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

			The charred remains of an elderly woman are discovered in a burned ot gamekeepers cottage, hidden away in woodland to the west of Edinburgh.

			What is at first assumed to be a tragic accident begins to take on a more sinister aspect as Detective Inspector Tony McLean digs deeper.

			There is far more to the victim than her humble surroundings suggest . . .
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			She always knew she would die like this.

			They come in the night, crashing through the undergrowth and pushing through the trees. They don’t use the path that meanders up the slope from the road; that would be too easy. Neither do they come in one band, but surround her cottage as if she might slip away round the back while they hammer on her door at the front. She could no more slip away than stand, but that makes no difference to them. A mob knows no reason, and this is most surely a mob.

			She glances towards the unlit fire, the cat lying hopefully in front of it. ‘You should go. While you can. Find a safe home.’

			It looks at her with wary eyes, ears cocked at the sound coming closer, ever closer. That stare is knowing, calculating. A moment’s hesitation, and then it rises, stretches, nods its head once, and disappears. She is relieved. Her time may have come, but the cat still has many lives to live.

			The sound of breaking glass comes a few minutes later. Stupid, really. The door wasn’t locked. Someone curses loudly as they climb in through the back window, and she catches a whiff of blood on the breeze before it is overwhelmed by the stench of men. Where before they were loud coming through the trees, now they are silent. Not stealthy, but not speaking either. She doesn’t know how many of them there are, although it feels like a multitude. Fit, strong, young. Angry. They swarm into her small room like cockroaches, start smashing things before they’ve even realised she is there waiting for them. Perhaps they thought she’d be in her bed.

			She doesn’t resist when they grab her; that would only encourage them. And besides, she is old and weak. Utterly at the mercy they so obviously lack. Her passivity only angers them more. She thought she was prepared, but nothing really prepares you for this. She hasn’t many of her own teeth left now, but they knock them out anyway. Arthritis has swollen her knuckles, and the pain when they break her fingers makes her scream. With the sound, their bloodlust grows, their animal instincts taking over. Except that no animal would do what they are doing. Not to one of their own. She folds in under their savage fury.

			‘Don’t kill her, boys. We need her still breathing.’

			There’s a familiar edge to that voice, but she’s not sure whether she recognises it or simply the obedience it demands. She can taste blood in her mouth, feel the broken bones in her hands, her legs, the slide of fractured ribs that threaten with every breath to puncture a lung. It’s nearly over now, but there is one last thing to do before the end.

			‘With my dying breath I curse thee.’

			The words come out as a mixture of whisper and bloody gurgle. She had meant to look up at her killers, but she is too old, too weak, too broken. A rough hand grabs her hair, pulls her head back in a yanking motion that sends a bolt of pain down her spine.

			‘You say something, old crone?’

			He is very young, the one who holds her. Not much more than a boy. Shaven head, tank top straining to contain his gym-and-steroid muscles. There’s scarcely a spark of anything in his eyes, certainly not intelligence.

			‘With my dying breath.’ She gasps in a lungful of pain. ‘I curse thee.’

			‘Aye, well yer right about one thing.’

			The hand releases its grip on her hair, throwing her back as it does so. To some unspoken order, the men step away. Something wet splashes her arm, and for a moment she thinks they’re pissing on her. Then it hits her face, soaks into her clothes. Fumes reach the bloody broken mess of her nose, and she realises it is something far worse than piss.

			She barely has the strength left to lift her head. Petrol stings her eyes as she blinks to see the blurred figure standing in front of her. The leader. He has something in his hands, although she can’t see what it is. No need to see; she knows well enough.

			‘With my dying breath . . .’ As she wheezes out the words, something flares in the man’s hand. She traces its passage as he flicks it towards her, a tiny flame on the end of a matchstick, tumbling over and over in impossibly slow motion.

			She always knew she would die like this.

			After all, she’s done it many times before.
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			The stench hit her long before she reached the crime scene. At first it was a lingering unpleasant scent on the air, but as she climbed the steep path from the woods, so it developed into something worse. Burned carpets, chemical reek and the unmistakable aroma of overdone barbecue. And underneath it all, a fug of decay that didn’t sit with the bustle and activity around her. Detective Constable Janie Harrison had attended enough fires in her short career as a police officer to know the usual unpleasant smells, and this place had them all. The fact that she was even here at all meant at least one person had died, but the question she found herself asking was when, rather than who and how. She should really have been with a detective sergeant of course, but that wasn’t going to happen any time soon. Never enough detectives, always too much to do.

			‘Is it far?’

			The words were out before she could stop herself, and it left her with a feeling of having said ‘Are we nearly there yet?’ A false memory from a hundred or more dull car trips to the seaside or some boring ancient battlefield. Some kids might have reacted to that upbringing by taking to a sedentary life, and Janie had almost been one of them.

			‘Not much further, no.’ The forensic technician who had met her at the roadside wasn’t one she’d met before. Or at least not one Janie could easily recognise from all that was visible of her face. Her overalls, hood tied tight, left little to go by. Harrison wore similar, although as yet she’d not pulled up the hood. The day was too warm for that, the air in the trees humid with the threat of yet more rain. Summer had been long and hot, but it was gone now, autumn making up for lost time.

			The buzz of forest insects gave way to a hubbub of noise as they left the trees and entered a clearing straight out of a children’s fairy tale. It was hard to believe the city was only a few miles away, although if she concentrated, Janie thought she could hear the dull roar of the bypass. Her attention was dragged away from idle musings by the cottage that stood a dozen or so metres away.

			Quite what such a building was doing up here in the hills she had no idea. Perhaps it had been a gamekeeper’s lodge or something, which would mean there was a huge mansion nearby, a great estate that would have built a tiny house out of well-cut stone and slate. She wasn’t sure of the area, so it might well have been that the mansion house had long since gone, only this more humble dwelling left. Fire had taken hold at some point, then apparently given up, leaving far more of the building intact than she’d been expecting, or indeed than the heavy smell suggested. Janie followed a marked path up to a point where a small section of wall had collapsed outwards, splitting the roof open to reveal a burned mess inside.

			‘Reckon it’s more or less safe as long as you keep to the middle.’ The forensic technician who had shown her this far seemed reluctant to go any further. Janie could sympathise; fires were never pleasant, especially when people were involved.

			She picked her way along the route marked, careful not to turn her ankle on fallen rubble from the wall collapse. A couple of white-suited figures crouched beside the remains of an old stuffed armchair, not much left of it but springs and scorched wooden frame. At the same time as she noticed the battered case beside them, the older of the two turned. He frowned, looked past her as if expecting to see someone else, then returned his gaze to her and smiled in recognition.

			‘Detective Constable Harrison. This is a pleasant surprise.’

			‘Doctor Cadwallader.’ Janie nodded as the other figure turned. ‘Doctor Sharp.’

			‘I take it you’re alone?’ Cadwallader asked.

			‘Aye. We’re a bit short-staffed at the moment, what with Gru . . . DS Laird retired and, well.’ She shrugged. The pathologist knew as well as any what the situation was.

			‘Still not sorted?’ He gave her a sympathetic smile and a shrug. ‘Well, you’d better have a look at our poor victim here before we move her, then.’

			It was only as he said the words that Janie realised the blackened mess lying at the feet of the pathologist and his assistant was not, in fact, the remains of a burned feather bolster cushion. Intellectually, she had known it wasn’t, but still the shock was visceral as her eyes took in more and more details. She swallowed down the bile that tried to rise up and choke her, took a shallow breath, and stepped closer.

			‘Female, old. I’d say in her seventies at least. We’ll know more once I’ve had a chance to examine her back at the mortuary. From the way she’s burned . . .’ Cadwallader leaned in close to the grisly corpse. ‘. . . And the smell. I’d say she’s been dead at least a week.’

			A week? Janie gulped again. She was no rookie, knew she could do this without being sick, but that didn’t make it much easier. She looked up from the body, around what little remained of the room. It was almost impossible to get a sense of the place, the person who lived here, anything really. ‘An accident?’

			Cadwallader stood up slowly, knees popping as he straightened. Beside him, his assistant tidied away the few instruments he had used in his examination before standing up herself in a much more fluid and graceful motion.

			‘I’ll know for sure once we’ve done the post-mortem. We’ll get a better idea of when she died too. This is a remote spot, and the fact that she’s been here so long unnoticed would suggest she was a loner, wouldn’t you say? Poor dear likely fell asleep in her chair and then something shorted out. Wiring in these old places is never the best, is it?’

			Janie risked a glance down at the remains of the dead woman again, found she was able to detach herself from the horror of it and focus on what few details she could see among the rubble. The body lay on the floor, and she expected when forensics were done they’d show that the woman had been lying there before the fire started. Hopefully they could tell her where and how it happened, too. It felt off, though. There was something about this scene, this cottage and its setting that made her want to call DCI McLean. It was his kind of case, of that she was sure. If only he was available.

			‘Can you let me know when you’re doing the PM, Doctor Cadwallader?’ she asked as the three of them retreated from the building.

			‘It’ll probably be a few days, unless you want me to prioritise it. Could maybe get her seen tomorrow if you think it’s necessary.’

			Janie wanted to say yes, but she was only a detective constable. This wasn’t her call.

			‘No, get to her as soon as you have a space, but unless we turn up something suspicious here I don’t think a few days’ delay is going to make a difference.’

			‘You’re probably right. She’s waited a week already, after all. I’ll email you the results as soon as I have them.’ Cadwallader paused a moment as if considering something before adding: ‘On one condition.’

			‘Yes?’

			‘Call me Angus. “Doctor Cadwallader” is such a mouthful.’

			Janie wasn’t sure whether to recoil or laugh, so she said nothing, and after a moment the pathologist gave her a little nod and headed off along the path, his faithful assistant Doctor Sharp trotting along behind him.

			‘According to the records I can track down, the cottage is part of the Bairnfather Estate. Council says it’s occupied by a Cecily Slater. Born fifth July 1931. No one else at the address, so I guess it was just her there on her own.’

			Back at the station, DC Harrison sat on an uncomfortable office chair in the CID room, trying not to feel dwarfed by the imposing bulk of DC Lofty Blane. It wasn’t his fault that he was six foot eight to her five foot six and a bit, but she still couldn’t get used to someone being quite so large. He made up for it by being a genius forensic accountant, and something of a wizard with computers, even if his hands splayed wider than the keyboard and his fingers sometimes hit four keys at a time.

			‘Do we know anything else about her? Next of kin? GP?’

			‘Give me a moment, Janie. We’re not exactly overstaffed here.’

			‘Sorry, Lofty. It’s been a bad day.’ Janie glanced up at the clock over the door, disappointed to see that it was barely noon yet. A long afternoon lay ahead of her before shift end, and she had a horrible feeling she wouldn’t be going home then either. ‘How did we even find out about this? The pathologist reckons she’d been dead a week and nobody noticed.’

			‘Local farmer delivering her groceries, apparently. Talk about being cut off, eh? There’s an old track goes right up to the cottage, but the bridge collapsed a few months back and everything has to come in by tractor.’

			Janie made a mental note to add interviewing the farmer to the list of actions already piling up. ‘Guess we’d better speak to him. And find out who else has been there recently.’

			‘Who’s SIO on this then?’ Blane asked as he laboriously tapped at the keyboard.

			‘We don’t even know if it’s suspicious yet, Lofty. Nothing at the scene to suggest it wasn’t just a horrible accident. Let’s see what the post-mortem brings up, aye?’

			‘You know when that’ll be? Don’t want to waste too much time on this if it’s no’ suspicious. I’ve enough work for two as it is.’

			‘Doctor Cadwallader said he’d let me know, but it might be a few days. Just need to make sure we’ve all the background on the poor old dear before then. I’ll take what we’ve got to DI Ritchie soon as she gets back in from wherever she is right now. She can decide whether to make our lives more difficult than they already are.’

			‘You reckon we’ll get any more officers soon?’ Blane asked. It was a question that bounced around the echoing walls of the near empty CID room most days. The team hadn’t exactly been large to start with, but they’d lost two detectives since the summer. One retired, one . . . well, who knew? Maybe they’d all be reassigned to other teams within the Specialist Crime Division. Still nominally based in the city but tasked wherever there was an investigation needing their skills. Or maybe there would be yet another reorganisation and something entirely new would rise from the ashes.

			‘Kirsty’s asked. Many times. Doesn’t help that they’re still arguing over who’s going to be the new station chief here. Nobody wants to make any staffing decisions until the top spot’s filled.’

			‘Well maybe I have some good news for you then.’ Blane clicked once more, sending whatever he’d been doing to the printer. He pushed back his chair, swivelled it around to face her. ‘Word is the new boss starts next week. Apparently she’s coming up from England. The Met, no less.’

			‘She?’

			‘That’s what Jay says.’ Blane nodded towards DC Stringer’s desk, empty since he was on late shift and wouldn’t be in until it got dark. ‘He’s been known to get it wrong from time to time, mind you.’

			‘Not on something like that.’ Janie followed Blane to the printer, busily churning out twice as many pages as they’d asked it for. ‘Wonder what persuaded her to come north.’

			‘Probably hit the glass ceiling down there. Reckoned she’d have more chance of promotion if she moved. Either that or she really likes haggis and whisky.’

			‘You’re such a cynic, Lofty.’ Janie grabbed the first few sheets from the printer and started flicking through them. Not much detail at all. Cecily Slater, so much a recluse that nobody noticed when her house caught on fire. Too old and frail to save herself from burning to death. What a horrible way to go.

			‘What’s the plan of action?’ Blane asked.

			‘Write it all up and pass it on. We’re only lowly constables, after all.’
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			It was only a slap, for fuck’s sake. You couldn’t even see the bruise once she’d stuck some make-up on. What’s all the fuss about?

			Gary sits at the table in the stuffy meeting room and manages, for once, to keep his mouth shut. His suit smells of mothballs and doesn’t fit properly. He’s not worn it since . . . Christ, it would have been Bazza’s wedding. That was some party, right enough. He frowns as he remembers that was where he first met Bella, too. Shame Bazza’s marriage didn’t last more than a couple of years. Trish walked out on him, right enough. Dozy bitch.

			‘. . . could be looking at a custodial sentence, Mr Tomlinson.’

			Something in the lawyer’s words cuts through his meandering thoughts. Annoying, expensive wee shite that he is, the man’s supposed to know what he’s doing, but that doesn’t sound right.

			‘You what?’

			‘I said that you could be looking at a custodial sentence, Mr Tomlinson. Jail time, in other words. According to Miss MacDonald, her injuries were quite severe.’

			It takes Gary a while to work out who the lawyer’s talking about. Miss MacDonald. Makes her sound like a school teacher and not the useless junkie waster she is. MacDonald’s her mam’s name, not her da’s. But then they never married either, did they? Far as he knows nobody’s ever called her anything except Bella.

			‘Barely touched her. She’s putting it on just to make me look bad.’

			The lawyer says nothing for a moment, and Gary reckons the slick fuck’s trying not to sneer. This whole thing’s getting out of hand, making him angry. He shoves his hands into his lap, fists clenched, right leg jiggling up and down as he tries to keep a lid on it. He needs to get out of this room with its shiny wooden table and metal frame chairs, its weird modern art on the walls and that smell of desperation and fear.

			‘Mr Tomlinson. Gary.’ The lawyer’s trying to put on a reasonable voice now, but it makes him sound like the wee kids in the school playground he and Bazza and Big Tam used to pick on for their lunch money. Gary tenses, lifts his chin so he can stare at the man down his nose.

			‘I barely touched her.’

			‘So you have said, and I’m sure it’s true. However.’ The lawyer flips open the thin folder he has with him, picks through some of the pages until he finds what he’s looking for. ‘Miss MacDonald was seen by her GP a few hours after the alleged assault. She referred her to the hospital for X-rays, which showed fractures to the jaw and skull consistent with repeated punching.’

			‘I slapped her once. An’ only ’cause the stupid bitch wouldn’t shut up when I asked her to.’ Gary’s fists are on the tabletop before he realises what he’s doing. The lawyer lets out a small yelp of surprise, rocks back in his seat even though he’s well out of reach.

			‘Please, Mr Tomlinson. I’m on your side here. Just laying out the case that’s been presented to us.’ He has his papers in his hands, held close to his chest like a shield. It’s pathetic.

			‘There’s no fucking case. Just her lies, aye?’

			‘Well, see . . . It’s not quite as clear-cut as that, I’m afraid. Miss MacDonald could very well press charges, and in the current political climate a guilty verdict might see you in jail. You might be lucky, get a sympathetic jury, but cases like these they tend to believe the . . . ah . . . victim.’

			For a moment Gary wants to flip the table, maybe give the lawyer a good kicking, then storm out of the building. All this talk of fractures and victims and fucking jail. It’s doing his nut in. He gave her a slap, that was all. She’d been moaning at him that much she deserved it, right enough. And all he wanted her to do was go and quiet the wain down. Poor wee thing needed changing maybe, or a feed. What fucking use was a mother if she couldn’t feed and change her own wain?

			‘What can I do then?’ he asks once the urge to break things has lessened. The lawyer’s face brightens a little at this, the tension sagging out of his shoulders as he manages a weak smile.

			‘Well, as it happens, I’ve had some communication with Miss MacDonald’s solicitor, and she is prepared to not pursue charges.’

			‘Not . . . ? What does that mean?’ Gary’s leg stops its incessant jiggling and he leans forward, arms on the table, paying attention.

			‘It means you’d walk away with nothing but a caution. No trial, no jail time. You’d keep your job.’

			‘Aye, there has to be a catch, right? She’s wanting somethin’.’

			The lawyer puts down his papers again, looks Gary straight in the eye. ‘Indeed she is, Mr Tomlinson. You and Miss MacDonald are not married, but you have a daughter?’

			‘Aye, Wee Mary. She’s named after my nan, see?’

			Something like a grimace passes over the lawyer’s face. It puts Gary back on edge.

			‘Well, as I say, Miss MacDonald is prepared to let the assault go, but only if you agree to cut all ties with her and the child.’

			Gary’s leg’s started tapping again, his hands balled into fists. ‘You . . . She wants what?’

			‘Think about it, Mr Tomlinson.’ The lawyer’s got his wheedling school kid voice on again. ‘If you’re found guilty of assault you will go to jail. It’s very likely the court will deny you visiting rights even after your sentence is served.’

			‘But . . . She cannae do that. Mary’s my wain too. I’ve rights, ken? And that bitch is no’ fit to be a mother either.’

			‘I’m truly sorry, Mr Tomlinson. But in these cases the overwhelming majority of times custody is given to the mother. If it went to court you would almost certainly lose, and we would be right back here where we are now. I know it seems very unfair, but believe me when I say you can save yourself a great deal of heartache, pain and money if you take Miss MacDonald up on her offer.’

			‘But my wain. My Wee Mary.’ He’s helpless, he knows. Like the lawyer says, the bitch has got him over a barrel. Courts’ll believe her any day, and if the stuff he and Bazza got up to when they were still lads gets out . . . Gary feels the wetness in the corners of his eyes and that brings on the anger even more. ‘She cannae do this to me,’ he says, but now that snivelling tone is in his own voice and he knows that the bitch can. She has done. Shafted him good and proper.

			He sniffs, runs the back of his hand across his nose and then sniffs again. This is not over yet. Not even close.

			‘Where do I sign, then?’
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