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The walls of his cage glow gently with the light of the setting sun. He floats in the water, weightless, mind calm. It has been many days now since last she came to visit him. Too many days, perhaps. He remembers how weak she was, how frail, that last time. Has something happened to her?

He reaches out his senses, feels for the gentle tug of the bond between them. He cannot recall a time when that link wasn’t there. Like a noose around his neck, or a sword hanging above him on a single, fragile thread, the oath he swore holds him here. Makes it so he cannot disobey her command.

But there has been no command, and now that voice in his head is still.

She is dead, he can feel it.

She is dead, and the bond has not been tied to another.

She is dead, and he is free.

Not quite. For still the bond is there, fragile as a spiderweb but too strong for even his prodigious strength to break. They thought they were so clever, caging him like this. But it was never the bars that held him in place, not the steel doors that kept them safe from his vengeance. It was her all along, the ties of blood, the curse, the oath sworn long ago. Without her control, his mind is clear. And in that moment, he knows how to be truly free, how to break the curse once and for all. If he can only find the last remaining drops of her blood, extinguish them from this realm.

And so he drifts, dialling out the maelstrom, searching for that unique taste that is of her line. Tune out the gossip of whales and the chatter of seals, the endless background hum of diesel engines chugging freight around the globe, the bedrock noise of wind turbines. Ignore the taste of chemicals dumped, of ships sunken and rotting, of men, so many men, polluting it all. The sea knows, and the sea will tell him if he only has the patience to listen.

There, he can sense it. So faint as to be almost nothing, but the sea brings him the taste and the sea never lies. The last few vestiges of the link remain, those points that anchor him to the land more firmly than any chain. But they do not command him like she did, do not understand what they have. So he will take it back from them, and then he will truly be free.

With barely a thought, he sinks below the surface, down to the bottom where the sea comes in. They built this cage with thick iron bars, as if such a thing could hold the likes of him.

How foolish they were in their confidence.
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At least the coffee was good, and someone had splashed out on half-decent biscuits.

Detective Chief Inspector Tony McLean took a bite of chocolate hobnob, swallowed it down with the last dregs of his mug and leaned back in his chair. He had spent a long career avoiding meetings like the one in which he now found himself. As it slid seamlessly into its second hour, he was reminded once more why he went to all that effort.

Almost everyone around the wide conference table was in uniform, and none of them below the rank of Chief Inspector. A few civilians huddled at one end of the table, too senior to be admin, so most likely their presence was political. The only other plain clothes officer was Detective Superintendent Kirsty Ritchie, and McLean was struck by how much she had changed since she had first transferred down from Aberdeen. What was that, ten years ago now? Fifteen? It could even have been more. She’d been a sergeant then, his junior. He didn’t feel any envy at her having leapfrogged him up the promotion ladder. Most of her time was taken up with meetings like this one now, or driving between police headquarters on either side of the country for yet more meetings.

‘Which brings us on to the next item on the agenda. Operation Lammergeier. I believe that’s your one, Detective Superintendent?’

The question, or more likely the rather unwieldy operation name someone had come up with, punctured McLean’s musings. He turned his attention to the deputy chief constable as beside him Ritchie shuffled her papers and reached for the remote control that would give her power over the projector. A single click cleared away the dry table of budget projections that had been there, replacing it with an even less welcome image, if the collected flinch of the entire strategy group was any indication. Only McLean showed no outward sign of shock, having seen the photograph and too many like it already. A young man, cadaverously thin, posed to show the injuries that had been inflicted on him in a brutal attack. That the photograph had been taken two weeks after the event, once the hospital had stitched him up and splinted his broken bones, only made it worse.

‘Apologies for dropping you all in at the deep end,’ Ritchie said, without a hint of remorse in her tone. ‘But I think it important you all see what it is we’re dealing with here.’

She clicked the remote and the image changed. Another young man, another series of horrific injuries.

‘I have other photographs, all much the same. These young men were all beaten almost to death and dumped. Most people probably wouldn’t think much more about it than that. It’s horrible, devastating for the people involved, but life’s hard. There is, however, a little more to it.’

Ritchie clicked again, and this time the image was of a woman, probably in her late twenties or early thirties, although it was hard to tell. Like the two young men before her, she lay in a hospital bed. Unlike them, she was either unconscious or simply unable to see through the enormous swollen bruising about both eyes. Her arms were in casts, lying on top of the bed covers, and a livid gash in one cheek was held together with neatly sewn stitches that would nevertheless leave her with horrific scarring.

‘This is Charlene McKenzie. Or to give her the respect she deserves, Police Constable Charlene McKenzie. One of our best undercover operatives and currently in an induced coma at the Royal Infirmary. It’s still touch and go whether she’ll recover at all, and it’s very likely she’ll have to be pensioned off.’

‘Who did this?’

McLean leaned forward to see who had asked the question. A stern-faced woman in the uniform of a chief superintendent, he was fairly sure her name was Mathieson.

‘As yet, that’s unknown.’ Ritchie clicked back to the first of the two men. ‘This man is Alan Renton, the other one, Gavin Pierson. Both of them are small-time drug dealers, runners for their local gangs. Renton in Dundee, Pierson in Aberdeen. They’re also both informants we’d asked to find out anything they could about this man.’

Another click of the button and this time the image was a little less harrowing. Taken with a long lens, it showed a head shot of a middle-aged man, short hair beginning to grey around the temples but otherwise not particularly noteworthy.

‘And he is?’ the stern-faced woman asked. Definitely Mathieson, McLean was sure of it now. Audrey Mathieson. A few years younger than him. Worked her way up through Traffic to senior management.

‘His name is Malachi Quinn. He owns an ocean-going trawler out of Lochinver, has interests in half a dozen other boats. He also runs a fish distribution company. Our friends at the NCA think it’s all a front for trafficking drugs and people in through smaller ports and private moorings along the west coast. Only, whenever we think we’ve got a lead on him, he’s somehow two steps ahead of us.’

Ritchie clicked back to the image of PC McKenzie in her hospital bed.

‘We have no idea how McKenzie’s cover was blown. She’s experienced, very good at her job, and the identity she was using should have been bulletproof. And yet somehow Quinn got to her before she’d even started.’

‘Everyone makes mistakes sometimes.’ This, from one of the civilians seated beside the deputy chief constable, was greeted with the silence it deserved.

‘Not Charlene. And not so early into the assignment. Not like she just got unlucky, either. They knew exactly who she was and what she was doing.’

‘How can you know that?’ the DCC asked.

‘Because after they’d beaten her unconscious and broken her arms and legs, they dumped her right outside the police station where she first worked as a beat officer.’

Ritchie let the silence that followed the revelation run for what felt like a full minute, but was probably only a few seconds.

‘We’ve already considered the possibility that there’s a leak in the operation, before anyone suggests it. That might account for the informants, but not Charlene. The number of people who knew of her involvement was strictly limited and I vetted all of them myself.’

‘What is it that you’re saying then, detective superintendent?’ the DCC asked.

Ritchie let out a long sigh. ‘That Operation Lammergeier is a bust, sir. I know we’ve had a great deal invested in it, but we need to scrap the whole thing and come at it from a different angle.’

‘You think they’ll go for it? Write this down as a loss and let us start the investigation all over again?’

McLean hadn’t meant to sound quite so cynical, but in his defence he’d sat through almost two hours of strategy meeting that could have been an email, or better yet not bothered him at all. At least he and Ritchie had managed to leave early, having left the collected senior uniforms to discuss vitally important managerial things in the conference room on the ground floor. Now the two of them sat in the detective superintendent’s office three floors up, one door down from McLean’s own. They both had fresh coffees, but no biscuits this time.

‘Let’s hope so,’ Ritchie said. ‘I wanted to get Quinn before, but it’s personal now.’

‘Aye, I get that. Still not sure why you had to drag me into it, mind.’

‘Sorry about that, but I doubt they’d have even heard what I was saying if you’d not been sat beside me glowering at them all.’

‘My reputation, eh?’

Ritchie shrugged. ‘Believe it or not, they’re all a little scared of you. Even the DCC. That, or a little jealous. You have a knack for ignoring the politics and yet somehow getting away with it.’

‘That was never the game I signed up to play though, Kirsty. You know as well as anyone I’m not interested in management. I’m a detective, that’s what I do.’ McLean glanced at his watch. ‘It’s what I should really be doing now.’

‘Busy in MIT, is it?’ Ritchie’s voice held just a hint of sarcasm. It was always busy, winding up previous investigations, preparing for court appearances, sorting out the paperwork. But at that precise point in time they weren’t engaged in any major investigations. Which was nice.

‘You know as well as I do, a policeman’s lot is never an easy one. Still, Charlene McKenzie. What’s the prognosis?’

‘Not good.’ Ritchie’s shoulders slumped as if the weight of the world had been suddenly dumped on them. ‘Doctors are going to bring her out of the induced coma today, but her injuries are horrific. It’s like I told the high heidyins downstairs, I doubt she’ll work again. And the knocks she took to the head, who knows what she’ll remember?’

‘Not much chance of finding out who did it then?’

‘Oh, I think we know, Tony. Malachi Quinn might not have wielded the club himself, but this has got his marker all over it.’

‘How do you know, though, Kirsty? I’ve read the reports on this operation and there’s nothing about the guy but rumour and conjecture. Everything’s circumstantial and whenever you try to gather evidence, things like this happen.’

The shake of the detective superintendent’s head was barely perceptible, but it was there. She reached for her coffee mug, didn’t take a drink from it. ‘That’s what makes me certain it’s him, don’t you see? Every time we get close, something like this happens. I just wish I knew how he’s getting his intel. Charlene’s cover was impeccable. No way it could have been blown so quickly.’

‘You think it’s coming from us, or the NCA?’

‘I don’t think anyone on either team is bent, if that’s what you’re asking. Nobody’s being leaned on either – I’ve run enough of these operations to spot that kind of thing. I’d say it was possibly an IT hack or something, but the systems we’ve been using are the best. Compartmentalised so you can’t get access to everything. Strictly need-to-know, and very few people needed to know Charlene was going deep undercover.’

‘Want us to look into it?’ McLean asked. ‘Discreetly, of course. Wouldn’t want to tread on Professional Standards’ toes. I guess they’ll be all over this.’

For a moment he thought the detective superintendent would say no. He could understand why, although if she was going to play by the rules on this then why tell him about the operation in the first place?

‘You can do it discreetly?’ she asked. ‘I mean, mostly you make a habit of treading on everyone’s toes, Tony. Particularly Jen Williams over at Professional Standards.’

‘I have nothing but respect for DCI Williams, Kirsty. You know that.’ McLean picked up his mug, decided he really didn’t need any more coffee right now and put it back down again. ‘Let me know when Charlene’s awake. I’ve worked with her before, back when I was in Vice. Shouldn’t raise any suspicions if I check in on an old colleague injured in the line of duty.’
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McLean was no stranger to hospitals, but that didn’t mean he much liked visiting them. Stuck on the eastern outskirts of the city, the Royal Infirmary was also a pain to get to and even more of a pain to park at. He should probably have pulled rank and bullied a squad car into taking him, but that ran the risk of being stranded when it rushed off on a call to somewhere else. At the hospital if he was lucky; at the side of the road in the middle of nowhere if not.

At least the building had air conditioning, a welcome respite from the relentless heat of the day. The long trek from the far-distant parking space he had eventually found had left him sticky with sweat. He must have looked a sight when he presented his warrant card at reception and asked for directions, but then again it was a hospital and they must deal with red-faced middle-aged men all the time.

PC McKenzie had been moved to a private room away from the bustle of the wards. Quieter for her, and easier to keep a twenty-four-hour police guard in place. A young uniform constable sat on a plastic chair at the door, staring at his phone as McLean approached along the corridor. He shoved it away swiftly, stood up well before any admonishment would be necessary.

‘Control said you’d be coming, sir.’

‘Is she awake?’

‘Aye, just about. Doctor’s in there with her. You’ll need to sign in.’ The constable produced a clipboard with a single sheet of paper on it. Dated that day, McLean’s name was only the fourth on the list as he scribbled in the appropriate box. Two of the other three names were the doctor, and no surprise who it was, confirmed when he first knocked gently and then pushed open the door.

‘Tony. We really must stop meeting like this.’ Dr Caroline Wheeler stood at the side of a complicated-looking moveable bed, complete with traction frame and wires to hold the patient’s broken limbs while her bones knitted. A nurse fussed about McKenzie’s head, and at first McLean thought the constable was asleep.

‘Caroline.’ McLean dipped his head towards the end of the bed. ‘How’s the patient doing?’

‘Better than I could have hoped, given the state of her when she came in.’

‘Detective Chief Inspector McLean. I must have really fucked up.’

The voice was weak, the joke weaker still, but McLean was pleased to hear it at all. From what he’d been told, the chances of PC McKenzie making a good recovery were slim, a full one none at all. And yet she’d not lost her sense of humour completely. Looking at her bruised and bandaged face, the casts immobilising her arms and legs, the puffy swell of her fingers, he couldn’t begin to imagine the beating she must have taken. Let alone the pain she must be in. Although there was a morphine drip, in her current state she’d have to ask the nurse to administer it.

‘Not you, Charlie. If anyone fucked up it’s me and Kirsty.’ McLean stepped closer to the bed, putting himself in a position where the constable could see him without having to move her head. Not that she could have seen much, although she had managed to identify him. ‘I won’t bother asking how you’re feeling right now. Just good to know you’re still with us.’

‘Aye. An’ you should see the other guy.’ McKenzie coughed, fell silent and seemed to zone out for a while. McLean could hardly blame her. He was surprised she could speak at all given her injuries. The nurse bustled around for a few moments longer, then left the room without a word.

‘Don’t stay too long, Tony,’ Dr Wheeler said as she made to follow the nurse. ‘She needs rest. A lot of it.’

‘I know. I won’t. Promise. I just wanted to be a familiar face when she woke up.’

The doctor said nothing to that, but she did give him the faintest dip of the head before leaving the room. Only once it had closed completely did PC McKenzie speak again.

‘Didn’t bring me any grapes, did you?’

‘Knew there was something I’d forgotten. Sorry. Maybe next time, aye?’

‘Hold you to it.’

The constable lapsed into silence again, her eyes closed. A single tear leaked from one puffy eyelid and slid down her bruised cheek. McLean was about to leave, thinking she had gone to sleep, when she spoke again, barely a whisper this time.

‘He didnae say a word. Whole time he was beatin’ on me an’ he didnae say a word.’

‘You remember?’ McLean tried to make it a simple question, but he wasn’t sure if he managed to keep the incredulity out of his voice.

‘Every single moment, sir. Jumped me on my way home. No’ my real home, ken? The flat we set up for the op. So fast he was, an’ strong.’ Another tear slid down the constable’s face, the movement behind her closed eyelids jerky as she relived what must have been minutes of sheer terror. ‘Thought he was gonnae kill me, right enough. Think he mebbe would’ve, ken? It was like he was on something. Roids or worse. Outta control. You ever hear your own bones snap, sir?’

As it happened, McLean had. He didn’t say so though. It wasn’t the sort of question that needed an answer.

‘How did you get away?’ he asked instead.

McKenzie made to shake her head, winced both at the pain and the restraints that held her motionless. ‘That’s the thing, sir. I didnae. I was done. Makin’ my peace wi’ the world. An’ that’s when he strolls up, calm as you please.’

‘He strolls up? How do you mean? The man who was beating you up? I thought he was deranged. On something.’

‘No’ him.’ The constable screwed her eyes closed again. ‘He was . . . I don’t know. It was like he’d just switched off. No, the other one. Must’ve been watching all along. Last thing I remember ’fore I black oot was him standing over me wi’ his hands in his pockets. Had a light in his eyes, ken? An’ a smile as pure evil. He said “tell them I’ll always know”. An’ he said my name. My undercover identity and then my real name. Last thing I remember was him snapping his fingers. The guy who’d been beating me kind’ve woke up then, like he was a puppet or somethin’. An that’s the last I knew till I woke up in here.’

Tell them I’ll always know. The words sent a shiver of unease down McLean’s spine as much as the strange details of the beating. He could see that PC McKenzie had desperately needed to tell someone what had happened to her, and now that she had carried out that task she was falling into unconsciousness. He would have been happy to let her slip away, let her begin the long slow journey back to some semblance of health. But there was one small detail he was missing.

‘The man who spoke to you,’ he said. ‘Did you recognise him?’

The words were so quiet and slurred, he had to lean in close to hear them. Even so, there was no doubt in his mind he knew what McKenzie said as she drifted into oblivion.

‘Quinn. It was Malachi Quinn.’

PC McKenzie’s words were still going around in his head as McLean parked his car outside the coach house later that evening. Stepping from the cool of the car’s interior out into the still oppressive heat of the day’s end, it felt like the world was pressing down on him. How many weeks had this heatwave lasted now? Well over a month, it seemed like. They certainly hadn’t seen so much as a drop of rain in far too long. The grass had turned brown, and even the mature trees showing signs of distress. In the steep-sided glen of the Hermitage down below the house, the Braid burn had turned into little more than a dried-out run of rocks and pebbles. A blocking high pressure zone was what the weather forecasters kept on calling it. Something to do with the jet stream perhaps. Whatever the reason, it put everyone on edge. The city at boiling point, just waiting for something to explode.

Inside, the kitchen windows had been thrown wide open to let in any hint of a breeze. As he pulled out a chair and shoved his briefcase onto it, two pairs of slit yellow eyes surveyed him with ill-disguised fury from the rug in front of the Aga. It had been turned off for at least three weeks now, too much heat to bear even for the cats. Not that they would agree.

Leaving them to their discontent, he took himself through to the library, where soft murmurs of conversation suggested Emma was not alone. That either meant their American neighbour was back in town or Madame Rose had dropped by. Neither option filled him with much joy at the end of what had been a long, hard day, but when he stepped into the room it was to find someone else entirely sat on the sofa.

‘Thought I heard the door.’ Emma stood up and crossed the room to give him a hug before McLean could say anything. He enjoyed her closeness and the scent of her for a moment before she pulled away.

‘You remember Tallulah, don’t you?’ she said as the other woman stood. Tall, perhaps a little over six feet, she wore a pair of lightweight cargo shorts and loose-fitting T-shirt. Sensible clothing given the cloying heat, it left no doubt as to how skinny she was. Her arms and legs were both unusually thin and long, her hands larger than might be expected, fingers long and slim. She slumped in on herself in a way McLean had seen Lofty Blane do, as if embarrassed by her height and not wishing to draw attention to herself. Perhaps her angular face with its high cheekbones, thin nose and shock of ruddy-brown hair had brought her too much attention as a child and she’d grown up self-conscious.

‘Yes, of course. You’re Em’s new chauffeur. How could I forget?’

‘Honestly, Tony. I give up.’ Emma rolled her eyes more theatrically than any ham actor. ‘Tally’s not my chauffeur and you know it.’

The joke had perhaps worn a little thin, McLean knew. He’d met the young woman only a couple of times before, and that only briefly as she picked Emma up or dropped her off. An undergrad student in the archaeology department, she was somehow connected to Madame Rose. He’d never got to the bottom of that, perhaps for lack of asking, but she was staying with the medium over the summer while helping out on a new archaeological site on the coast east of the city. Emma had been given the all clear to drive, but still felt happier as a passenger. Tallulah had slipped into that role easily, with the added benefit that she got to borrow the Renault Zoe whenever she wanted.

‘Aye, I know. How’s it all going, out at the dig site?’ McLean gestured for Tallulah to sit back down again before he went off to the cabinet hidden in the bookcase to fetch himself a dram. He held up the bottle to the two women as a peace offering, but they both shook their heads in almost perfect synchrony.

‘Pretty well, actually,’ Emma said. ‘The weather might be a nightmare here in the city, but it’s lovely on the coast. Digging up bones is much more fun when you’re not knee deep in mud, too.’

‘Bones? I thought it was a longship.’

‘Aye, it is. Longship burial. Only at the moment we seem to have the ship but no chieftain. Lots of buried warriors though. Hattie thinks it might be a Viking raiding party that met unexpected resistance.’

McLean listened for a while as Emma recounted the day’s discoveries. It had been a long time since he’d seen her this animated. For a while he’d worried that her stroke had robbed her of everything. It had certainly taken her strength but never her resolve.

‘I should get going.’ Tallulah stood up as the conversation hit a natural pause. ‘It’s late. Rose will be wondering where I’ve got to. And you don’t want me taking up your evening.’

McLean agreed, but was polite enough not to say so. ‘You need a lift anywhere?’ he asked instead.

‘Tally’s taking my car,’ Emma said as she walked the young woman to the door. ‘Going to pick me up first thing tomorrow. It’s quite nice having your own driver. I could get used to it.’

‘Well, give my regards to Rose. It’s been a while.’ McLean raised his glass in their direction but felt no need to see the young woman leave. He settled into his chair, took a sip of the whisky and felt the peaty iodine burn of it on his tongue. The quiet roar of the city filtered in through the open windows as he cast his mind back over the day, recalling his short visit to the hospital. There might be no sign of relief from the heatwave, but he couldn’t help feeling something was going to break soon.
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