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      With Friends Like These… takes place about seven months after the events in Vanity Project.

      But while I do make passing references to what happened in Vanity Project, you don’t need to have read it to follow the story (though it will enrich the experience if you do … or, well, at least I hope so).

      I should warn you that With Friends Like These… tackles heavy subject-matter: addiction, infertility, psychological and sexual abuse, and suicide. If you find these themes upsetting, you might want to give it a miss.
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      He stood on top of the bluff, lips pressed in a grim line, and watched everything burn.

      The flames licked the tent. Tentatively, at first, taste-testing the material. Then with growing gusto. They snaked around it, fanning out in every direction, tentacle-like. Searching for nourishment. When they found it, the weak yellow-blue flickers erupted with a faint whomp and doubled down. Feeding. Gaining strength. Expanding. Feeding more.

      Within seconds, the fledgeling fire birthed a raging blaze. It engulfed the red-and-grey semicircular structure, devouring its contents. Swallowing it whole. Soon, he reflected, there’d be nothing left except blackened ashes. The tent, and everything inside it, would be burnt to a crisp.

      That prick would be burnt to a crisp, he corrected himself. His own ma wouldn’t recognise him. And it served him right. The two-faced, backstabbing bastard.

      He balled his hands into fists. But there was no tightness in his muscles. The rage that had scorched his chest when he’d landed the fatal blow had evaporated. In its place was relief. Lightness. Even – dare he say it – calm. After all, what was done was done. It was how he proceeded from here on out that mattered.

      He closed his eyes and raised his face upward, all the better to feel the gentle breeze on his skin. Breathed deep. Inhaled crisp sea air tinged with the aroma of burning human flesh.

      Like roast pork.

      The thought, completely unbidden, made him chuckle. Aye, this hadn’t been part of the plan. It was so far removed from the plan that he might as well call it a reset. But, so what? He was here, still standing, wasn’t he? In spite of everything. Even managing to find the humour in the situation. In fact, now he thought of it, this unexpected turn might work in his favour. He just needed to play his cards right.

      Behind him, the party raged on. Thumping bass. Plaintive harmonised synth sweeps. Juddering snare hits. He bet the tune was bringing the house down. The sweaty punters contorting their bodies into all sorts of impossible shapes, grinning stupidly while they did so. Eyes rolled up into their sockets, in the throes of their drug-fuelled highs. The fun wouldn’t last much longer. Somebody was bound to notice the smoke. The stench of burning. And when they did …

      Time to get moving.

      He straightened. Shook his feet to get the blood flowing. His heels were numb and both pinkie toes felt raw. The first shoots of what would become troublesome blisters if he didn’t swap out his footwear soon. But that was OK. A minor quibble. He had bigger⁠—

      Bodies to roast … Tee hee hee

      —fish to fry.

      Once the proverbial cat was out of the bag, the margin for error would be razor thin. The inevitable chaos, the mass panic, would help. But he’d need to be ready.

      He would be ready.
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      DI Brian Brandon despised gawkers. They were leeches. Every last one of them. Feeding off the vicarious thrill of other people’s tragedies. Getting in the way. Making it harder for first responders to do their jobs.

      And yet, here he was. Gawking right along with the rest of the small crowd that had gathered on the beach at Gearran Village, a small outer suburb of east Strathburgh. Watching transfixed as the RNLI transported boatfuls of shell-shocked people to shore.

      Christ alive. Who even was he?

      His therapist kept saying – no, insisting – that the meds he’d been on for the past six months were ‘support’.

      ‘It’s up to you to do the work, Brian,’ he liked to tell him so often that it was starting to get on his wick. ‘The medication won't change things on its own. It's just there to help you along the way. To make it easier for you to engage with difficult emotions.’

      But honestly, there had been times lately, where he'd felt like his brain had been rewired. Like somebody else – some complete stranger – had taken over. Tweaked his personality.

      Take how he’d ended up here, four miles away from his flat, at the crack of dawn on a Saturday morning.

      The answer? He’d been on a run. Him. Brian fucking Brandon. Dressed in full regalia, too. Blue Asics running shoes. Black Kiprun running shorts. Neon yellow Kiprun wicking T-shirt. If not for the stubborn paunch jutting out of his waistband, he could model for Decathlon.

      And the worst bit? He’d actually – gasp! – looked forward to the run.

      Aye, his knees creaked ominously most of the way. His lungs burned. And every time he tackled a hill, even a relatively undemanding one, he half expected to black out and wake up in the cardiology ward at the Royal. But it was still a welcome change from whisky-induced headaches and a perma-roiling stomach. Or so he told himself.

      Today’s plan had been simple. Run, shower, then catch up on the leaning tower of paperwork he’d been doing his best to avoid all week. And then, just as he’d reached a downward-sloping section of road overlooking the beach and was starting to get into a rhythm, he’d spotted it. The small crowd of early-morning joggers and dog walkers huddled close to the shore, staring out at the vaguely fish-shaped tidal island three miles out, called Gearran Island because of its proximity to Gearran Village. The RNLI. The fire engine parked haphazardly in the gravelled car park. That latter one especially had piqued his professional interest.

      Ha, ha, ha. Pull the other one, eh?

      What professional interest?

      Admit it. You’re a nosy bastard, just like the rest of these people.

      So, he’d jogged down to the shore. And now he was unable to tear his gaze away. Or stop wondering what had happened. What had caused a blaze so bad Fire and Rescue had been called out and people couldn't wait for low tide to evacuate? And why had there been so many people on the small, uninhabited island in the first place? Brian reckoned the RNLI had brought about fifty ashore.

      His curiosity must’ve been written all over his face because the bloke next to him – tall, with a receding hairline, thick black beard, and four whippets waiting patiently at his feet – leaned in conspiratorially.

      ‘It’s the party,’ he whispered, following up with a knowing nod. As if whatever he was on about should’ve been glaringly obvious.

      When Brian didn’t say anything, he continued: ‘Mind Matters Blowout? The latest Ximon-it’s-actually-Zeemon “Mr Man of the People” Anderson-Erskine “community initiative”?’

      Brian still had no clue what the Mind Matters Blowout was, but he knew the bloke Beardy was referring to. Everyone did. The twenty-five-year-old son of the landowner whose property portfolio included Gearran Island. Trust-funded to the moon and back and always busy devising new headline-grabbing money-burning schemes. Beardy scoffed, and Brian got a whiff of mentholated breath mixed with strong coffee.

      ‘It's got to do with that men's mental health charity he's been banging on about on social media. An exclusive party for big donors. More like sanctioned antisocial behaviour if you ask me,’ he continued. ‘You from around here?’

      Brian opened his mouth to tell Beardy he wouldn’t be able to afford a one-bedroom in Gearran Village on his salary if he worked eighty hours a week for the next eighty years, but he didn’t get a chance to do so. Beardy ploughed on, oblivious.

      ‘Turned the place into a tip, he has,’ he complained. ‘And the council won’t do anything about it, because Daddy’s got pull.’

      Brian nodded absentmindedly. Filtered him out.

      Private party, eh? That explained the bleary eyes and the twitchiness of the people that the RNLI were carrying to shore. Most of them, he realised, now that Beardy had explained their presence, were young. Early to mid-twenties. Maybe a few late-twentysomethings and early-thirtysomethings. All dressed in clothes that were obviously good quality but not flashy. His interest intensified. So much for exercising and doing his paperwork.

      He caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye. Turned. Saw a bloke in high-vis with POLICE emblazoned on the back walking toward the concrete causeway that, at low tide, would make it possible to cross over to the island on foot. The uniform looked grim. His lips pursed, as if he’d been forced to suck on a lemon. He produced a roll of white-and-blue police tape and got to work cordoning off the area.

      Curious, Brian walked toward the officer. As he got closer, the bloke’s features sharpened into a face he recognised, though he couldn’t quite remember his name.

      ‘Officer.’ He nodded a greeting. ‘DI Brandon.’ He patted down his shorts and turned out the two front pockets to show they were empty. Gave the officer an apologetic look. Sorry, no warrant card on me.

      ‘Sir,’ the officer replied in a tone that made Brian feel bad for not being able to put a name to the face. ‘Did the duty sergeant call you?’

      Brian’s ears pricked up. ‘Ehm, no. I just happened to be here. Running,’ Brian said, tugging his wicking T-shirt to demonstrate. His toes curled at the last part, even though he was just stating a fact.

      What was going on? First Fire and Rescue and now the polis? Why would they be asked to come down here at this time of day if not⁠—

      ‘SFRS called us in,’ the officer said. ‘They found a body.’
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      Brian commandeered the officer's phone and dialled the station.

      'Sir,' he said, when the duty sergeant connected him to DCI Lowe.

      'Brian,' his superior officer replied, his voice thick. 'Aren't you off duty today?'

      'Aye, I am. But it looks like my plans have changed,' Brian replied.

      Lowe cleared his throat. Faintly, Brian made out a brief flurry of querulous muttering and the squeak of bedsprings. 'Give me a sec,' Lowe said. A door snicked shut. 'Sorry. What's going on?'

      'There's been a fire on Gearran Island,' Brian said. 'SFRS are here.'

      'Wait. Hold on,' Lowe said. 'What fire? Who called SFRS?'

      'There was a party on the island. Some charity thing,' Brian said, trying not to get exasperated. It wasn't like he knew much more than Lowe did at this point. 'I'm guessing one of the punters called 999.'

      'Well?' Lowe said. 'Did they put it out?'

      Brian looked out toward the island. There was no tell-tale column of smoke wafting up toward the morning sky. 'Aye, I think so. But⁠—'

      Lowe sighed. 'Let me guess. Someone got hurt?'

      'They found a body,' Brian said through gritted teeth, fully expecting Lowe's irritation to bubble over. The silence on the other end lasted so long he thought the line had dropped. 'Sir?' he prodded.

      'Fine. Gearran Island, you said? I'll send somebody down,' Lowe said.

      'Well, I'm already here,' Brian said. 'I happened to be passing by.'

      'I wouldn't want to spoil your day off⁠—'

      'It's not like I had much planned,' Brian cut in, his mind flitting briefly to the unread emails in his inbox. A number in the low three figures.

      Another long silence. 'Is the fire suspicious?' Lowe asked.

      'No clue yet,' Brian said.

      Lowe grunted. 'Fine. You're SIO. Secure the scene, see what's what. We'll catch up later.'

      'Aye, aye sir,' Brian said. Another one of New Brian's unexpected quirks. When had he ever attempted banter with Lowe, half-arsed as said banter admittedly was? He winced inwardly. If Lowe had any thoughts on that score, he didn't voice them, ending the call with a perfunctory 'Ta.'

      Two phone calls later, Brian was conferencing with the Procurator Fiscal, Group Commander Scholan – the fire investigator on scene on the island – a forensic chemist, and Harris Henderson, the pathologist. In the meantime, more uniforms arrived at the beach. They got to work immediately, corralling the gawkers and directing them to move away from the foreshore. The Crime Scene Manager and SOCO queued up and waited for the RNLI to ship them onto the island, where they'd lock down the area where Fire and Rescue had found the body.

      Forensic strategy meeting out of the way, Brian hitched a lift to the island. He stepped off the boat and walked onto a clearing carpeted in crushed cans and plastic bottles, flattened fag packets and spent glow sticks. A hexagonal DJ stand towered above everything, overseeing the mess. In one corner, a surprisingly lifelike plastic frog poked out of the mass of rubbish like a green middle finger.

      A uniform directed Brian toward a narrow gravel pathway that cut its way through the trees, opening onto a sandy bluff. The bluff overlooked a semicircular stretch of beach dotted with tents. Brian counted eight. SOCO were busy erecting a forensics tent around what, from his vantage point, looked like the remains of a large bonfire. The piercing squawks of seagulls punctuated the otherwise subdued atmosphere.

      He suited up and walked down to the beach, grateful for the extra layer, thin as it was. The heatwave that had gripped Strathburgh for the past week was yet to let up. But, now that the sweat he'd worked up on his run had cooled, even the listless breeze made him shiver. A tall, lanky woman, also suited up, introduced herself as the Group Commander Scholan he'd just spoken with on the phone.

      ‘What happened?' Brian asked her as they crossed to the forensics tent on stepping plates.

      '999 call,' Scholan replied, confirming Brian's initial guess. In person, her voice sounded even more disconcertingly nasal than it had on the phone. 'We came as soon as we could. Called the RNLI en route.'

      'And what do you reckon caused the fire?' Brian asked.

      ‘Hard to say,’ Scholan replied. ‘Most likely? A naked flame and some type of accelerant.’

      ‘How do you mean?’ Brian asked.

      ‘Most of these tents, they’re made of synthetic materials. Polyester usually, or some type of blend,’ Scholan explained, nodding in the direction of a blue-and-yellow tent they’d just passed. ‘The material’s flammable, but it needs a lot of heat or an accelerant to ignite.’ The plastic crackled as Scholan absentmindedly scratched her arm through the oversuit. ‘It’s why the fire didn’t spread. That, and the fact the beach is sandy. Sand absorbs heat, so it acts as a firebreak.’

      They stopped in front of the opening of the forensics tent, which was starting to come together. From this distance, about one and a half feet away, the charred and blackened mass didn’t look like ash, but like plastic that had liquefied and then solidified into an indeterminate shape. Slivers of raw skin⁠—

      Raw human skin.

      —peeked through the cracks in the material. The smell was strong, even through Brian’s mask. Burnt fabric, charred flesh, and something else: sharp, slightly sweet, reminiscent of but not quite as pungent as petrol. His stomach did several backflips. He looked away.

      ‘There wasn’t much we could do, to be honest,’ Scholan continued. ‘By the time we arrived, the damage was done, and the blaze had almost exhausted itself. We doused it, just to make sure, and called you in.’

      Brian ignored the last part. He was far more interested in Scholan’s comment about the tent's material. That, and the not-quite-petrol-but-close smell.

      ‘So what's your take?’ he asked.

      Scholan waited a beat. Then she shrugged noncommittally. Brian resisted the urge to roll his eyes and scoff. Wasn't she supposed to be the expert?

      ‘Could be any number of things,’ she replied. ‘Maybe they tried heating up noodles and got more than they bargained for. Or they didn’t realise there’d been some sort of spill. They went inside the tent, out of it from too much booze, lit up a fag and passed out.’

      Scholan’s eyes – the only part of her face that wasn’t masked or covered in plastic – blinked several times as she talked.

      ‘That’s not what you think happened, though, is it?’ Brian ventured.

      Scholan hesitated. Then she pointed to a piece of material which, Brian guessed based on its position, flat on the sand, must’ve once been the tent’s groundsheet.

      ‘Look,’ Scholan said. ‘Here, here, and here. See?’

      Do us both a favour and say what you want to say, will you?

      Brian pushed the thought away. Moved closer and peered intently. ‘… Uh, what am I looking at?’

      ‘These areas’ – she gesticulated to three points on the melted material – ‘burned much more intensely compared to the rest of it,’ Scholan said. ‘Can you see how much darker they are?’

      Brian grunted. Now that Scholan had pointed it out, he did see. The charring was worse. Blacker than black.

      ‘That's a pour pattern,’ Scholan continued. ‘We usually see it when somebody pours flammable liquid and lights it up. Notice how randomly spaced the more intensely burned spots are? And how they encircle the body?’

      Well, if you could call the blackened mass a human body. Christ alive.

      ‘That tells me somebody wanted to make sure this poor person would get burned,’ Scholan said.

      She made eye contact. Something flickered behind her irises.

      ‘So, no,’ she finished. ‘To answer your question, I don’t think this was an accident. I suspect the fire was deliberate.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      With Group Commander Scholan’s words ringing in his ears, Brian walked inside the forensics tent. Squatted next to the body so he could examine it.

      He liked to think he’d built a fairly high tolerance for blood and gore over the years – you had to, in this line of work – but, no matter how experienced you were, how many violent deaths you’d witnessed, some stayed with you. Last January was a case in point. He’d forced his way back to work after⁠—

      It wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t your fault.

      The therapist says so.

      Liam said so.

      —an on-the-job incident far, far too soon. He hadn’t been thinking clearly. So he’d unwittingly trapped himself inside a⁠—

      Whisky-soaked

      —tailspin. One that had almost compromised the case and cost him his life.

      In the intervening months, he’d made an effort to get back on track. He’d had to, seeing as Lowe had taken an unhealthy interest in his well-being. But this scene was testing his resolve.

      It wasn’t so much the smell of burnt human flesh. With the forensics tent restricting air circulation, it was stronger than ever. Almost overpowering. But if that were the only issue, Brian could grit his teeth and power through. It was what the fire had done to the body that he was struggling with. The tent hadn’t disintegrated. It had melted. Adhered to the body so that it was impossible to make out which parts were synthetic material and which were charred human flesh. And yet, the craggy black and red hulk was also unmistakably human.

      He closed his eyes. Swallowed. Took a second to compose himself. Wished, briefly, that he could have a wee nip of⁠—

      Monkey Shoulder.

      —something. Just to take the edge off.

      You’re over this hump, bud. You’ve been doing so well.

      His heart fluttering uncomfortably, he forced himself to take another look. Homed in on the details. Searched for titbits of information that might nudge him in the direction of the facts.

      The body was lying supine in the middle of the blackened remains. Did that mean they’d been asleep when they’d been set on fire? That would have had to have been quite the party session not to wake up with a growing inferno around them. The heat, the pain, would’ve been unbearable. Enough to wake up Rip Van Winkle. And yet, except for the arms being flexed at the elbows in the distinctive boxer’s stance of burn victims – the heat made their muscles contract – it didn’t seem like they’d tried to escape.

      Maybe they’d tried heating up noodles and got more than they bargained for, as Scholan had suggested.

      Or they'd lit up a fag, passed out, and the ember had ignited something it came into contact with.

      Out of context, both explanations were plausible. But they hadn’t sat right with Scholan. And they didn’t sit right with Brian, either.

      Why wouldn’t they have tried to get out? To safety?

      Was it really because they'd partied too hard and blacked out?

      Leaving aside the pour patterns, just for the time being, Brian would’ve expected the body to look like it had been on the move. Like they’d at least attempted to get away, even if they’d been in an impaired state. That’s what anyone would do, wasn’t it? Survival instinct kicking in.

      So why wasn’t the body positioned on their hands and knees, military style? Or in the process of turning over so they could crawl out of the tent?

      It was almost …

      It was almost as if somebody’d placed them there, then set everything on fire.

      He let the thought sit for a minute. Tried it on for size. No voice from within piped up to disabuse him. Behind him, a SOCO huffed and grunted. He stood up and turned around. The SOCO was standing at a fold-out table, trying to cut through a shapeless mass with a pair of heavy-duty scissors. Brian walked toward her.

      ‘Found anything useful?’ he asked. ‘Something we could identify the victim with?’

      The SOCO set the scissors aside. The material was brittle, but hard. The fire had turned whatever it had once been into a plastic-like shell, and the scissors had barely made a dent. She’d need to be more aggressive, Brian thought, if she wanted to have any hope of breaking it open. She looked up at Brian over her mask.

      ‘The ring,’ she said.

      ‘The ring?’ Brian asked, surprised. ‘As in jewellery?’ He was positive he hadn’t seen a ring on any of the body's fingers. How had he missed it?

      ‘Aye,’ the SOCO said. She’d grabbed a chisel and tried to prise the charred and shrivelled-up form open with it. ‘It’s around their neck. It’s black, so it’s easy to mistake it for debris.’

      The SOCO paused. Shook out her gloved hands.

      ‘Then there’s the phone,’ she said, nodding towards the blackened shell of an iPhone in an evidence bag further along the table, its warped case fused to the glass and metal. ‘Though I doubt any of the data will be salvageable. Och. And that.’

      Brian’s eyes followed her finger. The evidence bag she’d pointed to contained a rectangular object about the size of an A4 notebook and as thick as a Stephen King novel. The heat had given it a battering, but it was still recognisable. A fuel can.

      ‘Camping fuel,’ the SOCO confirmed.

      He picked it up with his gloved hands so he could take a closer look. The ring and pinkie fingers of his right hand, which he’d damaged when he’d grasped the business end of a knife while overdosing on sleeping pills a few months ago, protruded uselessly. Snail’s feelers. He took a healthy sniff. Even through the plastic evidence bag, he recognised the smell as the same one coming off the body. So this must be the accelerant Scholan had been talking about.

      He shook the can lightly. Empty. Another tick in the ‘this was no accident’ column. If this had been an accidental spill, he’d have expected at least some liquid to remain in the can. It would only be empty if somebody had tipped it over intentionally. Made sure every last drop had come out. And why would anyone do that, if not because they needed all of it? To create the biggest blaze they possibly could?

      ‘Ring’s still on the body, you said?’ Brian asked.

      ‘Aye,’ the SOCO replied. ‘It adhered to the skin, so it’ll need to be surgically removed.’

      Brian walked back to the body. Squatted. Examined the charred expanse of what had once been a human. A broad, flat chest, ridged on either side with a xylophone of ribcage. So the body was likely a bloke. He didn’t see a ring. Just blackened bits of what might’ve been tent material or clothing stuck to skin. And then he noticed a section jutting out, incongruously round and smooth in the midst of the jagged, plastic-like blackness. He peered at it more closely. It was covered in markings that reminded him of a tyre pattern. Was that possible? Around it, climbing up toward the neck, were a few randomly spaced, greyish-black blobs. The chain, Brian guessed. Well, former chain. While the ring had survived, the chain’s metal had been no match for the heat.

      ‘Did you take photos of the ring?’ Brian called back to the SOCO. ‘One of the punters might recognise it.’

      ‘Here,’ another voice chimed in.

      Brian recognised the voice straight away. Looked up. ‘Fiona! Hi.’

      ‘Sir,’ DS Fiona Atwood said. She squatted down and aimed her phone at the ring. A succession of rapid-fire clicks confirmed she’d taken several photos.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ Brian asked. Then, registering the irony even as he voiced the question: ‘Isn’t it your day off?’

      Fiona made an ‘It’s fine,’ gesture with a gloved hand. ‘Frankie’s on shift today, so it’s not like I had any plans. I drove him to work, and the sergeant told me they’d been called out here. Said he’d been trying to reach you.’

      Frank “Frankie” Adams worked in Digital Forensics. Even through her plastic oversuit, he could see the slight blush creeping up Fiona’s neck. So that was still going on … Good for her. Investigating murders wasn’t exactly conducive to a healthy love life. At least, it hadn’t been for him.

      Ha. You can say that again.

      ‘Aye, I was passing by and saw the crowd and the fire engine,’ Brian explained. ‘Anyway. Still no ID on the body. If he had a bank card or a driving licence or anything like that on him, I’m guessing it’s melted in with the rest of the plastic. But pending the PM, the ring might help. It’s pretty distinctive.’

      It would give them a head start so they could⁠—

      Rule out murder.

      —clear this up. Get it off their already heaped plates.

      Brian stood up. His knees popped and he winced. ‘Let’s find out who called 999,’ he said. ‘And then I want to speak to whoever was in charge of security during the event. In case they saw something.’

      ‘I already spoke to the operator who answered the 999 call,’ Fiona cut in. ‘The caller number is registered to a Cynthia Dickson.’

      ‘Smashing,’ Brian said.

      He knew he could count on Fiona to take the initiative. Unlike that⁠—

      Come on. If it weren’t for him …

      —lazy prick DS Murray McGillivray, another one of the plainclothes detectives on East Strathburgh Ward’s Major Investigations Team.

      ‘Do you know where she is?’ Brian said.

      ‘Aye,’ Fiona said. ‘She’s on Gearran Village beach.’

      ‘Right. Of course,’ Brian said, walking out of the forensics tent. ‘So much the better. Let’s talk to her face to face. See if she can tell us anything that could help us make sense of this mess.’
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      While Brian had been busy quizzing Group Commander Scholan and examining the body, the tide had ebbed, fully exposing the causeway between the island and the mainland. So, he and Fiona crossed back to the mainland to interview Dickson on foot. When they reached the shore, Fiona stripped off her plastic oversuit. Brian lowered his hood and took off his mask and gloves, but kept the suit on. He’d let Fiona take the lead on interviewing Dickson. But even if he hung back, he reckoned he’d look more professional with the oversuit on than he would dressed in his running gear, all four of his pasty limbs on display.

      The crowd that had interrupted Brian’s run that morning – now standing behind the tape demarcating the scene’s outer cordon – had thinned out, though not dispersed completely. After the initial wave of curiosity, most gawkers get bored. There is nothing to do on the fringes of an accident scene⁠—

      Or crime scene.

      Couldn’t this be a crime scene?

      —except mill about and speculate. But some are always persistent. Determined to stay until the bitter end.

      About two dozen of the Mind Matters Blowout punters were still also hanging about, waiting to have their statements taken. The sight of them stirred an unnerving sense of unease in Brian. His mind flashed back to the body lying supine. Skin, clothes, and tent fused together. At the empty can of camping fuel in the evidence bag. At the pour patterns. If this turned out to be more than just an unfortunate accident, they’d have their work cut out narrowing down the pool of suspects.

      Best not get ahead of ourselves, then. Eh?

      ‘There she is,’ Fiona said.

      Cynthia Dickson had bleached blonde hair styled in an asymmetrical bob, hazel eyes, and a side labret piercing. She was leaning against a large rock, legs crossed, looking pensively at the ground in front of her, arms resting loosely in her lap. Slouched beside her, his hands behind his back, was a bloke with jet-black hair buzzed short all over, staring at the ground in front of him with eyes that could’ve melted steel. Dense black-and-grey tattoos spilled out from under both T-shirt sleeves and stretched down his forearms.

      ‘Ms Dickson?’ Fiona said, flashing her warrant card. ‘I’m DS Atwood and this is DI Brandon, my boss. We’d like to ask you some questions about the fire, if that’s OK? We understand you were the one who called 999 this morning, is that right?’

      Dickson gave Fiona’s warrant card the most cursory of glances. Conjured a packet of Marlboro Touch seemingly out of nowhere and cleared her throat. It sounded like rocks knocking about in a plastic bag.

      ‘Mind if I smoke?’ she rasped.

      She inserted a fag in her mouth and lit up before Fiona could so much as think about her answer. Her fingers shook, and she had to turn the wheel on her Bic lighter four times before the flame caught, but the fag clamped between her lips remained perfectly still the entire time. She dragged deeply. Held the smoke in. Grasped the fag between her right hand’s index and middle fingers and removed it from her lips on the exhale. There was no nicotine staining on the skin between the two fingers.

      ‘Can you walk us through what happened, please, Ms Dickson?’ Fiona prodded gently. ‘Can I call you Cynthia?’

      ‘Aye, sure,’ Dickson said in between more drags on her fag. She exhaled a cloud of blue-grey smoke but didn’t elaborate further whether her acceptance was in relation to being questioned, being called by her first name, or both.

      ‘So you called 999 around’ – Fiona checked her notes – ‘five this morning. Sound about right?’

      ‘I don’t remember exactly what time it was,’ Dickson said. ‘But if it’s in your notes, it must be correct.’

      The tone was neutral. Factual. Flat. Her gaze flitted from Brian to Fiona. Then she glanced at her companion, as if looking for moral support, before turning back and staring at the ground in front of her.

      ‘So can you tell us what happened, Cynthia?’ Fiona proceeded. ‘What you saw?’

      ‘Aye, well,’ Dickson said, taking a last mighty drag and stubbing the fag out on the side of the rock she was leaning against. ‘So we were at the party, right?’

      ‘How many of you?’ Fiona asked.

      ‘Three of us,’ Dickson said, making brief eye contact with Fiona and then averting her eyes. ‘Me. Gaz’ – she jerked her thumb at Laser-Beam Eyes, who Brian could have sworn hadn’t blinked once yet – ‘and another friend of ours.’

      Dickson produced another fag. Lit up. This time, her hands didn’t shake, and the flame flickered into life on the first attempt.

      ‘What’s your other friend’s name?’ Fiona asked. ‘Just for the record.’

      ‘Carl,’ Dickson replied. ‘Carl Wiley.’

      ‘And where’s Carl now?’ Fiona asked.

      Dickson dragged on her fag. Exhaled. Shrugged. ‘Not sure,’ she said. ‘It was chaos up there. We got separated.’

      ‘Right. OK,’ Fiona said. ‘Was this after you called 999?’

      ‘No,’ Dickson said. ‘This was at some point during the party. I … Me and Gaz were—’ Her gaze shifted. She smoked for a few seconds in silence, as if gathering her thoughts, then continued talking without looking up. ‘We were dancing, and we lost sight of Carl,’ Dickson said. ‘I thought we’d meet at the campsite, so I didn’t think anything of it. Now that you mention it, though, we haven’t seen him yet.’

      Though you don’t seem too torn up about it, Brian thought. Third wheel? The inconvenient tag-along cock-blocking a budding romance? Dickson and Morris’s body language didn’t strike him as particularly intimate. Or was that down to the shock of the fire?

      ‘So you were planning to camp out?’ Fiona asked.

      ‘Aye, that’s right,’ Dickson replied. ‘Reckoned we’d make a weekend of it. Anyway. I realised I’d run out of fags, so I walked back to my tent to get a fresh pack.’

      ‘Right,’ Fiona said, jotting something in her notebook. ‘And what made you call 999?’

      ‘There was a thick column of smoke,’ Dickson said. ‘It caught my eye. So I moved closer, and that’s when I saw the blaze.’

      She pinched the half-smoked fag between her thumb and forefinger. The ember fell to the ground, and she stubbed it out with her trainered heel. Pristine white Nikes, Brian noted. Odd choice for wild camping. She placed the fag, filter side down, back into the packet and ran both hands through her hair.

      ‘I didn’t move any closer,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t thinking … I … When I saw the blaze, I called 999 straight away and went back looking for Gaz and Carl. Then I’m guessing the security people must’ve caught on, because they tried to keep us away from the campsite. Word spread, and …’ She stopped. Closed her eyes. ‘Everyone was panicking,’ she finished. ‘Screaming. Running amok. I’m sure you get the picture.’

      ‘Do you have any idea what might’ve caused the blaze?’ Fiona said. ‘Did you see anyone⁠—’

      ‘No.’ Dickson replied a wee bit too quickly, Brian thought. She shook her head. ‘As I said. I saw the blaze. Called 999. Went back. And then I got overtaken by events. Is this … is this about the body?’

      Brian was taken aback. His surprise must’ve shown on his face because Dickson gave a humourless laugh. ‘The rumour mill’s been in overdrive ever since your lot showed up. Anyway, I’m afraid I didn’t see anything, sorry.’

      Fiona gave Brian a questioning look. As if to say, ‘Do I?’

      Brian nodded. He didn’t think Dickson would have much to add to what she’d already told them. Which was precious little. But he supposed it wouldn’t hurt to show her the photo of the ring.

      Fiona produced her phone. Unlocked it. Made a pinching motion with her thumb and forefinger. Zooming in on the ring, Brian guessed.

      ‘Let me show you something,’ Fiona said. ‘Do you recognise this ring?’

      She passed the phone to Dickson, who took it. Dickson stared intently at the screen. Scrunched her eyes shut. Reopened them. ‘Oh shite,’ she whispered hoarsely. ‘Oh fuck. Did you find this on the body?’

      Fiona nodded. ‘I’m afraid so. Do you recognise it?’

      Dickson tilted the screen toward her stoic pal so he could also take a look. His jaw tightened. The first sign of life Brian had seen from him.

      Brian’s heart thumped, although he thought he already knew Dickson’s answer.

      ‘Aye. Aye I do,’ she said. ‘That’s Carl’s.’
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      So they had a name.

      Carl.

      Carl Wiley.

      But other than that – admittedly significant – piece of information, neither Dickson nor Morris had much else to share. They’d last seen Wiley at maybe three a.m. Or it could’ve been closer to four. They weren’t really keeping an eye on the time, they said. No, Wiley wasn’t with anybody when they’d last seen him, though they couldn’t be sure. Ditto when it came to the mechanics of the fire. Other than the blaze, Dickson hadn’t seen anything or anyone at the campsite. She hadn’t even realised the burning tent might have belonged to Wiley. Or that he was inside it as it burned. Not until Fiona told her as much.

      ‘What did you make of that?’ Brian asked, power-walking back across to Gearran Island with Fiona trailing close behind.

      ‘I’m … I’m not … sure,’ Fiona began. She was breathing hard. Brian slowed down so she’d have an easier time keeping up. ‘She seemed … ’ She waved her hands helplessly in the air.

      ‘Performative?’ Brian suggested.

      ‘Well,’ Fiona protested. ‘Her shock seemed genuine. When she recognised the ring, I mean.’

      ‘Aye, that’s true,’ Brian said. The ‘oh shite’ had slipped out. Unguarded. The most genuine she’d been during the interview. Up to that point, she’d been all over the place. Careening from avoidance to shaky to measured. It was almost …

      Almost as if she knew a lot more than she was letting on and wasn’t sure how to play it.

      As for her pal Gaz Laser Beam Eyes, other than that brief tightening of his jaw, he’d given nothing away. Brian couldn’t get a read on him.

      ‘Now that you mention it, she did seem like she was putting it on,’ Fiona said. ‘The shaking hands. The smoking. The inconsistent eye contact.’

      ‘Aye,’ Brian replied. ‘Plus, isn’t it odd that neither of them could tell us who Wiley’s next of kin are, when they’re close enough to go camping together? And it’s a striking coincidence that she’s the one who called 999, when it turns out it was her friend who was going up in flames.’

      Fiona didn’t say anything.

      ‘You don’t agree?’ Brian said.

      They stepped down from the causeway onto the island and walked to the PPE station. Fiona suited up. Brian exchanged his oversuit for another one. Pulled on fresh gloves and booties.

      ‘I agree something doesn’t add up,’ Fiona said. ‘But why would she call 999 if she had something to do with it? Besides, it doesn’t really matter. We don’t have any evidence that this was a crime.’

      ‘Yet,’ Brian said.

      Fiona looked at him enquiringly.

      ‘Scholan, the SFRS Group Commander, doesn’t think it was an accident. Well, in not so many words. She said the way the fuel was poured over the tent looked deliberate. And did nothing about the body strike you as odd?’ Brian asked.

      ‘I don’t … I wasn’t near the body long enough,’ Fiona replied.

      ‘Well, I won’t say anything more until you’ve had a closer look then,’ Brian said. ‘I don’t want to influence your judgement.’

      ‘Tell you what though,’ Fiona said, her tone pensive, as they walked toward the forensics tent.

      ‘What?’ Brian asked.

      ‘She looks familiar. Dickson. I’m almost positive I’ve met her before. I just can’t remember where or in what context …’

      Inside the forensics tent, a figure was hovering over the body⁠—

      Wiley. His name’s Carl Wiley.

      —shaking his head and muttering something under his breath. The figure looked up.

      ‘Dr Henderson,’ Brian greeted the forensic pathologist. 'That was quick.' How long had it been since the forensic strategy meeting? An hour?

      ‘DI Brandon.’ Henderson nodded curtly, ignoring the remark. ‘One hell of a mess you’ve got here.’

      Brian didn’t always see eye to eye with Henderson, to put it mildly. The bloke was past his prime and prone to overlooking important details. Like when he’d missed petechial haemorrhaging around the eyes that proved the victim’s cause of death couldn’t have been exsanguination from self-inflicted wounds. But he couldn’t disagree with this statement. If anything, ‘one hell of a mess’ erred on the side of being conservative.

      Compact in stature and well into his sixties, Henderson had been borderline scrawny for as long as Brian had known him. But since the last time he’d seen him, about a month or so ago, he’d aged noticeably.

      Must be the extra workload. Now that⁠—

      Never mind. Let’s not go there, pal. Eh?

      The sections of Henderson’s skin not covered with PPE looked waxy. Clammy. Henderson shifted his weight, and his oversuit squeaked. Or was that …

      Had Henderson just farted?

      Brian cleared his throat. ‘So, what do you have for us?’ he asked.

      ‘Not much, I’m afraid,’ Henderson said, seeming eager to chat and talking unusually loudly. Was he trying to mask the sound of his passing gas? Brian suppressed a chuckle.

      Wrong place, wrong time, bud.

      ‘Adult male. Mid-twenties to mid-thirties, I’d say. The fire’s made it difficult for me to estimate the time of death. Algor and rigor are all haywire, and the burns are camouflaging the livor.’

      Brian had expected this, of course. The intense heat would’ve disrupted both the body’s cooling rate and stiffening – the traditional methods relied upon to work out time of death. The silver lining was that they had a record of Dickson’s 999 call. And Scholan might be able to give them an estimate of how long the tent would’ve burned for. So, if worst came to worst and there really was more to this than met the eye, they might still be able to narrow things down.

      ‘I’ve syringed fluid from his eyes,’ Henderson continued. ‘That’s less susceptible to external contamination, so it might help us work out the time of death. But I can’t promise it’ll be conclusive one way or another.’

      The image of a needle puncturing Wiley's eye made Brian shudder.

      ‘PM’s going to be hard going, though, that’s for sure,’ Henderson said. He pointed vaguely in the direction of the torso. The section of his nose not covered by the mask wrinkled in distaste. ‘Cutting through the tissue’s going to be a nightmare.’

      Brian shrugged. What could he say? It wasn’t like he’d personally made sure the post-mortem would be as difficult as possible.

      ‘Good news is, we have a name,’ he told Henderson. ‘Carl Wiley.’

      ‘That is good news,’ Henderson said, ‘because I doubt we’ll find usable fingerprints or DNA, given the extent of the burning. It’s going to have to be dental records. A name will speed things up.’

      ‘Can you at least tell us whether he was alive at the time of the fire?’ Brian asked.

      ‘I’ll only be able to say for sure once I’ve done the PM,’ Henderson said.

      ‘And when’s that scheduled for?’ Brian asked. ‘Think you could squeeze it in today?’

      He was keen to get answers, one way or another. If Henderson ruled the death accidental, they could close the file. And if there was something more to it, they wouldn’t lose precious time.

      Henderson raised his arm to his face, then caught himself. Had he been about to wipe sweat off his forehead with the sleeve of his oversuit?

      ‘I’ll do my best,’ Henderson said, his tone infuriatingly noncommittal. ‘I’ll tell you this, though. If he was still alive, I doubt he was conscious when the fire started.’

      Brian stood straighter. He took a step toward Henderson, skirting around Fiona, who seemed lost in thought, her eyes fixed on Wiley. ‘How so?’

      ‘Look here,’ Henderson said, beckoning him with a gloved palm.

      He walked to the right side of the body and squatted close to Wiley’s head. He shifted. Winced. There was more squeaking from Henderson. Brian moved next to him. This time round, from the stench of rotten eggs, even over the aroma of charred flesh and camping fuel emanating from Wiley’s body, there was no doubt of Henderson’s guff. Behind him, Brian felt Fiona shift uncomfortably. She’d noticed, too.

      ‘Here,’ Henderson continued. ‘See this?’

      He indicated a spot on Wiley’s head. A deep, roughly semicircular indentation.

      ‘That probably fractured the parietal bone. Might even have caused a brain bleed,’ Henderson said. ‘Blunt force trauma. With a large rock from the beach, perhaps.’

      Brian said nothing. His instincts, it turned out, had been right after all. But he took no pleasure in it. Unless Carl Wiley had thought it fit to bash himself in the head, and then, before losing consciousness, set fire to his tent, somebody else was involved.

      They had a murder on their
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