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Saturday, 21st June, 1997 - 12.07 a.m.

It was after midnight, but still light enough to see the farmhouse on the shore. Michael spotted it from the boat as they approached, a black mass looming above the jagged shapes of the other long-abandoned buildings, like the last remaining tooth in a rotten smile.

He gripped the icy railings, tried to suppress a shudder. Thought of his mum saying ‘It’s like someone’s walked over your grave’, and suddenly felt a wave of sadness, followed by a longing to hug her that he hadn’t felt in years. It surprised him, and hammered home what he already knew but was trying not to admit: this was a huge fucking mistake.

A glance back at the others. Nobody else seemed to share his concern. He needed to get a grip, not let them see he was starting to panic. His chance to protest had come and gone an hour since, when they had been sat in Rabbie’s chilly barn, getting blootered on bucky and weed and listening to ‘What’s The Story, Morning Glory?’ on repeat. Not his choice; he would’ve agreed to anything not to have to hear ‘She’s Electric’ for the fifth or sixth bloody time. But he told himself that, even if he had said anything then, he’d have been outvoted five to one. Rabbie, Jake, and the three girls all wanted to go. He’d have looked a right fanny. Plus, there was the look Alice was giving him with those big, beautiful hazel eyes of hers. He was seventeen now, not a bairn anymore. Probably the last of his pals to get laid, if their stories were true. It was honestly mortifying. And it was rare for Alice to get a night away from home; this was their first chance to spend some proper time together alone. So, when Rabbie, pished as fuck, had yelled they should steal his dad’s boat, sail it to Copinsay and spend a night getting out of their tree on an uninhabited island, he’d whooped along with the others.

‘Let’s fucking do it!’ he’d cried.

Might even have uttered: ‘What’s the worst that can happen?’

The rim of the northern horizon still glowed yellowy green. The sun was only briefly hiding below it; it would rise again in less than four hours, at the dawn of the year’s longest day. High above the island, a dome of deep blue was light enough to conceal all but the brightest stars and a tiny sliver of moon. Rabbie cut the boat’s engine and the vessel drifted silently towards the small wooden jetty that came off the beach. From the deck, Michael could see they were coming in too fast, and they clattered into the jetty with a sickening crack. Rabbie was a bloody liability and he couldn’t sail for shit, even if he had been sober. Copinsay was less than an hour’s sail from South Ronaldsay, but they never should’ve attempted it without checking the conditions first. Michael kept his mouth shut though. He didn’t query how Rabbie’s dad could afford such a vessel either, or why a supposed cattle farmer would even need one. Rabbie was more a friend of a friend, they hadn’t known each other that long, but he already understood that, when it came to him and his family, it was best not to ask too many questions.

He hopped off the boat, hoping not to go straight through the remaining rickety planks that hadn’t been stepped on in decades, shot a look at the hull for damage as he did, then he held out his hand for Alice. The pier swayed beneath his feet like a rope-bridge as Jake jumped down too. Jake quickly turned back to help Kelly off before Rabbie could, leaving Michael and Alice to help Isla. From the look on Isla’s face, he realised that, if he had spoken up earlier, he might only have been outvoted four to two.

‘Last one in the house has to fuck Isla Gunn.’

Rabbie’s voice cut through the half-light, followed by a splash seconds later as the radge bastard launched himself into the water. The island rattled with the cries of seabirds, a black cloud of them launching into the luminescent sky at the sound of intruders.

‘Prick,’ Isla muttered. She dropped her head, her blonde fringe falling over her eyes as she fiddled with the silver bracelet on her tiny wrist. Rabbie took off down the narrow strip of sand that led to the bulk of the island. The sea was coming in either side of it. Kelly and Jake were ahead of him, walking towards the old farmhouse at the far end of the beach. Isla and Alice hung back while Michael checked the ropes, then checked them again. Coming here was bad enough; getting stuck here would be a nightmare.

‘I wouldn’t shag Rabbie Cleat if he was the last man on Earth,’ Isla said.

‘Don’t compliment the silly wank,’ said Alice. ‘He’s hardly a man. Especially not if what Sally McGregor says is true.’

The two girls laughed in that conspiratorial way that made Michael’s balls shrink.

‘First time you’ve cracked a smile all night,’ Alice said, looping her arm over Isla’s shoulder.

‘Aye, well, the night’s hardly going as planned, is it?’ Isla nodded to the trio further up the beach.

‘You and Jake? Fuck, is that why you agreed to come out tonight?’

‘Well, I’m not here for that bawbag Rabbie, am I? And this one here’s taken.’

Isla glanced at Michael, walking up the sand beside them in silence, and the two girls laughed again.

‘Jake won’t go for a girl like Kelly,’ he said.

‘Aye, that’s right, you two are best pals, aren’t you?’ Isla replied.

Michael shrugged. ‘We’re pals, sure. I don’t know about best pals.’

‘Ah, come off it, the two of yous are always going around together at school. You’re joined at the bloody hip.’

Michael felt his cheeks flush. He hoped in the half-light that the girls wouldn’t see.

‘Does he ever mention me?’ Isla asked.

‘You?’ The word almost caught in his windpipe. Jake Drever talked about a lot of girls a lot of the time – it was fucking tedious, to be honest – but Michael didn’t think he’d ever heard mention of Isla.

He couldn’t be the one to extinguish the dim flame of hope that had lit in her eyes, though.

‘I mean, yeah, he’s spoken about you before. He likes you.’

The pale light caught the whites of Isla’s eyes as they flicked between his. She turned to Alice. ‘If he shags as well as he lies, you’re in for a shite night as well.’

Michael felt blood heat his face again.

They caught up with the others. The beach split in two and ran either side of a triangular outcrop of land where the farmhouse had been built, along with a couple of other smaller houses. Steadings for the farm workers who had lived here when Copinsay was still a thriving community. Michael had heard the family that used to farm the land had thirteen children and there was even an old schoolhouse here somewhere. Metal cages covered most of the empty windows. Weathered signs implored them to keep out.

They didn’t heed their warning.

Jake tried the front door of the farmhouse. This building at least was still intact, with glass in the windows and in remarkably good condition considering its last occupants had left over forty years ago. The wooden door was unlocked but stuck. Jake was about to put his shoulder to it when Rabbie steamed in from behind, beat him to it. The wood shattered and splintered as the door burst open. Rabbie went face first into the hallway floor, then exploded in a burst of that hyena-like laugh. Michael was standing behind the others. He watched as nervous chuckling spread through the group. It didn’t reach him. One by one, they disappeared inside, leaving Michael standing alone, listening to the wind as it whistled between the buildings where the eerie half-light cast impenetrable shadows, and to the constant background sigh of the sea which seemed to wrap itself around him. Every now and then, a deep boom would rattle across the landscape, like cannon fire from a nearby battlefield. He realised it was the relentless march of the North Sea, pummelling the cliffs on the far side of the small island. It was strange being in a place where you knew there were no other people. He supposed this was the first time in his life that he had experienced it. His eyes were drawn to the black holes on the decaying steading opposite the farmhouse, and he tried to picture what it would’ve been like when people lived here. His imagination ran riot with visions of all the souls who had been and had now gone, and a shiver ripped through him again.

‘Everything okay?’

Alice was hanging back in the doorway. She swept a strand of her auburn hair from her face.

He nodded. ‘Just wishing I’d brought a jacket.’

Alice stepped closer. She smiled as she took his hands and wrapped them around her waist. ‘You can cuddle up to me, that might help.’

When she kissed him, he felt a charge of electricity course across his skin, followed by movement in his trousers he hoped to God Alice wouldn’t feel.

She began to giggle, her lips still pressed against his.

‘Feels like you’re warming up,’ she whispered, and that only made things worse.

Fucking hell, this was incredible. He tried to clear his head, just be in the moment for once and enjoy it, but he was flooded with conflicting emotions. He wanted Alice so badly, he really did. But if that was the case, then why did he also feel the way he did about—

The sound of wood snapping inside the house, followed by Isla’s shrill cry, split them apart.

In the living room, someone had put the battery-powered lantern from the barn on the window ledge. It flicked long spindly shadows across a sparsely furnished room where the air hung thick with damp under a claustrophobically low ceiling. There were curtains still half drawn across the windows, an armchair and a wooden rocking chair pushed close together, and in the corner of the room a table with three chairs. The fourth was in pieces at Rabbie’s feet.

As Michael and Alice ran in, Jake picked up another of the chairs and swung it with all his might against the wall where it too exploded with a bone-crunching crack.

Isla screamed again, her hands over her ears. Kelly was laughing.

‘The fuck are you playing at?’ Alice yelled.

‘It’s bloody Baltic in here,’ Jake said, picking up a third chair. ‘We need firewood.’

‘Are you being serious right now? This belonged to people. It was their furniture.’

‘Aye, well I don’t think they’ll be coming back for it any time soon, do you?’ Rabbie said, that God-awful laugh of his filling this hole of a room.

Michael flinched. Another belonging burst into pieces.

Rabbie picked up the final chair. Alice marched across the room, and grabbed his wrist as he was about to launch it at the wall where, in the pale blue light of the lantern, Michael could see discoloured patches where pictures had once hung. He wasn’t sure what had happened – maybe her nails had dug into his skin – but Rabbie cried out, dropping the chair. Kelly howled again, but Michael knew this was no laughing matter. Anger flashed across Rabbie’s face like accelerant catching fire.

Someone gasped as he slapped Alice, the sound of it like the crack of a whip. In the shock of it all, Michael stayed rooted to the spot. He should have reacted, but he didn’t. Instead, it was Jake who leaped forward, grabbing Rabbie by the arm.

A chorus of yelled voices followed. Another scream.

‘The fuck are you doing, man?’

‘Get your fucking hands off me!’

‘Rabbie, stop!’

The ceiling seemed a foot lower. The electric light from the lantern was painfully bright.

When everyone calmed down, Jake stood between Rabbie and Alice, the three of them panting, Jake holding Rabbie back, Alice holding a hand to her cheek. Michael felt his throat close as Rabbie turned his gaze to him, the whites of his eyes gleaming in the blue light.

His lips curled into a sneer. ‘You wanna come get your bitch, Wishy Washy. Put her back on her leash.’

He should’ve said something, he knew he should.

But he didn’t.

Alice turned. She didn’t look at Michael. She stormed past him, out of the room, without saying a word.

He followed, chasing the sound of her stamped footsteps up the uneven wooden stairs. He found her in the bedroom at the end of the landing, sitting on a bare mattress on an old iron frame. There was a window across from her, but the glow from the twilight sky was too weak to force its way through the salt-crusted glass. He could barely see Alice’s face, but he could hear that she was crying.

The bedframe groaned as he sat beside her, but the mattress was still surprisingly firm.

He placed his hand on hers. She snatched it away.

‘Why didn’t you say anything?’

Michael sighed. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Seriously, that’s it? “I’m sorry”?’

‘I … I don’t know what you wanted me to do. It’s his boat, we can’t—’

‘So, he can do what he wants? He can hit me because we need his boat to get home?’

‘No, of course not, I just mean—’

‘Save it, Wishy. You’re all the fucking same.’

‘Who are?’

A dim light swept through the room; the beam from the island lighthouse on the nearby clifftops. It caught on the tears on Alice’s cheek as she looked towards the window. She wiped them away with her sleeve. ‘Men. You’re so full of talk, but the minute anyone actually needs you…’

Michael’s mouth swung open to protest, but he had thought better of it, and so he decided against it. He hauled himself up off the hard mattress and walked over to the window, leaned his head against the abraded glass and looked out at the crumbling old buildings around them and the fields beyond. Four hours until sunrise was going to feel like forever. He wished he could go back to the fight, say something. No, fuck that, he wished he could go back to the barn, speak up then. Or maybe earlier in the night, when he’d first met up with Alice, when he could’ve decided to spend the night with her instead of calling in on Jake. The lighthouse blinked again, and as it did, Michael caught sight of something written on the wall along the edge of the window. He leaned in close. There were faint lines and marks etched in pencil on the peeling wallpaper.

It took him a moment to realise what it was.

‘No way! Alice, come see this.’

She didn’t move.

He turned back to the markings on the wall. Lines and letters, barely visible in the low light. S. Groat, ‘23. C. Groat, ‘27. Initials and surnames of the people who used to live here. Must’ve been the children who’d occupied this room.

‘Someone’s written on the wall here,’ he said. ‘It looks like they’ve been measuring how tall the bairns were growing. Jesus, I can’t believe these are still—’

He stopped.

For a brief few seconds, he thought he’d imagined it. Something shifting in his peripheral vision through the window.

Then he saw it again.

‘Alice.’

No sound.

‘Alice, seriously, come—’

‘Piss off and leave me alone.’

‘There’s someone outside.’

His voice was still barely above a whisper. This time, he heard the creak of the bedframe.

Seconds later he felt Alice’s breath on his cheek. ‘What?’

Michael didn’t take his eyes off the window. Off the spot where he had last seen the dark shape disappear after flashing across the open space between the buildings.

‘Stop fucking around, Mike.’

‘I’m not, I swear on my mother’s life I saw—’

There it was again. A person. No doubt in his mind.

Whoever it was, they ran from behind the derelict steading and into the old schoolhouse.

‘There! Tell me you saw that!’

He turned to Alice, her face as pale as bone in the low light. She said nothing, but the way the blood had drained from her skin spoke for her. He hadn’t imagined it.

They weren’t the only people on the island.






Thursday, 5th June. Present day.








Chapter 1

It was the silence that unsettled him. It seemed unnatural, even out here, like the hills themselves were holding their breath.

DI Fergus Muir stepped away from the gaggle of police vehicles blocking the single-track road to Rackwick and stood at the edge of the tarmac, his hand to his brow, screening out the early morning sun so he could see the large boulder in the distance across the lush moorland. There was no wind, that was the issue. The sea was only a mile or two away in either direction, but the crisp June air seemed remarkably still. Even with the melee of men and women in uniform, buzzing around the road and the path out to the Dwarfie Stane like the insects among the heather, there was a discernible hush over the valley. Like the peace here was so thick even a crime scene couldn’t penetrate it. It made Fergus wonder if that was what had brought the man out here to die.

‘You on the lookout for trowies, aye?’

Fergus smiled at the sound of the approaching voice. He didn’t need to turn to face them to know who it was. If a silence could ever be shattered, PC Jim Brannigan was the man to do it.

‘It’s a bit bright the day,’ he said. ‘Don’t think I’ll have any luck.’

It was still early, a little after eight, but the sun had long since risen above the cliffs on the far side of the valley. It wasn’t yet strong enough, however, to burn off the effects of a poor night’s sleep. The call had come a little over two hours ago and Fergus had jolted awake, surprised at having nodded off at all. Sleep had still eluded him a few hours earlier, when the rain had started and the first shafts of sallow daylight had begun to creep between the curtains, the pain in his stomach gnawing at him again. He had glanced at the bedside table, seen the near-spent blister pack of aspirin and the empty glass and decided this time he would swallow two of the powdery tablets dry rather than climb out of bed and fetch water.

Now, he ran his hand through his thatch of slate-grey hair as he kept his gaze on the huge slab of sandstone a few hundred metres away. To anyone unfamiliar with this lonely part of Orkney, the massive rock would look much like any other dumped along the vast valley floor by the glacier that had carved out these looming hills and sombre cliff faces several millennia ago. But this rock was different, special. Even before the events of this morning.

‘Maybe that’s who’s to blame for all this kerfuffle,’ Jim said, coming to stand alongside him. ‘A trowie, or a giant, perhaps. There’s folk living not far from here who’d probably believe that, ye ken.’

Fergus grinned, glanced at his colleague. Jim flicked away a strand of the unkempt grey hair that was falling onto his face from under his hat, and looked at Fergus with weary eyes. Possibly the result of a long night shift made longer by an unexpected trip to Hoy, but Fergus knew better. PC Jim Brannigan always looked like shite warmed up and left out to cool off. But he was a stalwart of the Orkney police, had been around as long as Fergus. Much longer, in fact. Fergus swore Jim had been an old man back when he’d joined the force over a quarter of a century ago now. He was never going to be the man picked to be the face of one of Police Scotland’s recruitment drives, and he was a peedie work-shy bastard, no doubt about that, but Fergus couldn’t help but like him.

‘You were first on scene, I take it?’ Fergus asked.

‘For my sins. Want the run-down yet, or do you need a minute longer with your thoughts?’

‘Let me have it.’

Jim began to fill him in on what they knew so far. A 999 call had been placed a little after 6 a.m. by tourists who had found a man lying unresponsive inside the Dwarfie Stane, a Neolithic tomb cut into a giant slab of sandstone hollowed out over 
six thousand years ago by nothing more than stone tools and bloody-minded determination.

‘They’d camped out here overnight,’ Jim said, nodding towards the small parking area off to the side of the road twenty metres away. There was a green VW Transporter campervan with a couple in their late thirties standing beside it, looking rather shellshocked amidst the fleet of police vehicles now surrounding their van. ‘They wanted to be the first ones out there at the tomb, apparently, get the place to themselves. Looks like they didna manage it.’

‘Who came out from the hospital?’

‘Irishman by the name of Keogh. I’d not come across him afore now.’

Fergus shook his head. He didn’t know the doctor either. He thought he’d have worked with them all by now.

‘The doc had pronounced him dead by the time we got here.’

He looked up the valley. There was no sign of the air ambulance that would’ve been dispatched. Not the kind of thing you’d miss.

Jim read his mind. ‘There was nothing else for them to do here, and they had to get the chopper away back to base, in case it was needed elsewhere. They’re sending a regular ambulance over for the auld fella. It’s not been requested just yet. We knew you’d want to be taking a look first.’

‘Any clue who he is?’

‘I’ve not seen him. You didn’t think I’d be trekking all the way up there at my age, did you?’ Jim nodded towards the tomb. ‘I sent Kate up. She’s secured it all off. She’s still up there now, keeping watch. Best I can tell you is our man’s a white male, looks to be maybe late fifties. Doc said from the colour of him he’d likely been dead only a few hours by the time the couple found him.’

‘Any ID on him?’

‘We’ve not checked. Kate’s by the book. She’ll not touch him or let anybody else near him till you give the say so.’

Fergus nodded. He knew PC Kate Flynn well, was glad she was in charge of managing the inner cordon instead of Jim. ‘You thinking this is a big fuss over nothing?’

Jim shrugged. ‘Ah well, you ken me well enough, Fergie boy. Ever the pragmatist.’

Fergus smiled to himself. ‘Lazy shite’ was the term more commonly associated with Jim down the station.

‘The doc couldn’t say for certain what had done him in solely by looking at him, but he’s thinking natural causes,’ Jim said. ‘There’s no obvious cuts or bruises, not a single suggestion of foul play. He said he looks like he climbed inside that stone for a nap and never woke up.’

Fergus looked back towards the car park. The couple were still standing by their van. ‘You’ll have spoken to those two already?’

‘I have indeed. An English couple up here on their jollies. The Bothamleys. Lorna and Craig. Lovely people. Lorna there’s a nurse. She called it in.’

‘You said they slept here last night. Did they not hear or see anything?’

‘They say not.’

‘Are they up to a chat with me, do you think?’

‘I should think so. The wifey especially. The doc checked them both over afore he left, said there was no sign they were in shock. We kept them here for you.’

Fergus glanced again across the valley, beautiful in the soft morning light. Behind them, the green slopes of Orkney’s highest peak rose steeply into a blue sky with barely a blemish while, across the moorland, a wall of granite cliffs, the Dwarfie Hamars, presented a dramatic backdrop to the Stane itself. A chill lingered, the bright June sunshine yet to take the damp out of the air from last night’s rain, and the slight breeze now coming up off the Hoy Sound carried a bite with it. A keen reminder of how far north they were.

‘Whoever he is, he’s an awfully long way from home,’ Jim said, reading Fergus’s mind again. ‘We must be three mile from Rackwick, a good two mile afore you reach any houses going the other way. And you’ll have spotted there’s no other vehicles in that car park. It’s a fair ways to be walking in the middle of the night.’

‘You don’t find that odd?’

‘You ken well enough, odd’s our bread and butter. Doesn’t mean it’s anything suspicious. Maybe the auld fella had dementia and was out here wandering. I’ve seen that afore now.’

It was a fair point. Fergus had too. They’d soon know if that was a possibility once they found out who he was.

‘Did this Dr Keogh tell you anything else?’

Jim shook his head. ‘Wasn’t a lot he could say. I suppose we won’t know for certain until we get the postmortem.’

‘I take it you told him to come by the station later and give a formal statement?’

‘I did, aye,’ Jim replied. ‘He seemed quite excited. Said he’d only been in Orkney a couple of weeks, thought he was coming here to be put out to pasture. His missus talked him into it. Open spaces, beaches. A slice of the quiet life and all that.’

Beyond Jim, he saw he was being gestured to by DS Eilidh Murray. She had her phone to her ear and did not look happy.

A memory tweaked the corners of Fergus’s lips into a smile. He laid a hand on his colleague’s shoulder as he walked past him. ‘You know, Jim, I’ve heard that somewhere afore now.’






Chapter 2

Eilidh was standing by the bonnet of Fergus’s black Volkswagen Passat, phone to her ear, telling some poor unfortunate soul on the other end they were ‘…clearly taking the piss.’

Fergus grinned as he approached from the rear of the car, not wanting to disturb her while she was in full flow. It couldn’t have been more than three months since Eilidh had arrived in Kirkwall, having been working previously in Perth, and she was probably the first new recruit to have joined the Orkney CID in years. The woman was a bloody force of nature. Exactly what the stale team needed.

She put her phone away as Fergus neared. ‘Forensic services. They’re claiming it’ll be two to three hours before a pathologist can get here.’

‘It’s a fair trip from Aberdeen, especially with the additional ferry thrown in to get across from Mainland. Then the drive over from Lyness. I’d be surprised if it’s less than four.’

‘Jesus, how do you get anything done here?’

‘We’ve managed okay until now.’

Eilidh raised an eyebrow. ‘That’s not strictly true, is it?’ She nodded over to the Bothamleys, changed the subject. ‘Did you speak to them?’

‘Not yet, boss.’

Eilidh grinned. ‘I should have your job. You know that, right?’

‘You’re welcome to it. Soon as I retire.’

‘I’ll not have long to wait then. Shall we?’

‘After you, ma’am.’ Fergus kept a straight face as he raised an arm, let Eilidh lead the way.

The Bothamleys’ VW van was the only civilian vehicle in the parking area, as Jim had noted. The surface was tarmac, same as the road, and was completely wet from the rain overnight; there were no dry patches, where any other vehicles might have been parked, except for under the Bothamleys’ van. Eilidh led the introductions, showing the couple her warrant card. Fergus then did the same. He was happy to allow his colleague to take the reins on this one. His mind drifted easily to that retirement Eilidh had mentioned; he’d been counting down the days for months now and was only another half a year away. He didn’t yet know what he planned to do with his free time, but he was sure he’d find something to keep him busy.

The Bothamleys seemed happy enough to answer questions a second time. They had already given a statement to Jim, but Fergus knew Eilidh would want to hear it for herself. She could then compare what she was told to the statement they had first given. It was a tactic Fergus had employed himself before now. Not that there was any reason to distrust the couple or to suspect them of anything. Fergus wasn’t even sure yet if there was anything to suspect them of; it sounded like Dr Keogh had been pretty clear that there were no obvious signs of foul play.

‘We’d camped here overnight,’ Lorna was saying. ‘We thought this place would get busy during the day so we wanted to be the first ones out here to visit the tomb this morning, but it looks like someone beat us to it, eh?’

She laughed, the dark humour of someone who worked around death and saw it every day. Her husband gave her a look as if to say ‘Are you fucking kidding?’ Fergus couldn’t help but smile.

‘Did you see or hear anyone else during the night?’ Eilidh asked.

‘No. No one. I’m not even sure any other cars came past on the road,’ Lorna replied.

‘What time did you turn in?’

‘We pulled the blinds down at about … what time was it, Craig?’ she asked her husband, who still looked pale.

‘Eleven thirty.’

‘It was still light,’ Lorna added.

‘And had anyone come and gone before then?’ Eilidh asked.

‘No. We had the place to ourselves.’

‘Did you walk over to the tomb last night?’ Fergus asked. ‘Before turning in?’

Lorna explained how they had arrived at the car park quite late, having spent the evening hiking from Rackwick up across the clifftops to see the Old Man of Hoy at sunset. ‘But we didn’t realise how late sunset would be, so we gave up and came back. Plus, it had gone cloudy. Didn’t seem worth sticking around up there. Bloody windy too. Then, by the time we parked up here, we were shattered and thought we’d save it till morning.’

‘So, what time did you pull up here?’ Eilidh asked.

Lorna looked to Craig again. ‘It wasn’t long before we closed the blinds. Maybe eleven-ish.’

Fergus made a mental note to check what time the last tour guides had come by here. That would give them a loose window.

Eilidh checked the Bothamleys had given the first officer on scene details of where they would be staying next and when they would be returning to England, then she thanked them for their time.

‘There is one other thing,’ Lorna said. She looked again at her husband. ‘There was that car as we got here, wasn’t there?’

‘The one ahead of us along the road?’ Craig replied.

‘Yeah, it wasn’t in the car park, it was driving away as we arrived. But slowly, like it might’ve just pulled out.’

‘Can you describe it?’

‘It was hard to tell in the twilight, but it was a light colour. Could’ve been white. Or silver,’ Lorna said. She looked at Craig. ‘It was definitely a newer model. One of those electric ones your cousin’s got. You could tell from the funny lights across the back that look like a staple.’

‘A Polestar,’ Craig added. ‘Yeah, it could’ve been.’

Fergus glanced at Eilidh, who was looking at him. He’d never bloody heard of a Polestar, but it had to be easier to track down than a Fiesta or a Corsa, even without a registration plate. It was only a crumb, but it was something.

As they left the Bothamleys and walked back over to Fergus’s car, Eilidh unclipped her phone from her belt. ‘Okay, so I’ll send a couple of uniforms out looking for a light-coloured Polestar. We should get someone on to the ferries too, see if any have been booked on any crossings. It’s either got to be a local or someone travelling in, and no boats will have left between last night and now, so they’ll still be on this island somewhere. If this thing’s an EV, it’ll be worth finding out where the charge points are too. If we can trace who was driving, we can get their story, maybe narrow down our window of when this guy crawled inside that tomb for one last nap. Is there anywhere around here where it might’ve been picked up on CCTV? I’m not even going to ask about ANPR.’

She noticed Fergus’s grin.

‘Sorry, want me to pretend I don’t know what I’m doing and let you tell me what’s next?’

‘You seem excited.’

‘Aren’t you? Aren’t your spidey senses telling you this is all a bit off?’

‘My what?’

‘You’re such a grandad. Like a sixth sense, telling you something isn’t right. Like, where has he come from? Why was he here, alone, late at night, with no vehicle? Where’s the closest thing to civilisation from here?’

‘It would have to be Rackwick at the end of the road here. Or Linksness coming the other way. I’d say that’s more likely.’ Something occurred to him then. ‘There’s a hostel there, not far from where the foot passenger ferry docks—’

That pain that had been growing more frequent and more violent these past few weeks bit again, cutting his words short. Instinctively his hand went to his stomach.

‘What’s wrong?’ Eilidh asked.

‘Nothing. My breakfast isn’t agreeing with me.’

‘I didn’t think breakfast was your thing.’

‘It isn’t, for this very reason. So, what’s your take on involving CSI, ma’am?’

Eilidh would have spotted the deliberate change of subject and the weak joke, Fergus was in no doubt, but she didn’t say anything. She puffed out her cheeks, surveyed the valley. ‘The rain last night will have washed anything away. That’s if there even is anything out here to find. We’ve nothing yet to suggest foul play.’

‘Other than your spider senses.’

‘Spid-ey.’

Fergus opened his car boot, took out two sets of forensic paper overalls. ‘Aye, well, whatever they’re called,’ he said, handing a pair to Eilidh. ‘Let’s see if they’re on to anything.’

They pulled on the forensic suits, covering their clothes and shoes, and set off towards the boggy path between the road and the Dwarfie Stane in the middle of the valley.

Before they reached it, Fergus stopped.

Eilidh turned. ‘What is it?’

‘You go on ahead.’

‘Problem?’

Fergus shook his head as he headed back to his car. ‘Just need to fetch something. I’ll catch you up.’

‘The shape you’re in, I doubt it.’

‘Thin ice, Murray.’

He had to smile when she winked at him before turning and carrying on towards the giant sandstone boulder in the distance.

Fergus opened the passenger side door of his car and, quickly checking nobody was looking, took out the burner phone he kept in the glovebox.

He fired off a hastily written message.

Change of plan…






Chapter 3

She was late. As usual.

Chief Inspector Magnus Robertson, the Area Commander of the Orkney Police, was already in full flow by the time Freya Sinclair pulled into the large car park at Evie Primary School. There wasn’t time to sit and gather herself, or to plan the wording of the questions she wanted to ask. She would have to do that while he spoke. She wasn’t intending to listen to whatever shite he had to say before she asked her question anyway.

Magnus was trying to look casual, with his uniform jacket and hat removed and the sleeves of his crisp white shirt rolled up to the elbows. He was standing next to a police car, a woman wearing a smart suit and a painted-on smile positioned beside him. Freya guessed she was the school headteacher. They were faced by a group that outnumbered them only by one. She recognised Iain MacKay from BBC Radio Orkney, and there was a photographer eagerly snapping shots from various angles as the Chief Inspector spoke, his back to the main road and the lush green fields rolling down to the Eynhallow Sound in the distance. They must’ve been someone from Police Scotland, getting images for the media team. Her heart sank at the sight of the third member of the small huddle – Gill Irvine. Freya had known she would be here, but she had hoped there might have been more people present so she could hide.

Gill scowled at Freya as she picked her way between the small children in hi-vis vests, who were wobbling round and round the car park on bicycles. She did her best not to return Gill’s stare as she joined the others. The point of this peedie get together was to launch a new local policing initiative to try and improve road safety, hence the location next to the A road, and the gaggle of small humans in crash helmets going through the motions of a cycling proficiency class.

‘In these islands, we police by consent,’ Magnus was saying as Freya joined the group. ‘We’re not only here for the community, we’re a part of it ourselves.’

Freya fought hard not to roll her eyes. Magnus Robertson spoke solely in soundbites; she’d heard nothing but this kind of guff out of him and the Police Scotland media team for the past few months. They’d been on a PR offensive since the Professional Standards Division had launched an investigation into the Orkney Area Command in the spring. Policing by consent and Part of the community were two of the most common lines to get rolled out. Every press conference or press release now felt like a game of Bullshit Bingo.

‘Keeping our loved ones safe is more than just a job to us,’ Magnus carried on. Freya bit back the urge to cry out House! ‘And that’s why today, as part of our long-term road safety strategy, I’m immensely proud to be launching our Safer Roads, Stronger Communities programme – a multi-faceted campaign combining community-led initiatives with education and awareness, as well as collaboration with our officers, who’ll be a more visible presence on our roads over the coming weeks and months.’

Meaning they’ll be out of the station and away from the PSD detectives, Freya thought. Very convenient.

The officers themselves were sure to be thrilled about it, too. She remembered her dad referring to traffic cops as ‘Black Rats’ when she was a bairn. It had been such a surreal image, it had always stayed with her.

‘It’s because nobody’s safe from them, not even the rest of us cops,’ he’d explained to her with a playful grin. ‘So that’s why we call them black rats, because they eat their own.’

The sound of a horn blaring startled the group, and caused a number of the children taking the staged cycling proficiency class to scream. Everyone turned to see a black BMW on the wrong side of the main road, overtaking a tractor just as a campervan had started to pull out of the junction from the lane leading down to the Broch of Gurness. It looked like the campervan had braked, sounded the horn. The car swerved back in with only inches to spare before colliding with it. It could’ve been nasty.

Magnus turned back to the group. ‘Right on cue, as if to prove how important this is,’ he said with a shake of his head. ‘Anyone would think we’d planned that.’

There was muted polite laughter from the handful of people present, but not from Freya. She wouldn’t have been surprised at all if he had staged such a stunt.

The Chief Inspector finally opened things up for questions, and Gill Irvine dived in first.

‘Chief Inspector Robertson, Gill Irvine from The Orcadian,’ she began, announcing her full name and job, even though he knew full well who she was. ‘Could you assure my readers this scheme of yours won’t be taking police away from the essential duty of keeping folk in these islands safe from crime?’

Gill’s question, as always, came across as aggressive and combative, but Magnus didn’t get rattled. He never did. ‘I can assure everyone that this programme, which belongs to the whole community, is perhaps one of the most important things my officers can do to keep everyone in these islands safe. Orkney, sadly, has one of the highest rates of deaths per miles driven in all of Scotland, a figure which none of us are proud of, but which all of us can actively work to change.’

Iain asked a question next, something to do with what regular folk could do to play their part in the programme, but Freya had stopped listening. She was distracted by the muted sound of her phone buzzing. She surreptitiously pulled it out slightly from her coat pocket, pressed the cracked glass to bring the screen to life. Over the photograph of Tom and their two dogs, Luna and Thorfinn, there was a text from a mobile number with no name assigned to it, but she knew it belonged to Fergus. Without opening it, all she could read were the few words in the preview:

Change of plan, something’s come up. Can’t meet as …

She felt a weight dragging in the pit of her stomach, but couldn’t say why.

‘And you, Freya?’

She looked up. Magnus Robertson and everyone else was looking at her.

‘I assume if The Orcadian has felt this event is important enough to send along two of its reporters, you’ll want to ask a question,’ he said with a fake smile.

Freya put her phone back in her pocket, fought the urge to reach for the piercings in her ear, counted. and pinch them in order. She’d been distracted, hadn’t planned the wording of her question at all, and hated being put on the spot. She could feel everyone’s eyes on her, like grubby fingers on her skin.

‘I was hoping to get a comment from you about the death of Trevor Scott.’

Did Magnus’s right eye twitch slightly, or did she imagine it?

The Chief Inspector seemed to take a millisecond or two longer to respond than he usually did, but he was soon back on form. ‘The tragic death of sergeant Scott has saddened me greatly, as it saddened everyone who knew him and everyone associated with policing in these islands. I worked with him for a number of years.’ He paused, swallowed. ‘He was a good man.’

Freya genuinely couldn’t tell if that was heartfelt or simply more good acting.

‘Had detectives from PSD been talking to Trevor before he took—’

‘Mrs Sinclair, I don’t think now is the moment to be drawing speculative connections between Trevor’s tragic passing and ongoing investigations that are yet to reach any conclusions.’

Freya felt her cheeks burn as red as her hair. ‘I’m not, I’m simply asking if anyone from Professional Standards had spoken to him before he died. It seems like he would be someone who could help their investigation. He was with the force a long time before he retired, he’d worked under Allan Tait—’

‘As did I, and a lot of folk besides, including your own father,’ Magnus cut in again.

‘Nobody, least of all I, will try and defend our former chief inspector, but there will be a time and a place to talk about the PSD investigation, and it isn’t here. Today is all about the work we’re doing with our partners in the community to keep people from harm. And with that in mind, I think it’s time we hear from Mrs Wilson about what she and her colleagues have been doing to teach pupils about staying safe out on the roads.’

‘Thank you, Chief Inspector Robertson … ’

The headteacher launched into her prepared speech. Freya felt her hands balling into fists. She spotted the look Gill was giving her out of the corner of her eye, decided it was time to leave. The last thing she needed was Orkney’s self-appointed senior reporter having a pop at her as well.

She walked back to her car while the others stayed behind to listen to what Mrs Wilson had to say. As she reached the turquoise Hyundai, she glanced back at the small gathering outside the school, just caught the glare Magnus was giving her before he saw her looking over and turned away.

So much for him never getting rattled.






Chapter 4

Freya killed the engine and sat back in the driver’s seat, listened to the occasional low rumble of vans and lorries going past on the main road on the other side of the building. She needed to get inside, but her limbs weren’t listening; her body and brain had both decided to take a beat before braving the newsroom. She sat in her car in her parking space, that wasn’t her space at all because none were assigned, it was simply the best one because other cars usually shielded it from view. That meant anyone coming or going from The Orcadian would likely not see her or come over and try and talk to her. It was also the furthest from the door, which meant it was often free, so she could park in the same place every time. And it had grass on one side of it, so she halved her risk of some idiot parking too close beside her.

She closed her eyes and tried to process the morning so far, but she knew it was pointless. She felt nothing besides the familiar tightness in her chest she couldn’t name. Anxiety? Guilt? She doubted that as she had nothing to feel guilty about. She took her phone from her coat pocket, read the message from Fergus again: ‘Change of plan, something’s come up. Can’t meet as planned, will txt u later.’ The meaning of the words sank in slowly, like sediment settling
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