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The walk from the ferry had been worth it, she decided, looking out towards the small island they called Cava, a name she’d only associated until now with partying with her pals.

When Kris had suggested they go to Orkney for a few days, she’d immediately agreed, because up to that point he’d spoken only rarely of where his family had come from. Plus any questions she posed as to why his mum had left Orkney had resulted in a shrug and a dismissive smile.

No matter, she thought, I’m here now.

Looking down, Lyrawa Bay appeared almost magical, with its blue water rippling over golden sand. Taking a photograph, she immediately knew that this moment, the light and those colours could never be recaptured, except perhaps in her imagination.

The rolling fields of the other islands she could see from her vantage point were all spring green, including the largest one, which Kris called Mainland. Not so the northern part of Hoy, where she stood. The highest and least fertile island in the seventy-strong archipelago, this part was mostly rock, peat and heather with a thin strip of green along the shoreline facing Scapa Flow.

Crossing this morning on the ferry from Houton, she’d imagined Hoy as a dark, brooding giant moodily observing her approach. Especially now that she knew Hoy was Kris’s home island.

Turning from the bay, she set off up the hill behind, which led, the guidebook said, to the grave of Betty Corrigall. In 1770 Betty had had a brief romance with a whaler. Sadly, when she told him she was pregnant, he’d deserted her, never to be seen again. Distraught and cast out by her community, Betty had hanged herself.

Laid to rest in an unmarked grave on the peaty hillside, her remains, preserved in her wooden coffin, had been first discovered in the 1930s by peat workers. Reburied, she’d been unearthed again by Second World War soldiers stationed on the island, who’d called her the Lady of Hoy.

Becoming something of a folk hero, with songs written about her, Betty had eventually been given a proper burial on the hill above Lyrawa Bay.

As the white headstone and picket fence came into sight, Rachael registered that her upbeat mood, when looking down on the golden sands and blue water, had dissipated, replaced by what felt like an ominous shadow.

Shaken by this, she found herself barely able to glance at the words on the grave, ‘Here lies Betty Corrigall’, before she turned to hurry back the way she had come as the earlier expanse of blue sky was replaced by scudding grey clouds and the sharp touch of rain.

It was at this point she spotted activity on the hill below, next to what looked like the ruins of a stone building. A red digger had appeared and was now working there.

Pausing for a moment to watch, she remembered that Kris had said the old Mowat house stood above Lyrawa Bay. Might that be the remains of his family’s original home?

If so, something was definitely going on there. Deciding on impulse, she took some photos with her mobile, intent on showing them to Kris later when they met up after the funeral he hadn’t wanted her to attend.
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DI Erling Flett wasn’t surprised to discover St Magnus Cathedral full of folk here to lay Hoy veteran Ivor Mowat to rest. Born in 1929, Ivor had been just ten years old when the Royal Oak had been torpedoed by a German submarine in Scapa Flow and had seen it go down. Across Scapa on Mainland Orkney, Erling’s grandfather Sandy had watched it too.

Sandy and Ivor had been best pals, despite the stretch of water between them, spending most weekends on each other’s family farms.

‘They were like twins, separated at birth,’ Erling’s father, Tommy, had once told him. ‘Although they resembled one another not at all, apart from a fierce love of the water and boats. My father built his own boat and used it to cross back and forth to Lyrawa Bay to see Ivor. Until he met my mother, that is. She feared the water and feared for him when he went out on it. So your grandfather gave up the boat and took the ferry to please her.’

Sitting beside his father now, Erling could hear his grandfather Sandy’s voice clearly in his head, telling stories of his youth when he and Ivor would camp out near the Nissen hut sites on Hoy.

This stream of memories was now interrupted by his father’s voice, saying in an undertone, ‘The Mowats are all here and that doesn’t bode well.’

Erling glanced at his father’s worried face. ‘Bode well for what?’ he said.

‘The wake at the Kirkwall Hotel,’ Tommy said. ‘Are you going?’

‘I wasn’t planning to,’ Erling told him. ‘I need to get back to work.’

‘If you’re seen to be there, it might prevent a fight,’ Tommy said as the congregation rose to sing the final hymn. ‘But tempers are running high at Lyrawa.’

‘About what?’ Erling said under his breath.

At this his father gave him a look he remembered well. ‘I can’t imagine how you, a detective inspector, don’t know about the land feud on Hoy, not to mention that eco-house being built on the old Mowat croft above the bay.’

Before Erling could respond to this, the voices around him rose in a loud rendition of ‘Abide with Me’ as the coffin was lifted and carried up the aisle by six brawny male members of the family.

‘That’s Hugh and Albert, the two eldest, in front, then Harald and Cameron,’ Tommy said quietly. ‘The final two I assume are younger members of the family.’

As the faces passed him by, Erling tried to gauge the mood of the pall-bearers, noting what he thought were thunderous looks being traded across the coffin and also in the direction of a young male a couple of rows behind.

‘I told you,’ Tommy whispered beside him.

Emerging from the cathedral, Erling checked his phone to discover a message from Jo Green, his detective sergeant, asking him to call her back.

As he did so, the coffin was loaded into the back of the hearse, the pall-bearers’ rigid face-off more obvious now.

‘Is the funeral over?’ Jo said.

When he answered in the affirmative, she added, ‘Well, Leo Strachan’s here, boss, keen to speak to you about a situation last night in Albert Street.’

Leo Strachan was the leader of the local street pastors in Kirkwall, who were to be found out on the streets of central Kirkwall on weekend nights, religiously or benevolently helping those the worse for wear among the revellers.

‘Tell him I’ll be right there. And, Jo,’ he added before she rang off, ‘ask PC Tulloch to head for the wake at the Kirkwall Hotel. My father thinks his presence might be required.’

‘Right you are,’ Jo said, with an amused question mark in her voice.

The hearse had departed, heading for Houton and the vehicle ferry to Hoy, where Ivor had wished to be buried. Some of the mourners would accompany him to his final resting place, but not all of them. Those who didn’t plan to follow the cortège were already on their way down Albert Street to the harbour and the Kirkwall Hotel bar where refreshments awaited them.

‘I’m going over to Hoy,’ his father told him when he’d finished his call with Jo. ‘There’ll likely be arguments there too, but I owe it to my father to see Ivor laid to rest.’

‘I’ve organized a police presence at the hotel. PC Tulloch will be on his way,’ Erling said.

Tommy raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m not sure young Ivan Tulloch’s a match for the Mowat clan,’ he said with a concerned look.

‘He’s not the boy you remember from Sanday,’ Erling found himself saying. ‘And he’ll call for help if required.’

Parting company with his father at the foot of the cathedral steps, Erling set off on the short walk to the police station, his mind replaying the scenario Tommy had outlined in the church regarding the Mowat family.

Orkney had a long and well-recorded history of family feuds stretching back in time to their Viking ancestors, with St Magnus the Martyr, after whom the cathedral had been named, being involved in one of them.

He tried to recall anything he’d heard about Hoy and the original Mowat family land. It was near Lyrawa Bay and, as far as he could remember, mostly hill and heather. He recalled too that Ivor had also owned land on Flotta and had more than likely benefited when the oil terminal was first built. So maybe there was more money with the Mowats than he’d been aware of.

According to Tommy, Ivor had still had all his faculties, even though he’d moved to live in a care home in Kirkwall. Apparently he’d continued to rule the roost from there.

The six pall-bearers had all looked so much like the younger version of Ivor he’d seen in his grandfather’s photographs that their lineage was pretty obvious.

So what had Ivor been up to, to cause such a stramash among his family?

That question remained unanswered as he reached his destination and, entering, checked first that PC Tulloch had been dispatched to the Kirkwall Hotel. He was assured by the stout desk officer that his order had been carried out.

‘No trouble reported as yet, sir,’ PC Alexander added.

Erling refrained from asking if PC Alexander was expecting trouble among the Mowats and headed upstairs to the conference room. Hearing Leo’s voice followed by Jo’s laughter, he was reminded that his sergeant had been a real asset to the team since she’d transferred to Kirkwall from Caithness.

As for Leo Strachan, his mind was still to be made up on the street pastor.

The laughter ended when he opened the door and the two faces turned to observe his entry. He thought, and not for the first time, that DS Green liked Leo Strachan, and that the feeling was mutual. And he believed Jo Green to be a good reader of people. Something that had become apparent in her short time here.

Then again, they were both in their twenties and the rapport between them might be more about that than anything else.

‘Leo,’ he said, holding out his hand. ‘Good to see you.’

The hand that clasped his was firm, the gaze direct. ‘And you, Detective Inspector.’

‘I understand you’ve come to report on your weekend work in Kirkwall?’

‘I have, and my concerns.’ Leo’s expression suggested more had happened on Albert Street when the clubs had emptied than the usual distribution of flip-flops to young women who were no longer in control of their high heels.

‘Okay. What’s got you worried?’ Erling said, aware that the street pastors were, in general, trusted more than officers on the beat, especially in the heady atmosphere of Saturday nights when the pubs and clubs disgorged their clientele.

‘I think there’s a new supply of drugs arriving in Kirkwall.’

Erling glanced at Jo to check whether she’d already heard about this. Registering her worried expression, he decided Leo had been awaiting his arrival before voicing his concerns.

‘Can I ask why you think that’s the case?’ Erling said.

‘Snatches of conversation. Some of the regulars in worse shape than usual,’ he said.

‘Have you seen anything being dealt?’ Erling tried.

Leo shook his head. ‘We don’t go into the clubs. As you know, our job is on the street with the walking wounded. But . . .’ He paused. ‘Something’s definitely different. My guess is availability has increased, together with variety, and I think that whatever it is, it’s stronger.’

Orkney couldn’t totally avoid the deluge of cheap and dangerous synthetic drugs currently flooding the market in the major population centres, but its remote location might help stem that tide, especially if forewarned.

‘Okay, thanks for letting me know,’ Erling said. ‘And if you hear anything more, give us a call.’

‘What do you think?’ Jo said, once the street pastor had departed.

‘Drugs are an ongoing problem. Anything new in Aberdeen, Inverness or Glasgow will end up here.’

Jo studied him for a moment. ‘You’re not sure about Leo, are you?’ she said in her usual forthright fashion.

‘No, I’m not,’ Erling said honestly.

‘Can I ask why?’ Jo said.

‘I’m not keen on religion in any form.’

‘Me neither,’ Jo admitted. ‘But I don’t think the pastors are out on the streets at night to convert folk.’

‘Then why call themselves pastors?’ Erling said just as his mobile rang. A glance at the screen indicated it was his father, who he thought should be out on Hoy by now.

He answered. ‘What’s up, Dad?’

‘You better get over here, son, and quick. They’ve found a body.’

‘Weren’t they burying a body?’ Erling said, wondering if he’d heard correctly.

Noting his confusion, Tommy explained. ‘It’s out at the old Mowat place. It seems a digger, working on the foundations for the eco-house, has unearthed human remains.’
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By the time they reached Houton pier, it became apparent that the reason for their Hoy visit was already common knowledge. The ferry captain, a friend of Tommy’s, gave them the most up-to-date version of the story, which, Erling registered, had already grown arms and legs.

It seemed that the remains dug up at the old Mowat place were said to be those of a woman and child, with some folk already ruminating that someone had exhumed Betty Corrigall yet again and reburied her there, ‘to stop the building of that fancy eco-house’.

When Jo had enquired as to who Betty Corrigall was, Erling had told her to take a look on Google. ‘It’s a long and sad story from times gone by.’

‘So it’s a nonsense theory?’ she’d checked.

‘Sadly, no,’ Erling had said. ‘Although I’d hoped Betty would remain at peace for ever under her concrete plinth on the hill behind the Mowat croft.’

As they departed the ferry, another call came in, this time from Hugh Mowat. Erling, who’d only returned to Orkney after his mother Ava’s death five years ago, knew the senior Mowat only by sight and the occasional mention of his name by Tommy. Although he had recognized him right away as the foremost coffin-bearer.

‘I hear you’ve landed, Inspector.’ Hugh’s deep, resonant voice filled the vehicle. ‘If you could come straight to Lyrawa. I’m at the site with Tommy and the digger driver. You’ll see us from the road.’

Confirming he would, Erling ended the call and looked to Jo for her reaction.

‘Is there anything further I should know about the Mowat family history before we get there?’ she said.

‘Better that we view what’s been exposed with an open mind,’ he told her. ‘You’ve worked on archaeological digs in Orkney before. See what you think about the age of the burial when we see what they’ve uncovered.’

Jo nodded, but he registered her disquiet at the prospect of what lay ahead.

Erling decided to nurse the hope that, if they were in fact human remains, then they were old enough not to require an investigation.

He spotted the red digger first, sitting close to the tumbledown croft house that overlooked the bay below. Drawing in behind the three vehicles parked by the main road, one of which was his dad’s, Erling indicated they should get kitted up in boots and waterproofs before heading down the hill on foot.

The original path to the croft was still visible, snaking its way through the heather, and the recent tracks of the digger had made it even more obvious. From here, Scapa Flow was a seething grey, but already in late May that could change in seconds as the clouds scudded past and spring sunshine turned the water bright blue.

He remembered looking downwards at the sandy bay when he’d come camping with Magnus, back in their teenage years. They’d crossed from Houton in Magnus’s peedie motorboat and set up camp in one of the many gun positions left from the Second World War. Anchored below, they’d decided to fish for their evening meal, until the arrival of a group of curious seals had put an end to their plan.

‘You’ve been here before?’ Jo said, catching his look.

‘Way back,’ he said. ‘I’d forgotten that the Mowat croft was around here.’

As they drew near, Tommy came to meet them. By his expression, Erling knew his father was worried by what he’d seen.

‘Thanks for getting here so fast, son. We’d just finished burying Ivor when Hugh got the call from the digger owner, a local guy, name of Ian MacDougal. He’s been hired by a man called Richard Webber Maitland to clear the area for his new eco-house. Apparently Mr Maitland is due here tomorrow with a team of workmen.’

Erling didn’t comment on this information but, nodding to his father, said, ‘Okay, let’s take a look.’

‘You all right to do the video and photos?’ he checked with Jo. When she indicated she was, he told her to start recording on their walk in.

Erling had been present at exhumations on Orkney before. Most recently at Skaill Bay on Mainland, when local forensic archaeologist Professor Colin Nelson, together with visiting forensic scientist Dr Rhona MacLeod, had opened a stone cist expecting to find a Viking corpse, only to discover a much newer set of remains.

On this occasion, however, the unearthing, rather than being done slowly and carefully as at Skaill Bay, had been sudden and violent via a digger’s shovel.

It was, he now registered, sheer luck that the shovel had only dislodged the slatted wooden lid of the makeshift coffin and not engaged with its contents.

Despite this, the impact of what had been revealed wasn’t lost on either himself or Jo. The exhumation of a grave always felt to him, as he knew it did to Colin, like a form of sacrilege, regardless of how long it had been there.

Noting the mummified state of the remains, he was immediately reminded of his conversation with Jo about Betty Corrigall.

The adult lay with face turned towards a childlike figure resting in the crook of the right arm.

‘So the rumours got that part right,’ Jo said, her voice emotional. ‘It is a woman and child.’

‘It certainly looks like that,’ Erling responded, his tone matching hers.

He pulled out his mobile. ‘We need Colin Nelson out here right away,’ he told Jo as the call rang and was then swiftly answered.

Stepping away so the trio of onlookers might not hear, he explained to Colin that he’d been called out to Hoy where a digger had exposed a slatted wooden coffin containing human remains in the peaty hillside above Lyrawa Bay.

‘A wooden coffin, you say. Any indication of the era?’

‘None,’ Erling told him. ‘There appears to be some remnants of clothing, and the bodies look to be mummified, with no other items in the coffin as far as I can see.’

Colin came back immediately. ‘You said bodies. So there’s more than one?’

‘An adult female, I think,’ Erling said, ‘plus possibly a young child.’

Colin’s shock was obvious by the silence that followed Erling’s announcement.

Eventually he came back in. ‘I’m assuming you’ll want the remains transferred back here for a full examination?’

Erling confirmed this. ‘If you can head for Houton,’ he said, ‘I’ll alert the police launch to pick you up from there.’

Ending the call, he checked the sky. The rain, which had accompanied their walk here, had stopped, but judging by the heavy cloud cover, it might not be off for long.

Once he’d made arrangements for the police launch to pick up Colin, he indicated to Jo that they would have to mark out the site, then protect it with a tarpaulin.

‘What about the digger?’ Jo said as they tackled these tasks together.

‘Work stops on site until we find out how long the bodies have been in the ground,’ Erling confirmed. ‘I’ll go tell Hugh and Ian now.’

The three men stood in a row, similar concern on each of their faces. Erling wondered on approach how Hugh felt about the sale of the family homestead. Had he been party to it or one of the objectors?

He soon found out.

‘We’re shutting down the site until the remains have been examined properly,’ Erling told them.

‘So I can go now?’ Ian said, relief in his voice, before a worrying thought obviously crossed his mind. ‘What about the work team arriving tomorrow and Mr Maitland?’

‘Do either of you have a contact for Mr Maitland?’ Erling asked, including Hugh in his look.

Hugh, he noted, looked mightily pleased by the halting of the groundworks.

‘I don’t know the man or his contact details,’ he said sharply.

‘I have a number,’ Ian said. ‘Although I think it’s an intermediary, not his personal number,’ he added.

‘That’ll do,’ Erling told him.

The exchange of numbers accomplished, he indicated that the three men could leave.

‘But what happens now?’ Hugh said.

‘The remains will go with Professor Nelson to his lab at UHI to be examined,’ he told him, before turning to Tommy. ‘The return ferry will be here shortly, Dad. I’ll come and see you later, if that’s okay?’

‘You do that, son,’ Tommy said, his expression serious.

As the three men set off up the track to the waiting cars, Jo asked him what he thought about all of this.

‘Hugh Mowat seems pleased that work is stopping on the building site,’ Erling said. ‘And he says he’s had no contact with the new owners about the sale of the family property. Which may mean Ivor never told his eldest son that he was selling the place. Hence his angry expression when he passed me carrying the coffin in the cathedral.’

‘A family feud?’ Jo said.

‘I suspect so,’ Erling confirmed. ‘Which reminds me, I wonder how PC Tulloch got on at the wake.’

‘I checked up while you were talking to the men,’ Jo told him. ‘No blood was spilled, although, according to Tulloch, there was a minor fracas involving sausage rolls.’ She resisted the impulse to laugh. ‘And no arrests were made.’

‘Good,’ Erling said with a smile.

‘Oh, something else. PC Tulloch also told me to tell you that Kris Mowat was there. Apparently he’s the youngest of all the Mowats and, the suspicion is, the one most likely to be named in Ivor’s will.’
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Rachael watched the ferry’s approach, keen now to get back to the main island and Kris. He’d called her as she was walking back to Lyness, promising to be waiting for her at Houton.

His voice had sounded weird, as though something had happened that had annoyed or upset him.

She knew by now it was better not to ask what that something was, so hadn’t mentioned it. Nor had she said anything about the digger at the derelict croft house. Anyway, she reminded herself, she wasn’t even sure the place had anything to do with the Mowats.

Now aboard the ferry, she took her seat and checked for the dry biscuits she kept in her bag, in case of nausea. Since she’d found out about the pregnancy, travelling had become a worry, especially on water. She’d never been a great sailor.

Nibbling the biscuit, she settled back, her eyes closed, aware that watching the choppy waters would only make matters worse.

She would have to tell Kris soon. She had in fact planned the moment, until he’d suddenly proposed that she accompany him to Orkney, ‘to see to some family business’.

The suggestion had come as such a surprise, she’d found herself agreeing immediately, while deciding that news of the pregnancy could wait a little longer. The truth was she’d felt relieved at the delay, because she had no idea how he would react. She also wasn’t sure what she felt about it herself.

The nausea abating, she opened her eyes and looked out of the window, to see a police launch heading back the way she had just come.

She’d never seen a police boat before, but registered that when you were policing a group of islands like Orkney and had to get somewhere quickly, it was an obvious choice. The guidebook had said that Hoy, with its small population, was crime free, with no official police presence.

So what might have caused such a visit?

She was pondering this when her mobile rang. Seeing Kris’s name on the screen, she hesitated, keen to get the tone of her voice right before answering.

‘Rachael, I’m at Houton now,’ he said.

‘And I’m on the approaching ferry,’ she replied in what she thought was a welcoming tone.

‘I’ll wait for you on the pier,’ he said briefly, before ringing off.

Replaying his voice in her head, she decided he hadn’t sounded cheerful, but then again, he’d been at his great-grandfather’s funeral.

A funeral he wouldn’t permit her to attend.

She’d been a little hurt by his determined stance on that, until he’d told her that his family were hellish and would likely be unkind to her.

‘Was your great-grandfather hellish too?’ she’d asked.

‘No. That’s why I came back,’ had been his reply.

When she spotted his figure waiting for her, Rachael felt her heart leap in her chest.

He looks too young to be a father, she thought. Much too young.
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With the end of May fast approaching, it had stayed light just long enough for Professor Nelson to extract the fragile coffin with its contents and transfer it to the police launch. After which Erling and Jo had secured the tarpaulin over the site to protect it in advance of the arrival of a SOCO team tomorrow morning.

Sitting now in the vehicle waiting for the ferry to pick them up, Erling retried the number given him by Ian MacDougal, regarding the new owner of the Mowat croft.

On the two previous occasions, he’d been forwarded to voicemail and had left a message explaining who he was and asking for a return call. Which hadn’t happened, much to his annoyance.

However, this time, someone did pick up.

Trying to keep the irritation from his voice, Erling introduced himself yet again and asked to speak to Mr Maitland.

The male voice that responded politely explained that Mr Maitland was en route to Orkney with his wife, and was due to arrive in Kirkwall tomorrow morning.

Something Erling already knew, courtesy of Ian, the digger driver.

‘Nonetheless, I’d like to speak to him this evening,’ Erling stressed. ‘May I have his personal number?’

Silence fell at the other end, before the voice said, ‘I will pass your number on to Mr Maitland and ask him to call you.’

‘You will immediately text me Mr Maitland’s personal number,’ Erling told him, ‘or you will be charged with wasting Police Scotland’s time.’

The silence that followed lasted a mere couple of seconds before the number pinged in.

‘Hallelujah!’ Jo exclaimed in a voice that sounded like an Alabama preacher.

When Erling threw her a look, she said, ‘I told you my father was a minister.’

‘In Caithness,’ he responded.

Jo laughed. ‘We’re good with the hallelujahs there too,’ she said. ‘Anyway, you finally got the number. And the ferry’s here.’

The next few minutes were taken up by boarding, plus a thank you to the ferry master for doing an extra run to get them back tonight.

Moving to the empty lounge, Erling settled down to make the call, while Jo fetched them coffee from the machine.

Listening to the mobile ring out, Erling wondered if Maitland had been forewarned of the impending call and wouldn’t answer.

He was proved wrong almost immediately.

‘Bethany Barrett here, who’s speaking please?’

Surprised to hear a woman, Erling introduced himself once again before saying, ‘I understood this was the number for Richard Maitland?’

‘It is,’ the voice said. ‘Richard’s asleep. Can you tell me what this is about, Detective Inspector?’

‘I require to speak to Mr Maitland personally,’ Erling told her firmly.

A moment’s silence, then the voice said, ‘Okay, I’ll wake him.’

Jo, arriving with the coffee, noted his annoyed look and made a face. ‘God, who is this guy?’ she said.

Then a male voice came on, sounding exactly as though he’d just been woken up.

‘Detective Inspector Flett, I apologize,’ he said. ‘Martin told me to expect your call, but we’ve been travelling and I fell asleep. We should arrive in Kirkwall tomorrow morning as I believe Martin intimated. May I ask why the urgency in contacting me?’

The voice was soft and melodic and definitely not hostile. Whatever he’d been expecting, Erling realized it hadn’t been that.

‘We have discovered human remains at the site where you plan to build on Hoy, Mr Maitland. I understand you’re due to be there tomorrow, together with a crew of workmen. That won’t be possible. The old Mowat croft is now a designated crime scene and therefore off limits to everyone until further notice.’

Silence came from the other end.

‘You’re telling me you unearthed a body in the ruins of the old house?’ Maitland finally said in apparent disbelief.

Erling decided not to correct him by saying two bodies. ‘The digger driven by Ian MacDougal discovered the grave next to the ruins.’

‘Good God,’ the voice said. ‘How awful. And that was earlier today?’

‘It was.’ He decided not to go into the details of the discovery and how the police had got to know about it.

Another silence followed, although Erling could make out what he thought was an interchange between Maitland and the woman.

‘I am very distressed to hear this, of course, but I have to ask you how old the grave is thought to be,’ Maitland said, almost apologetically.

‘That is still to be forensically established,’ Erling told him.

‘I see,’ Maitland responded. ‘Might it be Viking in origin?’ he suggested tentatively.

‘It doesn’t appear to be,’ Erling said firmly.

Another background chat ensued, before Maitland spoke again. ‘There has been some opposition to the sale of the Mowat croft and the proposed house to be built there. In fact, Ivor Mowat told us that his family might well attempt to sabotage it.’ He paused there as though waiting for Erling to comment.

When Erling chose not to, he heard what sounded like the mobile being passed, then the woman came back on.

‘What Richard wants to ask, Inspector, is whether it’s possible that this is a prank to hold up work on the site?’

‘In my opinion, no,’ Erling said, the image of the coffin and its contents clear in his head. ‘Please feel free to visit the station tomorrow and I’ll explain what happens now.’

At this point, he said a quick goodnight before either of them could question him any further on the matter.

Meeting Jo’s sympathetic look, he accepted his coffee and took a mouthful, wishing as he did so that it was something stronger.

‘You can take the vehicle back to Kirkwall tonight,’ he told her.

‘Okay, I’ll drop you home first, though,’ Jo said.

‘No, drop me at the farm. Tommy’s expecting me and I think he’ll have things to say regarding what went down today on Hoy.’

‘Roger that,’ Jo said.

Exiting Houton, Jo took a left along the Orphir road. From the passenger seat, Erling could still make out the shadow of Hoy, like a brooding humpback whale on the far side of Scapa Flow.

When they reached the farm turning, he told her to let him off there and he would walk in. She did so without questioning why, and he thought again how lucky he’d been with his new second-in-command, who understood when to joke, when to question and when to remain silent.

Now, as he made his way on foot towards the distant lights of the farmhouse, the quiet twilight that enveloped him felt comfortingly familiar. As did the sky with its million and more stars. The kye had recently been released from their winter sojourn in the barn and he could make out their shadowy movements and lowing sounds as they grazed on new grass.

He contemplated how often as a teenager he’d done this same walk, hoping it would sober him up or blow away the scent of pot on his person.

He’d been a mess back then. Hiding from his own sexuality. Tormenting others who shared it. Magnus had always known and had encouraged him to accept himself as he was. But he couldn’t. Not until he left this place and went to university. That had changed everything. Yet he still couldn’t return. Hadn’t managed it until after he’d joined the force and his mother had died.

In his turbulent teenage years, Tommy wouldn’t wait up for him, but he’d always known that his father only went to sleep when he’d registered that his son was home safe.

I have no child of my own to worry about, nor ever will, he thought. Although I have everyone’s children here to worry about.

He found Tommy in the kitchen, The Orcadian newspaper spread out on the table in front of him, plus a glass of whisky nearby.

His father wasn’t much of a drinker, and since he hadn’t attended the wake, but gone to the interment instead, this was likely his first of the day.

Tommy looked up and, gesturing at the whisky bottle, asked if he’d like one.

‘I don’t have the car, so yes,’ Erling said, fetching a glass from the cupboard.

Pouring himself a measure, he apologized for keeping his father up.

‘I knew you’d be late back,’ Tommy said. ‘And I’m glad you still came.’

They sipped together in silence for a moment.

‘We managed to extract the coffin and contents and take them by police launch to Kirkwall,’ Erling confirmed. ‘A SOCO team will work the site tomorrow.’

‘And Professor Nelson will tell you if you have a murder on your hands?’

‘That’s about it,’ Erling said.

‘And Mr Maitland?’

‘I spoke to him by phone. He wondered if it might have been a ruse to stop work on his house. Seems Ivor warned him the family might try to thwart his plans.’

A ghost of a smile passed Tommy’s lips. ‘He’s not wrong about the family,’ he said, before his expression changed. ‘But that was no prank Ian unearthed. We both know that.’ He looked straight at Erling. ‘How long have they been there, d’you think?’

Erling was about to give the stock forensic answer, but changed his mind.

‘I think within living memory,’ he offered. ‘Maybe Ivor’s?’ He met his father’s look. ‘Did Granddad ever say anything about what went on among the Mowats?’

‘Plenty, but I didn’t often listen.’ He offered another whisky and Erling found himself accepting. They hadn’t talked like this for a long time. Not since his mother, Ada, had died.

‘Granddad and Ivor were thick as thieves. I remember that,’ Erling said.

‘They were, despite Scapa Flow between them.’

‘Then if Ivor knew about the grave at the old house . . .’ he said.

‘Your grandfather might have too,’ Tommy said thoughtfully.

‘What about Hugh Mowat? What did he say after you two left the site?’ Erling asked.

‘He was shocked about the bodies being there. No doubt about that,’ Tommy told him. ‘Then he registered how it meant that work couldn’t start on the new house, and that definitely pleased him.’

Which was what Erling had read from the situation too.

‘You know that was Ivor’s great-grandson Kris behind us at the funeral?’ Tommy said.

‘I do now,’ Erling told him.

‘Hugh and the other pall-bearers were mightily miffed about that.’

‘Do you know why?’ Erling asked, wondering if the rumour Jo had heard was true.

Tommy met his eye. ‘Possibly because young Kris had become Ivor’s favourite. And they’re afraid he’s here for the money.’
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The house lay in darkness. He knew Rory wouldn’t be there, but he would have welcomed a guiding light on his route home.

Entering the deep darkness of the kitchen, he flicked on the light switch, his eyes complaining at the sudden change in circumstance.

The place was as he’d left it this morning. The remains of a hurried breakfast and obviously late departure. As he sat to pull off his boots, he noted a piece of paper lying on the floor behind the door.

Rising, he went to see what it was.

There was no envelope, although it had been folded three ways as if to be put in one.

Intrigued now, he opened it, wondering if it might be a message from one of his near neighbours.

The note was in capitals, written in what appeared to be a shaky hand, real or disguised.

THE LASS’S NAME IS STELLA

Erling stared at this, perplexed. ‘The lass’s name is Stella,’ he repeated out loud.

Which lass?

He didn’t doubt the whole of Orphir already knew where he’d spent the day and why. And what had been found buried next to the old Mowat croft. Which led to the distinct possibility that the note referred to the female body discovered on Hoy.

So who had put the note through his door claiming to know the first name of the victim? And why not report it to him officially?

Rory had suggested on a number of occasions that he have security cameras installed at Langwell to catch any uninvited guests.

‘After all, you’re a police officer,’ he’d said. ‘Who has pissed off a number of folk at various times.’

Which was true, of course, although Erling had been quick to remind him that policing a close-knit community such as this one required less of the ‘us and them’ approach that you often found in city policing.

At that point, Rory had reminded him, ‘You forget that I’m speaking as a former one of “them” in your “us and them” scenario.’

Rory had had a few run-ins with the law back in Liverpool before he’d turned his life around to become a professional scuba diver, now working out of the nearby Flotta oil terminal.

‘I’ll consider installing a security camera at the front door,’ Erling had finally conceded, although it hadn’t happened as yet.

Now, gazing at the note, he sort of wished it had. Although he suspected that news of a security camera being installed at Langwell would have swiftly done the rounds, and this note would never have been put through his letterbox in the first place.

Heading for the bedroom, he considered a quick shower, then decided against it. After all, there was no one waiting for him in the bed. So the morning would do just as well. The last thing he noted as he drifted off was the face of the moon now captured in the tiny window of the thick-walled cottage.

The rising sun streaming through the same window wakened him earlier than he would have chosen. But unlike the previous day, instead of rolling over, he rose immediately.

A brisk shower, then into the kitchen, where he took advantage of the early hour and made himself a cooked breakfast of bacon, egg and black pudding.

While he ate, he studied the note from last night again. Wondering now if perhaps a fingerprint might be lifted from it and run through the database. Although this did feel pretty extreme for such a happenstance.

Then again, whoever had written the note did appear to be claiming knowledge about the identity of the Hoy victim.

He stood up and, transferring his dishes to the sink, went to fetch an evidence bag from his study. His intention being to take the note to the station and have it logged in as possible evidence.

He then called Tommy, who, as a farmer, would already be well into his day by now. That thought was proved right when Tommy answered straight away.

‘What is it, son?’ he said against a background of outside sounds.

‘Can you do me a favour, Dad?’ Erling said. ‘Could you sketch me a family tree for the Mowats?’

‘I think I can manage that,’ Tommy said. ‘Back as far as Ivor, I take it?’

‘His parents, if possible?’ he said.

‘Okay,’ Tommy told him. ‘I’ll have a go.’

‘Thanks, Dad. Also, have you heard the name “Stella” associated in any way with the Mowat family?’

‘Stella? Can’t say I have,’ Tommy said after a moment. ‘Although I can’t be certain there wasn’t a Stella somewhere in the lineage.’

‘You said Kris is the youngest member of the family. Is he the only great-grandchild?’ Erling asked.

‘Not certain,’ Tommy said. ‘Why are you asking about a Stella anyway?’

Erling explained about the note and was rewarded with a studied silence.

‘You still there, Dad?’ he asked after what felt like a long wait.

‘I am. And this note was definitely delivered by hand?’ Tommy checked.

‘Well, it wasn’t the postie,’ Erling confirmed. ‘Any suggestions?’

A further silence followed as though Tommy was considering what he might say. This time Erling held his peace and, eventually, he was rewarded.

‘Auld Mackie, who lives on the hill along the road from you. The white house with the steep drive up. He’s in his nineties now. He wasn’t at the funeral, although he and Ivor were pals at one time.’

Tommy waited as though expecting Erling to confirm a memory of Auld Mackie, which he found himself unable to do.

When he was a teenager, and before he left for university and a life off-island, he’d barely registered the older folk living alongside them in Orphir. He’d only been at Ivor’s funeral because of the connection with his own grandfather, who he’d been fond of. So he knew the house Tommy referred to, but he’d never been inside, although he’d smelt the peat smoke that rose from its chimney often enough. ‘You think he delivered the note?’ he said.

‘Mackie’s housebound now, so no, but he could have got someone to deliver it for him.’

‘Okay, I was planning to chat to my near neighbours anyway. I’ll drop in on Mackie,’ Erling told him.

‘Park at the road end. The drive’s way too steep for a vehicle. Open the front door and shout your name. He’ll give you leave to enter.’ A brief silence followed, then, ‘He’ll try to keep you there. And he’s unlikely to give you the information you’re looking for until he’s ready. So be patient,’ Tommy told him.

‘Okay,’ Erling said, already considering his next move on this.

Ending the call, he immediately made another. This time to DS Green.

‘Can you come pick me up, Sergeant?’

He’d told Jo when he’d stepped out of the vehicle last night that he would take his own car in the morning. Despite this, Jo didn’t enquire about the change of plan.

‘Sure thing, sir. I’ll head your way now.’

‘Maybe she thought I’d taken to drink after yesterday,’ he mused out loud as he ended the call.

Taking himself outside and up to the road, he stood for a moment to survey his surroundings, actively counting those dwellings close enough for someone to deliver the note on foot. The trouble was it could just as easily have been delivered by car, from anywhere on Mainland. After all, he’d been away all day yesterday on Hoy.

He ran through the list of his near neighbours, remembering that at least two of the dwellings were now Airbnbs. Which left three permanently occupied, one of which was Mackie’s place.

At this point he decided he and Jo would check in with Auld Mackie first and he would give the other two to PC Tulloch if, in fact, Mackie turned out not to be the culprit.

He was studying the distant Hoy and wondering whether the SOCO team were already over there when he spotted the police car cresting the hill, with Jo at the wheel.

Climbing in, he explained about last night’s missive and indicated the evidence bag.

‘Tommy thinks that Auld Mackie along the road might shed some light on its delivery,’ he told Jo. ‘Apparently he likes to talk so . . .’

She gave him the look he was beginning to know well.

‘So that’s why I’m here,’ she said. ‘And here’s me thinking you had a hangover.’

‘Two whiskies with Tommy, where he told me a bit more about the Mowat family. Then I walked home and went straight to bed. After I’d read that.’ Erling gestured to the evidence bag.

His father was right, he thought, as he asked Jo to draw in just short of the drive entrance. Taking a vehicle up the almost-vertical slope would be a nightmare. As would turning it to come back down.

Approaching the cottage on foot, they found a further three steep steps to the front door. As Tommy had suggested, Erling advanced up the steps and, opening the door, shouted a loud hello and gave his name.

‘What happened to the detective inspector bit?’ Jo said.

‘He’ll know that already,’ Erling told her.

A moment’s silence followed his announcement, before a deep voice called out in return. ‘Come away in, Inspector. Just follow the scent of the fire.’

The warm peaty smell met them on entry, guiding them down a narrow hall and into a small sitting room, where a man sat in a high-backed chair in front of a glowing fire.

He turned a little in order to greet them, then waved them to a nearby settee.

‘Take a seat, Inspector Flett and . . .’ He paused, waiting to be introduced to Jo.

Jo obliged him with, ‘DS Jo Green, Mr Mackie. Pleased to meet you.’

‘Auld Mackie will do weel enough,’ he said. ‘I’ve earned it. Ninety-three, soon to be ninety-four. Almost as old as Ivor Mowat.’

At the mention of Ivor, Erling realized he had likely come to the right place, which soon proved to be true.

‘You got my note, then?’ Auld Mackie said. ‘I asked Yvanna, my home help, to put it through your letterbox.’

‘You didn’t sign it?’ Erling tried.

‘I knew a detective like yourself would work it out, and you did.’ He laughed a deep belly laugh.

‘My father suggested it might be you,’ Erling told him honestly.

‘Tommy was my back-up plan,’ Mackie admitted.

All that cleared up, Erling began. ‘You said in the note that the lass’s name was Stella?’

‘Aye. I wrote that,’ Mackie confirmed with a nod.

‘Which lass did you mean exactly?’ Erling said.

Auld Mackie shot him a look. ‘Ye ken fine I meant the lass you found buried next to the old Mowat house.’

‘Why do you think it’s her?’ Jo said.

Auld Mackie gave her an appreciative look. ‘I didn’t know Stella,’ he said with a smile. ‘But Ivor did.’

‘He spoke to you about her?’ Jo said in an encouraging voice.

This was the invitation Mackie had been waiting for, Erling realized, as the old man leaned forward in his high-backed chair.

‘Aye, he did. He was quite taken with her, but he was much too young. Him being twelve at the time.’ He laughed. ‘First love. Nothing quite like it.’

‘She was staying with his family?’ Jo suggested.

He shook his head. ‘No. The old Mowat place was full already. Four sons plus their parents. Far as I remember, she was billeted somewhere nearby on Hoy.’

‘She was a soldier, then?’ Jo asked.

He shrugged. ‘She was there because of the war, in some fashion or another.’

‘And she visited the Mowat place?’ Jo said.

‘Aye. That’s how Ivor met her,’ he said. ‘I think she was there for one of the older brothers. There were three of them. Billy, Geordie and Ian. Ivor had no chance against them.’

‘Did Ivor ever mention her surname at all?’ Jo tried.

‘He just called her Stella. And then she disappeared one night, and he never saw her again.’
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‘Disappeared?’ Erling repeated.

Auld Mackie nodded. ‘I remember it as clear as if it had happened yesterday. I went with my father to Hoy and Ivor told me that Stella had gone missing. Everyone was out looking for her. Ivor was mightily upset. Blamed his eldest brother, Billy. Said he heard them arguing and that Billy had told her to go away.’

Erling was remembering the rough wooden coffin and its contents and was now trying to match them in some way to Auld Mackie’s story.

But – and it was a big but – there had been two bodies in the coffin, one of them a child, and the old man’s story of Stella didn’t feature a baby.

As though reading his mind, Mackie said, ‘I heard there was an infant in there with the lass. Is that true?’

Erling saw no reason to deny this. ‘There was,’ he confirmed.

‘Ivor never mentioned a bairn,’ Auld Mackie said. ‘But maybe the lass was pregnant. Maybe that was the reason for the fallout with Billy. Though it still doesn’t tell us how she ended up dead and buried there with her child.’

‘No, it doesn’t,’ Erling agreed. ‘But I’m glad you sent me that note and that we’ve spoken about Stella. DS Green will give you her card, and if you remember anything else, you can call her.’

‘You’ll find out who the lass is?’ Auld Mackie said, taking the card Jo offered. ‘She deserves a proper burial at least.’

‘We will certainly try,’ Erling assured him.

Back now on the road with Erling driving, Jo asked him what he’d made of Mackie’s story.

‘It sounded genuine enough. Hoy was a busy place during the war with a lot of army personnel and associated civilians. The evidence of that stretches all along the coastline fronting Scapa Flow. Gun placements, camps. There was even an anti-submarine boom stretching across to Houton,’ he said. ‘Ivor would have known all the local lasses. As would his brothers.’ Erling paused, then continued. ‘Anyway, I’ll drop you at the station and head for UHI. Hopefully Colin will be able to place our victim’s era, at least.’

‘It’s a shame Ivor died before we found her,’ Jo said. ‘I can’t help but think he would have told us more about Stella.’

Erling had been thinking the same thing. ‘I plan to speak to Tommy again. He was the one who pointed to Auld Mackie as the likely sender of the note. Plus my grandfather Sandy and Ivor Mowat were best pals, and Sandy spent a lot of time at the Mowat place. He must have known about this Stella. If Ivor told Mackie, he would have confided in Sandy without a doubt. Maybe there’s some evidence of that among Sandy’s things.’

Dropping Jo at the station, he reminded her to call him if anything urgent came up.

‘And can you contact Hugh Mowat and check when the Mowat will is due to be read out? And if Kris Mowat is still around.’ Then he remembered who else was likely to turn up. ‘Also, I told Mr Maitland to come into the station when he arrives in Kirkwall. If I’m not back by then, explain that we’ve a team on site and he can’t start work there until we’ve concluded our examination.’

Jo was definitely up for dealing with Mr Maitland, as evidenced by her smile at this part of his request.

‘Sure thing,’ she told him.

Erling headed for the shore road, rather than weaving his way through the town. The University of the Highlands and Islands building was at the top of Burnett Brae and had, on one side at least, a fine view out over the bay.

Despite his chat with Auld Mackie, he was nursing the hope that the grave they’d unearthed would prove to be outwith the time limit on a police investigation. But he still wanted and needed to know the truth about the woman and child they’d exhumed on Hoy.

Parked now, and heading for the Archaeology department, he steeled himself for what was to come.

Colin greeted him on entry, and despite trying to read the Prof’s expression, Erling found himself at a loss as to whether the initial examination of the remains had proved informative or not.

Once kitted up, he followed Colin into the inner sanctum, where he registered that the bodies of mother and child were now free of their joint coffin . . . and, shockingly, of one another.

Noting his expression, Colin immediately said, ‘It’s distressing to see them separated, I know. I felt that too. But they can be buried together again, once we discover the truth of their deaths.’

Erling nodded, still not ready to speak.

‘They are, as you know, mummified in parts, with no obvious signs as to how they died,’ Colin began. ‘No obvious bone breakages. No head trauma. I suppose there is always the possibility that they died of natural causes. Although both at the same time would seem odd.’

‘When do you think this happened?’ Erling said.

‘Bodies buried in peat are well preserved, because of the chemical nature of the soil. The famous Betty Corrigall being such a case.’ Colin halted there. ‘But these two bodies are much more recent, as evidenced by fillings in the woman’s teeth and the remains of their clothing.’

‘How recent?’ Erling heard himself say.

‘In my estimation, the woman and child have lain there for eighty years or so,’ Colin said. ‘Both sets of clothing have mostly decomposed, which suggests they were made of natural fibres and not of later man-made materials. But that’s not all.’

He ushered Erling towards a table where he pointed to a tarnished locket, retrieved, he explained, from around the woman’s neck.

‘I found a tiny lock of hair inside, belonging, I suspect, to the child. And the name engraved on the back, visible under a microscope, says “William 18.3.42”.’

‘So the child was a boy born on the eighteenth of March 1942?’ Erling said.

‘It looks like it. And I think he was six months to a year old when he died,’ Colin confirmed.

‘So she came back to Hoy with a child maybe early in 1943?’ Erling muttered under his breath.

‘She came back?’ Colin repeated. ‘You think you may know who this woman is?’

Erling told him about the note he’d found at Langwell the previous night and his father’s suggestion that he speak to his elderly neighbour regarding its origin.

‘Auld Mackie was friendly with Ivor Mowat back in the day,’ he explained. ‘He told us a story about a young woman called Stella, stationed on Hoy during the war, who visited the Mowats when Ivor was twelve, and then disappeared. It appears she didn’t have a child at that time. But was possibly courting Ivor’s big brother Billy.’

The significance of the name Billy wasn’t lost on either of them.

‘I take it Ivor was the last of the brothers from that era?’

‘He was,’ Erling said. ‘But by the numbers at the funeral, his three older brothers also had offspring. I’m not certain when the family left the original croft house. Maybe they’d already gone by the time the bodies were buried there. Maybe the Stella that Ivor knew is not this woman at all, but someone with no connection to the Mowats.’

‘On that front,’ Colin said, ‘the age and sex of the victims will be properly established by the forensic pathologist, when the remains are transferred to Glasgow for the post-mortem. Plus they may provide an answer as to how they died.’ He halted there for a moment. ‘Of course, since we’re looking at something that happened eighty-odd years ago, this is more of an archaeological investigation than a forensic one. We’re unlikely to locate a live perpetrator even if she was murdered.’

‘I know,’ Erling said. ‘But I’d like to identify her, at least, and give her a proper burial. If the child’s father was in fact a Mowat, that might help.’

‘You’ll have to provide a DNA sample from a current Mowat for comparison, but yes, that could be done,’ Colin confirmed. Then added, ‘If this Stella was connected with the service personnel stationed on Hoy, that may also be a way of identifying her.’

Erling already intended pursuing that line of enquiry. As to acquiring a DNA sample from a current Mowat, he was planning to speak to Hugh regarding the body and what he might know, if anything, about a girl called Stella.

Having discussed the arrangements for the transfer of the bodies to the mortuary in Glasgow, he headed out to the car.

Jo’s call came as he started the engine.

‘Sorry, sir, but Mr Maitland and Ms Barrett are
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