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EXPLORING THE
DARK STREETS OF
EDINBURGH: A
COMPLETE GUIDE
TO THE REBUS
NOVELS IN ORDER

For decades, the crime
fiction  genre  has  been
dominated  by  iconic
detectives who feel as
real as the people we
pass  on  the  street.
A m o n g  t h e s e
u n f o r g e t t a b l e
characters  stands
Inspector  John  Rebus,
the  cantankerous,
brilliant,  and  deeply
flawed  detective

created  by  Scottish
author  Ian  Rankin.  If
you  are  new  to  the
world  of  Edinburgh’s
most  famous  fictional
policeman,  or  if  you
are  a  long-time  fan
looking to finally fill the
gaps in your collection,
knowing  how  to  read
the  Rebus  novels  in
order is essential.  The
series  is  not  just  a
c o l l e c t i o n  o f
standalone  mysteries;
i t  i s  a  s p r a w l i n g ,
i n t e r c o n n e c t e d
narrative  that  charts
the evolution of a man,
a  city,  and  a  police
force  over  more  than
three decades.
Reading  the  Rebus
novels  in  order  allows
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you  to  witness  the
subtle, and sometimes
dramatic,  changes  in
John  Rebus’s  life.  You
see  him  as  a  young,
aggressive  Detective
Sergeant in the 1980s,
struggling  with  his
demons.  You  follow
h i m  t h r o u g h  h i s
promotion to Detective
I n s p e c t o r ,  h i s
c o m p l i c a t e d
re lat ionships ,  h is
battles  with  authority,
and his reluctant dance
with  modern  policing.
The order of the books
m a t t e r s  b e c a u s e
Rankin  writes  with  a
keen sense of time and
consequence.  Events
from  earlier  novels
echo  in  later  ones.
Relationships  sour  or
deepen.  The  city  of
E d i n b u r g h  i t s e l f
t ransforms  from  a
grim,  post-industrial
hub  into  a  glittering,
yet  still  dangerous,
financial  capital.  To

truly  appreciate  the
depth  of  this  series,
you must  start  at  the
beginning.

WHY READING
SEQUENCE
MATTERS FOR THE
REBUS SERIES

U n l i k e  m a n y
procedura l  ser ies
where each book exists
in a vacuum, the Rebus
series  is  a  continuous
s to ry .  I an  Rank in
himself has stated that
he did not initially plan
for the series to stretch
over so many years. As
the  books  progressed,
the  character  aged  in
real  time.  This  means
that Rebus gets older,
his  body  aches  more,
his  worldview  shifts,
and  the  world  around
h i m  c h a n g e s
irreversibly. If you pick
up a later novel, such
as "Exit Music," you will
be dropped into a story
that carries the weight
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of  twenty  years  of
personal history, failed
relat ionships,  and
professional  grudges.
The  emotional  payoff
of  the  later  books  is
exponentially  higher
when you have walked
the  beat  with  Rebus
from his first case.
Fur thermore ,  the
supporting  cast  grows
and recedes in  specific
patterns.  Characters
like Detective Siobhan
C l a r k e ,  R e b u s ’ s
superior  and  nemesis
Chief  Superintendent
Gill  Templer,  and  the
infamous  crime  lord
"Big  Ger"  Cafferty  all
have  arcs  that  span
m u l t i p l e  b o o k s .
Reading  the  Rebus
novels  in  order  is  the
only way to understand
the complex  dance of
loyalty,  hatred,  and
grudging  respect  that
defines  these
relationships.  It  is  a
journey  well  worth

taking.

THE COMPLETE
LIST OF REBUS
NOVELS IN ORDER

Below  is  the  definitive
l i s t  o f  t h e  m a i n
I n s p e c t o r  R e b u s
novels,  presented  in
publication  order.  This
is  widely  considered
the  best  way  to  read
the series, as it aligns
with  the  character’s
chronological  aging
and  the  real-world
e v o l u t i o n  o f  t h e
setting.

The Early
Years:
Establishi
ng the
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Character
The  first  few  novels
introduce  us  to  John
Rebus  as  a  Detective
S e r g e a n t .  H e  i s
younger, more volatile,
and  still  nursing  the
wounds  of  a  fa i led
mar r i age  and  h i s
experiences  in  the
British  Army.  These
books  have  a  raw,
gritty energy that sets
the tone for the entire
series.

Knots and1.
Crosses (1987)
- The novel that
started it all.
Rebus is working
in Edinburgh’s
"Summerhall"
police station, a
shadow of his
future self. He is
haunted by his
past and by a
series of
kidnappings
involving young

girls. The book
introduces the
recurring themes
of memory, guilt,
and the hidden
darkness
beneath
Edinburgh’s
respectable
surface.
Hide and Seek2.
(1990) - A
seemingly
straightforward
drug overdose
death of a young
man leads Rebus
into the
dangerous world
of Edinburgh's
elite. This novel
expands the
social scope of
the series,
showing that
crime is not
limited to the
city’s poorer
quarters.
Tooth and Nail3.
(1992) -
Originally titled
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"Wolfman" in the
UK, this book
sends Rebus to
London to help
with a serial killer
investigation. It
is a fascinating
look at Rebus
outside his
natural habitat,
highlighting how
integral
Edinburgh is to
his identity.
Reading the
Rebus novels in
order shows how
he develops his
unique
investigative
style here.
Strip Jack4.
(1992) - The
personal and
professional
collide when a
respected MP is
caught in a
scandal. Rebus
must navigate
the murky waters
of politics and

personal
reputation. This
book deepens
the world-
building around
Rebus’s
colleagues.
Let It Bleed5.
(1995) - A
turning point in
the early series.
Following a
suicide and a
jailbreak, Rebus
finds himself up
against the
system more
than ever. This is
a bridge novel,
moving him from
the early, more
chaotic stories
toward the more
structured
political thrillers
of the mid-series.

The
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Golden
Era: Peak

Rebus
This  period  is  widely
c o n s i d e r e d  t h e
strongest in the series.
Ian  Rank in  h i t  h i s
s t r i d e ,  w e a v i n g
complex  plots  with
d e e p  s o c i a l
commentary.  Rebus  is
f u l l y  f o r m e d  a s  a
character—cynica l ,
br i l l iant,  and  self-
destructive.  These are
essential  reads  for
anyone  looking  to
understand  why  the
series  is  so  critically
acclaimed.

Black and Blue6.
(1997) - Often
cited as the
masterpiece of
the series. Rebus
is investigating a
copycat killer

who is mimicking
the crimes of a
serial killer from
the 1960s (Bible
John). The book
is a brilliant
meditation on
fame, justice,
and the erosion
of old certainties.
It won the Gold
Dagger Award for
Best Crime Novel
of the Year.
The Hanging7.
Garden (1998) -
Rebus is caught
between a war
between a
Russian mobster
and "Big Ger"
Cafferty, all while
dealing with a
human
trafficking case.
This novel
introduces the
character of the
crime lord
Cafferty in a
major way,
setting up a



Rebus Novels In Order 7

7

rivalry that will
define the rest of
the series.
Dead Souls8.
(1999) - A
deeply personal
and atmospheric
novel. A serial
killer from
Rebus’s past
returns to
Edinburgh,
forcing him to
confront old
ghosts. The title,
borrowed from
Dostoyevsky,
reflects the
moral decay
Rebus sees
around him.
Reading the
Rebus novels in
order makes the
emotional weight
of this book
much heavier.
Set in9.
Darkness
(2000) - As the
new Scottish
Parliament is

being built, a
body is found in
the foundations.
This is a rich
political thriller
that explores the
hopes and
disappointments
of Scottish
devolution.
The Falls10.
(2001) - A trip
for a missing
student leads
Rebus into the
world of the
"Messenger of
the Gods," a
figure from an
internet game.
This book is
notable for its
exploration of
new technology
and its clash with
Rebus’s old-
school methods.
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The Final
Cases:
The Long

Goodbye
As  Rebus  approaches
retirement, the tone of
the  series  becomes
more  melancholy  and
reflective.  The  pace  is
still  thrilling, but there
is a sense of an ending
approach ing.  The
character  is  forced  to
reckon with his legacy
and  the  price  he  has
paid  for  his  obsession
with justice.

Resurrection11.
Men (2002) -
Rebus is sent to
a "retraining"
course for
difficult officers,
only to find
himself
investigating an

old murder case.
This is a powerful
story about
police corruption
and the secrets
that police
officers keep
from one
another.
A Question of12.
Blood (2003) -
A shooting at a
private school
leaves two boys
dead and a
former soldier
missing. Rebus
becomes
obsessed with
the case, even as
his personal life
implodes. The
title refers to the
biological
evidence, but
also to the
"blood" of family
and heritage.
Fleshmarket13.
Close (2004) - A
controversial and
powerful novel
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dealing with the
issue of asylum
seekers and the
exploitation of
illegal
immigrants in
Scotland. Rankin
uses the crime
genre to tackle a
major social
issue with
nuance and
anger.
The Naming of14.
the Dead
(2006) - Set
during the week
of the G8 summit
in Edinburgh, this
book
interweaves a
series of
mysterious
deaths with the
political protests
happening in the
city. It is a
massive,
ambitious novel
that feels like a
summation of
the series’

themes.
Exit Music15.
(2007) - The
final novel of the
main series (for a
long time).
Rebus is days
away from
retirement when
he is drawn into
the murder of a
Russian
dissident. This
book provides a
powerful,
emotional, and
fitting conclusion
to Rebus’s career
as a police
officer. It wraps
up major
storylines,
particularly the
long-running war
with Cafferty.

The Later
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Years:
Retired,
But Not

Retired
Ian  Rankin  couldn't
stay  away  from  his
most  famous  creation
forever.  A  few  years
after  "Exit  Music,"  he
brought  Rebus  back,
no longer a policeman
but  still  entangled  in
the  world  of  crime.
These  books  are  no
longer  procedurals;
they  a re  co ld  war
thrillers  and  private
investigator  stories
featuring  an  aging,
stubborn  man  who
refuses to fade away.

Standing in16.
Another Man's
Grave (2012) -
Now technically
retired and

working as a
civilian in the
police archives,
Rebus stumbles
onto the case of
a serial killer
operating on the
roads in and out
of Scotland. This
book marks the
beginning of a
new phase for
the character,
showing that his
instincts are as
sharp as ever.
Saints of the17.
Shadow Bible
(2013) - Rebus
continues to
work cold cases
while also
consulting on a
current murder.
This novel
heavily features
Detective
Siobhan Clarke,
now a full DI, and
explores the
tension between
the old ways and
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the new.
Even Dogs in18.
the Wild (2015)
- A powerful
novel that sees
Rebus, Clarke,
and the retired
gangster Cafferty
working
together,
however
reluctantly, to
stop a killer
targeting
Edinburgh’s elite.
It is a
masterclass in
character
dynamics.
Rather Be the19.
Devil (2016) -
Rebus delves
into a cold case
involving a
wealthy
businessman
from the 1970s.
The title
references the
famous Miles
Davis track, and
the novel has a

jazz-like,
improvisational
feel. It also sees
Rebus facing his
own mortality
more directly
than ever.
In a House of20.
Lies (2018) - A
cold case
involving a
missing private
investigator from
a decade ago
resurfaces when
a body is found.
The novel is a
deep dive into
the lies we tell
ourselves and
the secrets
families keep.
A Song for the21.
Dark Times
(2020) - A
deeply personal
entry. Rebus’s
daughter,
Samantha, calls
him for help
when her partner
goes missing in a
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remote part of
Scotland. This
book explores
the fractured
relationship
between father
and daughter in
a way the series
has never done
before.
Heart Full of22.
Headstones
(2022) - Rebus
finds himself in
an unofficial
investigation that
reaches back
into the darkest
days of his own
career in the
1990s. This book
is a reckoning
with the past,
asking whether
the ends ever
truly justify the
means.
Midnight and23.
Blue (2024) -
The latest novel
in the series. It
places Rebus in a

high-security
prison,
investigating a
murder from the
inside. It is a
claustrophobic,
tense thriller that
pushed the
character into
entirely new
territory.

THE BEST ENTRY
POINTS FOR NEW
READERS

If  looking  at  this  list
feels  daunting,  there
a re  a  f ew  na tu ra l
places  to  start.  While
starting  with  Knots
and  Crosses  is  the
purest way to read the
Rebus novels in order,
some  readers  find  the
early books a bit dated.
A  c o m m o n
recommendation  is  to
start  with  Black  and
Blue or The Hanging
Garden.  These  books
represent the series at
its  peak  and  provide
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enough  context  to
understand  the  world,
w h i l e  s t i l l  b e i n g
excellent  mysteries.
You  can  always  go
back  and  read  the
earlier  ones  later  for
t h e  b a c k s t o r y .
However,  if  you  are
committed  to  the  full
emotional  journey,
s t a r t  a t  t h e  v e r y
beginning  and  enjoy
the  slow  burn.

THE SHORT
STORIES AND
NOVELLAS

In addition to the full-
length  novels,  Ian
Rankin  has  written
several  short  stories
featuring  John  Rebus.
These are collected in
volumes  such  as  A
Good  Hanging  and
Other  Stories  and
Beggar's  Banquet.
While  not  essential  to
the  main  plot  of  the
novels,  these  stories
provide  wonderful
character  moments
and  i ns igh t s  i n to
Rebus’s daily life. They
are best read after you
have finished


