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Written in Bones 

When a body is found in a tree in The Meadows, Edinburgh's scenic 

parkland, the forensics suggest the corpse has fallen from a great 

height. 

Detective Inspector Tony McLean wonders whether it was an 

accident, or a murder designed to send a chilling message. 

The dead man had led quite a life: a disgraced ex-cop turned 

criminal kingpin who reinvented himself as a celebrated 

philanthropist. 

As McLean traces the victim's journey, it takes him back to 

Edinburgh's past, and through its underworld - crossing paths with some of its most 

dangerous and most vulnerable people. 

And waiting at the end of it all, is the truth behind a crime that cuts to the very heart of the 

city... 
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James on writing Written in Bones 

I had originally intended to write a very different story for book seven in the Inspector 

McLean series. I never plot much to begin with, but I had in mind something happening 

when the circus came to town. Checking when and where this happened every year, I was 

reminded of the Meadows, the great open park to the south of the Old Town, with its 

network of paths overlooked by tall trees.  

Around the same time, I read an article about sky burials – placing the bodies of the dead 

high up for the birds to devour – and I was struck by the image of the trees on the 

Meadows, leafless in January against a freezing, pale blue sky, and up there in the highest 

branches of one of them, a man’s body. 

It was such an arresting image, I completely forgot about the circus and all the weird crimes 

that were going to happen every year when it arrived in town. I may write that story 

someday, or it may be just too clichéd. What I wanted to know was who was this dead man 

in the tree, why was he up there, and more importantly how did he get there? 

I had just finished writing the final book in my five part fantasy series, The Ballad of Sir 

Benfro, in which dragons play a leading role. Perhaps out of mischief, I wondered if I could 

get away with a dragon in one of my contemporary police stories, and so it was that the 

body was first discovered by a young boy out walking his dog in the pre-dawn gloom who 

convinced himself that a dragon swooped down and dropped the man into the trees. It 

couldn’t be an actual dragon, of course. Or could it? 

Quite often my books come about from very simple initial ideas. The Damage Done grew 

from the chance sighting of a surprisingly well-dressed hitchhiker, carrying a Gladstone bag 

and thumbing for a lift from Perth to Edinburgh. I didn’t pick her up, but wondered about 

her story as I drove home. Odd coincidences and observations are my stock in trade, and so 

she came from an abandoned and decaying mansion – seen in a series of photographs 

found in a random internet search. For Written in Bones, it was a conversation with a friend 

about the rise in popularity of Gin bars and artisan everything, and how it would be Hipster 

Opium Dens next. From such throwaway lines are entire novels spun. 

 


