again for a moment, then rallied. ‘I guess he’s my boyfriend? I mean, that sounds a bit weird when you reach our age, aye? But it’s no’ like we live together or anything. Just hook up when we’re feeling lonely, right?’

‘But you’ve not seen him in a while?’

‘Aye, no. Couple of months since we last . . . Well. But we chat on the phone when we can. Last time would’ve been a couple of weeks back? Maybe three? I can . . .’ Lennox shoved a hand in her pocket and pulled out her phone, swiped the screen a few times. ‘Aye, I spoke to him end of last month an’ he said he’d a job on and he’d no’ be able to phone for a while. But there’d be some extra money coming in, like. He texted me week past to say he was back and he’d gie me a call so’s we could meet up, but then nuthin’. I called him a couple of times since then but it’s just voicemail, an’ he’s no’ answering texts either.’

‘Is that unlike him?’

Lennox waved her head from side to side. ‘Aye an’ no. He can be moody sometimes, ken? But it wasn’t like we argued or anything. An’ I went round his place too, but nobody’d seen him for days. Least, that’s what they told me.’

‘You think they might have been lying? Covering up for him?’

‘I don’t know. Can’t think why, only I got that vibe, ken? An’ it was the same at his work. He never told anyone he wasn’t showing up, just didnae. An’ that’s no’ like him.’

Janie looked down at the page, concerned to find she’d started taking notes, questions to follow up after the interview, even though this was something that she really should be passing on to missing persons. Well below a detective inspector’s grade, that was for sure. On the other hand, an hour spent making a few enquiries would be more satisfying than an hour spent wading through the overtime sheets. Or she could find one of the detective sergeants and palm it off on them. But then they hadn’t been at school with Shauna Lennox, even if her big brother – half-brother – had been a dick.

‘OK. I’ll take all the details you can give me, have a look into it. But I can’t promise anything. A missing person’s hardly a major incident.’

‘Major?’ A look of confusion spread across Lennox’s face.

‘Aye, that’s me. Head of one of Edinburgh’s major incident teams. MITs, we call them. Policing’s all acronyms. We’re the ones get called in for all the serious stuff. The things you see on the news.’

The confusion faded away as Janie spoke, replaced by a downbeat expression like a scolded puppy. ‘You think he’s no’ worth looking for?’

‘That’s not what I meant at all, no. Look, Shauna. I’ll no’ lie to you, people go missing the whole time and that’s usually because they don’t want to be found. Could be that’s the story with your man here. But I’ll do what I can, aye?’

The woman nodded once, wiped at her nose with the back of her hand. ‘Thank you.’

Janie tried her best reassuring smile as she took up her pen once more and started to write down the details. Not her case, she knew. Not even a case, really, just something brought to the attention of the police. And yet as she filled the page with address, phone number, workplace and everything else, she had a horrible feeling Vaclav Mihailovic was going to be a thorn in her side for a while to come.
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‘You know how much I hate it when it’s political, Jayne. Couldn’t you have given this to someone else?’

McLean sat at the conference table in Chief Superintendent McIntyre’s office, a cup of coffee in front of him, half-eaten chocolate Hobnob on the saucer. He’d sent DS Stringer off to the CID room to start putting together a strategy for the investigation before heading up a floor to report to the boss. There was no need for an incident room for what amounted to little more than a glorified act of vandalism, but McIntyre needed to be kept in the loop. She’d insisted he get involved, after all.

‘It’s precisely because it’s political that it had to be you, Tony. Nathaniel Drake has sunk a lot of money into the city. He has a lot of influential friends.’ McIntyre paused as if considering her words. ‘Well, maybe “friends” isn’t quite right. Men like him don’t really do friendship.’

‘All the same, it’s a break-in at a lab. Not even a secure lab, given that the whole place is still a building site. Nothing appears to have been stolen, according to the man in charge. It’s a simple enough case of interviewing the security staff, collating the forensic evidence and reviewing all the CCTV footage we can get our hands on. A detective sergeant could coordinate all that.’

‘And I’m sure DS Stringer is on the case, Tony. But he can’t go and reassure a man worth the wrong side of ten billion dollars that everything’s fine and under control. That’s got to come from someone with a bit more clout.’

‘So send the chief constable. She’s surely senior enough for him. Or you could get Kirsty to do it if she’s busy. Superintendent’s got to sound more impressive than Inspector, surely?’

‘I’d do it myself, believe me. Last thing I really want to be doing is sending you to schmooze the rich and powerful. That’s like . . . I don’t know. Something deeply inappropriate for the situation anyway. But you have previous. You’re a known quantity. You’re—’

‘Male?’

McIntyre laughed without much mirth. ‘That as well, but mostly it’s your history with a certain Jane Louise Dee that counts in your favour.’

McLean tensed at the name, and the insinuation that came with it. McIntyre must have seen the hurt written on his face.

‘You ran her out of town, Tony. That’s how people like Drake see it, anyway. It’s all about posturing, about showing who’s boss.’ The chief superintendent leaned back in her chair again. ‘And you’re a man.’

McLean took a bite out of his Hobnob and washed it down with some coffee. Ever since getting the early morning call that sent him out to the science park he’d known this was going to be a complicated case. Perhaps not the solving of it, given what he’d seen of the crime scene, but a ball-ache dealing with the public side of things.

‘I’ve never been a big fan of the whole boys’ club thing,’ he said. ‘It’s narrow-minded, apart from everything else, and that leads to overlooking important details. Same as letting the high heidyins push an investigation in the direction most expedient to their own interests. You know how well I react to that sort of thing.’

‘I do.’ McIntyre nodded her head once, focus stretching away to who knew how many memories of his ignoring the dictates of his seniors, as often as not her. The pause lasted a few seconds, so it could have been quite a few. ‘And I’m not going to tell you how to conduct this investigation, Tony. I know better than that. But if it takes you in directions that might be uncomfortable to Drake Biotech, or even if it takes you in no direction at all, you’ll be better placed to tell the boss man that. He’ll listen to you where he’ll just smile at me and then go over my head. Same even with the chief constable.’

‘I didn’t much like the idea of him before. Really don’t like him now.’

‘Ah now. Don’t you go getting narrow-minded on me. Treat him fairly, same as you would anyone else.’

McLean dipped his head in acknowledgement. McIntyre was right. He’d already let his judgement be clouded by the way this investigation had been handed to him. He owed it to himself, and the team under him, to work the case properly. And if that meant embarrassing a few politicians and rich businessmen, well, so be it.

‘I’ll do my best,’ he said.

‘Can’t ask more of you than that. But if you felt like keeping me up to speed, that’d be great too. This will come up in pretty much every strategy meeting until it’s done.’

‘Of course. Hopefully it won’t take too long. Forensics might come up with something, but if they don’t there’s lots of CCTV at the research centre, and good coverage over the whole science park. We know exactly when they left, so that makes searching easier. If the high heidyins want more, then we can do a deep dive into the security staff, but it feels like overkill. This isn’t exactly a major crime.’

‘You think it might have been an inside job?’ McIntyre asked.

‘I don’t know. Part of me thinks it’s just a bunch of opportunist eco-warriors making a nuisance of themselves. The state of the building’s security, they probably didn’t need much help getting in.’

‘Why do I sense a “but” coming next?’

McLean paused a moment before answering, aware that he was digging a hole for himself and yet unable to stop.

‘If that was all it was, then I doubt anyone would even have bothered reporting it in the first place. Maybe get themselves a crime report number for the insurance claim, I suppose. But this whole thing smells wrong, and I don’t just mean assigning the DCI in charge of major incidents in Edinburgh to investigate a break-in where nobody got hurt.’

McIntyre did a good job of suppressing her sigh, but McLean heard it all the same. Well, if she’d not wanted the crime investigated thoroughly, she should have given it to someone else.

‘They had to have had help,’ he added, warming to his theme. ‘Sure, it’s a building site mostly, but the main block is finished. The fire escapes are all alarmed and linked into the central security system. But that one closest to that lab had been bypassed. The group went straight to it, and on into the only lab in the whole complex that’s kitted out and functional, even if Professor Caine says it’s not being used yet. These people, whoever they are, they knew what they wanted and where to find it. Someone must have told them.’

‘But I thought you said nothing had been taken.’

It was McLean’s turn to lean back in his chair, the last of his Hobnob chewed and swallowed before he answered.

‘Aye, and that’s the other thing bothering me about it all. The professor told me nothing had been taken, right enough. He might be lying about that. He was certainly lying about something. But you don’t always break into a place to steal something. Sometimes you might break in to leave something behind.’

What would always be the CID room to him hadn’t changed all that much in the far too many years since McLean had first entered it as a newly minted detective constable. There were fewer desks, perhaps, and the computers on them hadn’t been there when he’d started. But the whiteboards around the walls were the same, the old clock above the door still ticking along the hours until shift end. Perhaps the most noticeable change was the lack of cigarette smoke, although it had been decades since smoking in the office had been banned. Now the room smelled of cheap deodorant, sweat and stale coffee. It was still a huge improvement.

‘All squared with Jayne?’ DS Stringer asked as he approached from the far side of the room. That was another change McLean found more difficult to cope with, the first name informality. He’d never have dared refer to the station chief as Keith when he’d been Stringer’s rank. It was sir, or Chief Superintendent, sir, depending on the man’s changeable mood.

‘For a given definition of “squared”, yes. How are we doing for spare detectives?’ He looked around the CID room noticing another thing that had changed. There were far fewer people than when he’d started.

‘Depends what you mean by spare. The sort of things we’re going to have to do with this one are time consuming. There’s likely hundreds of hours of CCTV footage if we get all the cameras in the science park. Let alone what they give us from the building itself. And we’ll need to talk to all the people who have access. Drake employees and builders. It’s a long list.’ Stringer ran a hand through his hair. ‘Is this really a good use of our time?’

‘The short answer to that is no. It’s a bloody stupid use of our time. I’ve no doubt there’s plenty of other far more pressing investigations we should be prioritising. But Nathaniel Drake is very rich and has the ear of half the cabinet. Probably the first minister. So we run it like it was a murder investigation, right? No stone unturned, and no worries about drafting in a few uniforms to help.’

As if on cue, the door swung open. The newest recruit to the team, Detective Constable Connor Fairley, saw McLean and immediately went bright red. The young lad showed promise, especially when it came to being thorough with repetitive tasks, but he needed to lose his fear of authority figures. Or maybe that was being unfair. McLean had probably been just as nervous around the boss at Fairley’s age.

‘Sir,’ he said, unsettled. ‘Just popped down to the canteen for a coffee. I didn’t think—’

‘Don’t worry about it, Connor. Nobody’s clock-watching here. I’ve got a job for you though.’

A look of panic widened the young constable’s eyes for a moment. He visibly gathered himself before speaking again. ‘Of course.’

‘Jay will bring you up to speed. We need to review a lot of camera footage as quickly as possible. You can grab a couple of uniforms if the duty sergeant will spare them.’ McLean paused a moment, aware that he’d missed the morning briefing going out to the science park, and wasn’t sure what everyone else was up to. ‘Unless, that is, you’ve already got your hands full with something else?’

‘I . . . No, sir. That is . . . DI Harrison did ask me to look into something, but it’s no’ high priority. I’ll get this done first, shall I?’

‘That depends on what Janie wanted you to do,’ McLean said.

‘Oh, just some initial enquiries with immigration services about a missing person. She did say it wasn’t important.’

‘Then I’ll pull rank on this one, but don’t worry, I’ll square it up with the DI next time I see her.’

Fairley bobbed his head by way of acknowledgement, but didn’t actually move away to begin his newly assigned task.

‘Was there something else?’ McLean asked, but the young detective constable shook his head.

‘Right. Well. I’ll see if I can’t rustle up a few more bodies and we can get started on the CCTV,’ Stringer said. ‘I’ve a list of security staff and other folk with access to the building. We’ll work our way through interviews with them too.’

‘You going back to the lab to do that or bringing them here?’ McLean asked.

‘Probably easiest to do it there. I’ll get Connor set up and then head out after lunch.’

McLean glanced at the clock, half the working day already gone and it had started early. ‘OK, Jay. Give me a shout when you’re ready to go. We can split the interviews and get them done in half the time.’

‘You think that’s . . .’ Stringer didn’t finish the sentence, his brain catching up with his mouth before he said something stupid.

‘Overkill? A DCI interviewing security staff about a spot of vandalism? Aye, it probably is. But someone’s going to have to speak to Professor Caine again, and he’ll be straight on the phone to his boss. Nathaniel Drake, in case I need to remind you both. So if it’s me doing the questioning, at least the first minister’s new friend will think we’re taking this seriously.’

And if that meant another chance to find out what it was Caine was hiding, then McLean could live with that.
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An ancient secret.
A trail of blood in its wake.





