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About the Author


Marsali Taylor grew up near Edinburgh, Scotland. Her family holidays were spent in a remote cottage in the West Highlands, the region where her detective Gavin Macrae lives. Like her sailing heroine, Cass, she has always been used to boats, and spent her gap-year earnings on her first sailing dinghy, Lady Blue. She studied English at Dundee University, did a year of teacher training and took up her first post, teaching English and French to secondary-school children in Aith, Shetland. Gradually her role expanded to doing drama too, and both primary- and secondary-school pupils have won prizes performing her plays at the local Drama Festival. Some of these plays were in Shetlandic, the local dialect.


A Shetland Winter Mystery is the tenth novel in her much-loved Shetland Mysteries series.
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It’s the dark nights in the run up to Christmas, and sailing sleuth Cass Lynch’s first night on dry land is disturbed by strange noises outside her isolated cottage. Tiny footprints in the moonlit snow trail from her front door before mysteriously disappearing. Soon Cass learns others were visited by the same tiny feet in the night.


It looks like ingenious local teenagers playing tricks – but what happens when festive games turn deadly?


Cass soon finds out as a schoolboy disappears, leaving only a trail of footprints into the middle of a snowy field. She’s determined to investigate, but uncovering the truth will also put her in danger . . .









To the committee of Sustainable Shetland, who led the fight.









Tulya’s E’en


Wednesday, 16th December




Tide times at Aith:


LW 03.05 (0.7m);


HW 09.21 (2.2m);


LW 15.37 (0.5m);


HW 22.07 (2.0m)





Sunrise 09.07, moonrise 09.58; sunset 14.58, moonset 17.44.




Waxing crescent moon












Chapter One


trow: The trows were Shetland’s ‘little people’, who lived in mounds in the hill, and could only come out after dark. They liked bright colours, feasting and music (there are tales of human fiddlers being kidnapped and taken underground for a trowie wedding), and were known for working mischief about the croft; sometimes their actions were more sinister, like substituting a baby of their own for a human child (Old Norse, troll)


There was the sound of children giggling, stifled quickly as if they were up to mischief; a group of trainees planning some devilment. Kitten growled and jumped down from the bed. Whoever was on watch would deal with it, I thought, hunching into the bedcovers, and the thought jerked me awake. I wasn’t in my cabin aboard Sørlandet but in Gavin’s cottage in Shetland. Our nearest neighbour was a mile away over the hill, and they didn’t have children.


I eased my nose out from under the downie and listened. Cat stirred and sat up. Nothing; silence, that dead silence after snow had fallen. There had been the first few flakes as Gavin had driven me back from the airport, followed by a rattle of haily puckles that had covered the ground in white; a good base for snow to lie on. I tilted my head up to look out of the window. Yes, more had fallen while I’d slept. The low hill of Papa Little was blue-white in the moonlight, and the stars sparkled with cold light.


I reached for my watch and pressed the button to light up the face. Half past eleven. Naturally the youngsters of the ship’s watch would be up at that hour, but I wasn’t on board ship now. All good land children were tucked up in their beds, sleeping peacefully, or illicitly playing on their computers or texting their friends. They weren’t wandering round a cottage miles from anywhere.


I was thoroughly awake now. Sørlandet had spent the last two months exploring the eastern seaboard of the States, and my body clock was telling me it was six in the evening. I’d had a short nap to refresh me, and now I could get up and party. Beside me, Gavin was curved over on his side, back towards me, his breathing deep and even.


I slid out of bed and padded over to the window. The sliver of crescent moon had gone down, but the clear sky gave a pale light over the snowy hills and stars gleamed in the depths of the coal-black water. There was no sign of movement anywhere, yet I had this sense of something stirring in the darkness. Kitten looked downwards from the sill, growled again, then jumped down and trotted downstairs. I heard the clack of the catflap.


Whatever it was, I supposed I’d better investigate. Maybe the ponies in the field behind the house had broken into the garden. I lifted up my bundle of clothes from the chair, and was tiptoeing out of the bedroom when I heard a car start up, way in the distance. I wouldn’t have heard it at all if I hadn’t been awake, if the back skylight hadn’t been open, if it hadn’t been such a still night. I reached the window just as the sound died away, and thought I saw a brief flash of headlights move across the starry sky. The silence closed in again.


I went slowly downstairs, not switching the light on. The ground shifted disconcertingly under me, as if the land had become fluid. It would take a couple of days before my balance adjusted. Freezing lino under my feet, the air icy on my skin. I scrambled into my clothes and hauled on my boots, then eased the back door open.


People had been here. Several sets of footprints came down from the end of the garden, between the vegetable beds, spread out a bit as if they were looking at the house, and then joined again to come right to the briggistanes. One set came right up to the door and ended in a scuffle by the catflap: tiny bare feet, shorter than my hand. There were no prints going back.


A cold shudder went down my spine. While we’d been lying asleep upstairs, someone had come into our house.


It should have made it less scary that Gavin was sleeping so peacefully, but somehow it made it worse. I felt like I was the only human awake while something sinister was stirring in the darkness.


I didn’t want to show a light just yet. I reached for the blinkie by the door and held it in my hand as I leapt over the doorstep, landing clear of the footprints. After they’d looked, after one had gone in and not come out, the others had set off around the house. There were several sets of footprints; the moon made sharp shadows of them. I made a print of my own for comparison. Yes, even the largest of them was no bigger than my size four. Child-sized. Little-people sized.


Suddenly I remembered the date: the sixteenth of December. It was Tulya’s E’en, the day when the trows started their Yule patrol around the houses. A long-forgotten primary-school project surfaced in my mind. Trows didn’t come near human houses normally, but in the dark days of midwinter they could come out and work mischief around the crofts. The old folk sained their houses against them with straw crosses and holy water, to keep them from stealing gear, animals or children. They’d make a plait with a hair from every animal in the byre, and hang it above the byre door, and they’d go round the outhouses with a burning peat on a shovel. The school jannie had done that bit, and we’d followed with our straw crosses. We’d hung the thin braid of all our hair above the classroom door, and on the last day of term we’d baked sun biscuits, pointed all around and with a hole in the middle to thread a ribbon through. The boys had eaten theirs, but my best friend Inga and I had saved ours to hang on our Christmas trees.


There was a snick behind me. I jumped, heart pounding, and spun around to find Cat had come out of the catflap behind me and was sniffing at the tracks. I began to walk round the house, listening intently and pausing at the corner, as if I expected something to leap out at me. Nothing. Cat was going on ahead, plumed tail upright. Kitten pounced out at him from around the corner, and there was a scuffle which ended in them both charging across the snow, tails fluffed out. I found I’d been holding my breath, and let it out. There was nothing strange about when the cats were acting normally. All the same, I didn’t want to follow the prints round the corner, where the house’s deep shadow jutted out on the white snow.


‘Everything okay?’ Gavin asked from behind me. I jerked round, heart pounding. He was dressed in kilt and jumper, auburn hair tousled. He reached for his jacket then jumped over the doorstep to join me, kilt pleats flying. ‘Hobbits?’ He bent down, looking at the footprints closely. ‘Four of them.’


‘Not hobbits,’ I said. ‘Trows. It’s the sixteenth. St Tulya’s E’en.’


Gavin began strolling along the line of prints. ‘Is she in the Roman Calendar of Saints?’


‘I think it’s a he,’ I said. ‘It’s a corruption of St Thorlak. He was Icelandic.’


‘Oh yes?’ Gavin linked his arm through mine and we went on together, following the line of little footprints around the corner of the house. The snow had come from this direction and piled up against the wall of the house, so the prints were deeper here, clearer.


‘Three of them here,’ Gavin said. ‘The other one went through the catflap.’ He sounded remarkably unworried about it. ‘One’s lagging a bit, see, trudging footprints, as if it’s carrying something heavy.’


‘Hawkeye Macrae,’ I said, impressed.


‘Have I never told you I spent my teenage summers helping my grandfather stalk deer?’ The next corner brought us to the front of the house, facing the sea. The kelp at the water’s edge was glazed over with ice, and the rocks of the dyke below the house had snow sticking to the face of each stone, with the crevices between making a black crazy-paving pattern. ‘Here we are.’ He stopped at the sit-ootery door, facing out over the sound. ‘He went in through the catflap and came out again here.’


I looked at the prints on the windowsill, neatly together, facing out from the house, and the pair of footprints, deeper and together, where it had jumped down.


‘Four again,’ Gavin said. ‘All together. One of the bigger ones dragging the little one by the hand. He’s getting a bit tired.’


‘Past even a trow’s bedtime. Or since trows are nocturnal maybe he was complaining about it being too early.’


‘A tidy trow. He locked the window behind him.’


I looked at the window. It was one of those old-fashioned ones with a holed shaft that fitted over pins along the inner sill. The shaft was lying snugly in its place, and I didn’t see how you could do that from outside.


‘So,’ Gavin said, starting to move again, ‘what has your improbable saint got to do with an invasion of trows in the night?’


‘They live underground, but when the nights are at their darkest, then they can come out from their trowie mounds and wander among the houses. The dark nights start at Tulya’s E’en.’


‘Ah,’ Gavin said, entirely unruffled. His breath smoked in the cold air. ‘Well, let’s see where they wandered to.’


We followed the tracks along the front of the house, along the byre joined to it and around the corner. Back on the landwards side of the house, the tracks curved upwards to rejoin the trail leading down to the garden. The ponies were awake, standing above the rocky knowe at the far side of their park, heads turned to watch us. One gave a friendly whicker, and they both moved over towards us, manes damp and back fur spiked with snow.


‘Care to tell us what’s going on?’ Gavin asked them, and fished out a packet of polo mints from his pocket, which they crunched with relish and a bit of head-nodding.


We paused at the foot of the slope and looked. The only marks in the icing-smooth snow were that double track and the neat hooves and dragging tailmarks of the ponies leading from their usual sleeping place behind the garden wall to the knowe where the tracks ended.


We went on upwards, the cats bounding around us.


The rocky mound was waist-high, an outcrop of boulders that had once been a Neolithic tomb, long since robbed of usable stones; a trowie hadd, the sort of place where trows were supposed to live in underground burrows. The tracks of feet came out of a dark gap between two larger stones, and went back in there.


We walked right around the mound, just to be sure. There were no other footprints, just a few sheep tracks and the stampled place where the ponies had stood. The only footprints in that smooth snow around the circumference of the mound were our own.









Sow Day


Thursday 17th December




Tide times at Aith:


LW 04.15 (0.8m);


HW 10.31 (2.3m);


LW 16.47 (0.5m);


HW 23.17 (2.1m)





Sunrise 09.05, moonrise 10.44; sunset 14.56, moonset 18.53.




Waxing crescent moon












Chapter Two


jookerie-packerie: trickery, mischevious behaviour (Old Scots joukerie: deceit, trickery + pauk(erie): a trick)


Gavin was up before me. I woke to the rattle of the kitchen Rayburn being riddled, followed by the clank of an ashbucket and the crackling of flames in kindling. I hauled on jeans and jumper and went downstairs. He was picking up the cats’ plates now, dressed for work, in his everyday green kilt and leather sporran, and a rather baggy green jumper over his shirt and tie. The overhead light glinted on his russet hair, the colour of a stag’s ruff. He lifted his head and smiled as I came in, grey eyes warm with welcome. ‘It’s good to have you home.’


I went over to put my arms round his waist, feeling the strength of his back muscles under my hand. ‘It’s good to be together again.’


Impatient with this delay to his breakfast, Cat stretched up against my leg with his soundless meow, and Kitten leapt onto the worktop.


Cat was a spectacularly beautiful long-haired grey with fainter silver stripes and as plumed a tail as any squirrel. Kitten had grown in the last couple of months, but she was still going to be a small cat, and (as she was well aware) a very pretty one. She was a tortoiseshell, with a coat the colours of several different spice jars shaken together over a worktop. Like Cat, she had neat white paws and a white bib, and her tail ended in a pale apricot tip. She was already spoiled rotten; even my redoubtable Maman had failed to resist such an avalanche of cuteness. I set her bowl of kitten food pointedly down in front of her, then called Cat to the other side of the kitchen for his. Her little head was butting his out of the way in seconds. I lifted his to the work surface and put her back to her own. ‘I’ll catch you some fish later,’ I promised.


‘Yes, you need to try the boat under power,’ Gavin said. ‘I’m pleased with it. It’s fine for a day’s fishing.’ His sea-grey eyes smiled at me. ‘You’ll be heading up to Brae?’


‘To check on Khalida,’ I agreed. Khalida was my own yacht, an Offshore 8m, and had been my home until this new venture of living ashore with Gavin.


We went together to the door and stood for a moment, looking out. I’d forgotten how beautiful Shetland was under snow, how strange, a world turned monochrome, with the hills white against the grey sky. Several centimetres had fallen, enough to smooth over the rough heather of the hill as if it had been iced. Above us, the blue peat smoke scented the air.


The little footprints from last night were crisped into the clean snow. Now it was half-light I could see them better. They were bare feet, the toes clearly marked, with the big toe out of proportion, and a fuzziness about the outline.


‘Tulya’s E’en,’ Gavin said. ‘So today must be St Tulya’s Day?’


‘It ought to be.’ I frowned. ‘Except that I think it’s Sow Day, the day the pig was killed ready for the Yule feast. I’ve a vague memory of not quite getting it at school either. It didn’t make sense. You had Halloween, then All Saints, Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, so Tulya’s E’en then Sow Day didn’t work for me.’


‘I wonder whether they stayed up late, and came with parental help, or sneaked out in the middle of the night and were brought here by a complicit sibling.’


His Highland accent made music of the phrase. I tucked my hand into his. ‘I love your vocabulary.’ I tried to imitate the lilt, and lingering ‘s’ sounds. ‘Complicit siblings.’


‘An ingenious lot, the local bairns.’


‘Definitely,’ I said. ‘I like the furry feet. Cut-out soles on the bottom of socks, would you say?’


‘I hope there was a layer of wadding too. Even the hardiest trow would be getting chilblains in this frost. I wonder if we’re the only ones they’ve visited?’ He looked at the ponies, and smiled, then turned back towards the house. ‘Now, mo chridhe, breakfast, then I must go. A million forms are waiting for me. I’ll be back for lunch, then we’ll have the whole weekend.’ His arm closed round my shoulders again. ‘I didn’t feel I could go completely rearranging the schedules just to suit me. I’m still feeling my way.’


‘Can’t be helped,’ I said. ‘Besides, I’m feeling jet-lagged, from flying over the Atlantic instead of sailing it, in a civilised fashion. And the floor’s rocking about as if it was water.’


‘I got meat in for a stew, and we can have an early night.’


He served up the porridge and we ate, with Kitten installed on Gavin’s kilted lap, and Cat condescending to sit by my chair, then I left Gavin to get ready and sauntered to the gate, ready to wave him off. Cat came bounding after me, tail high. Kitten followed him in a series of leaps, then picked her way disdainfully along the path, belly arched against the cold snow.


We had four weeks. The entire crew had; we’d left our beautiful ship in Bermuda and flown back for Christmas, leaving another crew to fill her with people escaping a northern winter. This, I reflected, would be Gavin’s and my second Christmas together. Last year had been at his home in the Highlands, while we were still tentatively finding our way to a relationship, with Midnight Mass in Gaelic. This year we’d be here, in the cottage. Maman and Dad were coming over. We could have all the things I remembered from my childhood: a crib, and a tree, and stems of holly along the tops of the pictures.


At my feet, Cat froze, whiskers twitching. He turned his head to the hill, obviously hearing something; then a black 4x4 scrunched over the crown of the hill and began making its cautious way down the road to the house. It was too early for Maman, wanting to tell me what she’d organised for Christmas, and Dad’s driving was more confident. Visitors, at this hour?


Cat had decided he didn’t like the look of them; he slid, belly low, into the shelter of the sycamore trees that bounded the back yaird. Kitten dithered for a moment, then followed him. I waited at the gate to see what they wanted.


The car ignored the turning space where Gavin’s Land Rover was parked, and came right down to me. It stopped in the middle of the track, and the driver switched the engine off. It had tinted windows which stopped me from looking into it, and the sudden silence was sinister. It seemed to last for ever; then the doors opened together, as if the movement had been rehearsed, and a man got out from each side of the cab.


They were an implausible, frightening pair of apparitions in the middle of the snowy hills. A pair of goons, I’d have said, if it had been a gangster movie. Muscle-men. They were like twins, tall and broad-shouldered, shaven-headed, wearing identical black suits and reflective dark glasses, so that all I saw was myself in their eyes: dark curls, eyes big above French cheekbones, scar on one cheek, mouth slightly open in surprise.


The near one took one step, the far one three, so that they were standing right on the other side of the gate, much closer than I liked. I refused to let my feet move backwards.


‘We’ve come to talk to you,’ the first one said, in an unmistakably cod New York tough-guy accent.


‘Just talk,’ the other one chimed in. ‘We can see you’re going to be sensible.’


If they hadn’t been so intimidating I’d have wanted to laugh at them. Even as one of them moved to block the first rays of the sun from my face part of me was wondering if this was a welcome-home wind-up from my friends at the boating club, members of Ronas Drama Group having fun being gangsters. I kept my face calm, and tried not to let the flimsiness of the gate between us, the way they towered over me and the confident menace in their voices frighten me. ‘What are you wanting me to be sensible about?’ I was pleased to hear my voice made it sound quite ordinary.


They looked at each other and shook their heads, then turned back towards me. ‘Lady, you know better than that,’ the first one said. ‘We think you should retract your testimony.’


‘Plenty of other witnesses,’ his doppelganger corroborated. ‘There’s no need for you to stick your neck out.’


‘Especially when sticking your neck out’s liable to get your head chopped off.’


Now I really didn’t have a clue what they were talking about. I’d managed so far to avoid being a trial witness in any of the cases I’d been involved in, but maybe one where my testimony was crucial was coming up, and I’d been subpoena’d.


They were too close for me to be able to look at them both at once, and that was disconcerting too. I went for the one who’d driven the car and looked my reflection straight in the eyes. ‘I really don’t understand what you’re talking about.’


He sneered and looked at his mate. ‘She really doesn’t understand what we’re talking about.’


‘Short memory,’ the other one responded, shaking his head.


The driver turned his attention back to me. ‘I don’t need to mention names. Just forget the testimony. Don’t turn up in court.’


‘You won’t lose by it,’ his twin rumbled. His head tilted towards the house. ‘You could pay for a new roof, maybe.’


‘Or a new car.’ The other one smirked up at Gavin’s Land Rover. The cheerful cross-talk when they were still leaning over me was somehow more sinister than the threats.


Then both heads shifted together and stilled. They were looking over my shoulder. Gavin’s voice came from behind me: ‘Everything all right, Cass?’


The heads turned to each other, then to me. ‘Cass?’ said the passenger.


Gavin joined me at the gate, neat and trim as if he’d spent an hour dressing. He spoke in a brisk, matter-of-fact voice. ‘Can I help you, gentlemen?’


‘Sorry to disturb you,’ said the driver. ‘Case of mistaken identity. We’ll be on our way.’


I kept quiet. They were going, that was the main thing. If there was a confrontation Gavin would come off worse.


The goons nodded and turned away. The driver took the car cautiously down to the jetty, did a six-try turn and revved up to take the hill at speed. The black 4x4 snarled past us, jolted to the brow of the hill and was gone. Only the noise of the engine still hung in the air, gradually diminishing.


‘Well,’ Gavin said, ‘what was that about?’ He fished out his phone and tapped the car’s number plate into it.


I shook my head. ‘They said they wanted me to retract my testimony.’


‘Testimony for what?’


I quoted the driver. ‘I don’t need to mention names. Just forget the testimony. Don’t turn up in court.’


‘As a witness.’ Gavin frowned, thinking. ‘You haven’t mentioned a subpoena letter.’


‘I haven’t had one. Then the other one said I wouldn’t lose by it.’


‘Threats and bribery.’


‘But I think it really might have been a case of mistaken identity. The way they reacted when you said my name – they turned to each other, then looked at me, and repeated it.’


‘If they were relying on Google satellite to find you – or whoever – they’d have lost it coming out of Aith,’ Gavin agreed. ‘I’ll try and get an owner for the car.’ He made a face. ‘Ah well, it’s been an interesting day so far. See you later, mo chridhe. Have fun in the boat.’









Chapter Three


trigg: neat, orderly (Old Norse, trygg: faithful, secure)


I went back into the kitchen and looked around. My heart sank. It didn’t feel like home: the gleaming new work surfaces, the pine table and matching chairs, the gingham curtains. I washed the porridge dishes and pan, but needed to open cupboard after cupboard before I found where they lived. I caught myself longing for my Khalida’s wooden walls and faded navy cushions, for lockers where I knew exactly where to find what I needed, and straightened myself up. I was glad to be back with Gavin, but being with him meant living on land. I’d soon feel at home here.


It was no good hanging around making myself gloomy. My Khalida was securely tied up in the marina up at Brae, but Gavin had bought a small motorboat of indeterminate race, a fibreglass 15-footer with a little wheelhouse and an electric motor, which I hadn’t had a chance to try out yet. I went into the spare room for my old overalls, and that almost set me off again, for one bed was piled with Khalida’s cushions, her curtains, the books from her shelf in a box, and the other had the plastic boxes with my spare clothes. I picked up one cushion and hugged it to me, breathing in the smell of damp and diesel fumes, then put it down quickly. Enough. I pulled on a jumper and my old sailing overalls and left the room, closing the door firmly behind me.


I’d barely scrunched halfway down the gravel track to the pier when the catflap at the house rattled twice, the sound travelling clearly through the still air, and Cat and Kitten came charging after me. They were aboard the motorboat before I was, leaping neatly from jetty to thwart, where they sat and looked pointedly at the roll-up canvas that covered her doorway. I clambered after them and fitted the battery to the outboard, then rolled the canvas up for the cats. I wasn’t surprised to see a two-cat-size wooden box with pre-arranged blanket secured on the floor, and Cat’s lifejacket lying ready. No doubt they’d been happy to join Gavin on fishing expeditions, especially if some of the catch came their way. Kitten headed straight for the box; Cat stayed on the thwart, shaking the snow from his paws disdainfully. I cleared both cockpit seats with my gloved hands, chucking the snow overboard, and was just unclipping the mooring lines when I spotted four unken birds bobbing along the opposite shoreline, chestnut, with a darker head and white throat. Gavin would know what they were.


I put Cat’s lifevest on, then rowed out from the jetty. The oars dipped with a satisfying swirl; the water rattled along the motorboat’s sides. Once I was far enough out I lowered the outboard shaft into the water, put the kill cord from the magnetic key round my wrist and pressed the button.


The engine came to life with a gentle throbbing noise that would be inaudible twenty metres away. The otter patrolling the point lifted its head, stared for a moment, then went back to its fishing; the strange ducks ignored me. ‘Well!’ I thought, impressed. I suspected there would be drawbacks to this new technology, but at the moment I couldn’t see any. No juggling with flammable petrol, no yanking at recalcitrant cords, no noise waking everyone for miles – what was not to like? I pulled the telescopic handle to a comfortable length for sitting in the lee of the cabin bulkhead and opened up. The throb speeded up, but the motor sound was easily drowned by the crunch as the boat bounced off the waves in Cole Deep. The computer panel told me I was going at six knots, better than my old Volvo Penta would achieve with Khalida.


It took me less than twenty minutes to get to Brae. By that time my nose and cheeks were frozen, and I was glad of my scarf and gloves. Hot chocolate aboard Khalida, I promised myself as I curved around the end of the marina and slowed to a potter, looking for a space.


Naturally my friend Magnie had spotted me coming out of Houbansetter and up the voe. As I came through the marina entrance his mustard-yellow Fiat came crunching down the boating club drive, turned with a skidding of gravel and led the way along to the far pontoon, where most of the sailing boats were moored. They looked strange and small without their masts, those 32- and 35-footers who spent their summers heading for Norway, Faroe or Orkney. My 26-foot Khalida was tucked in neatly between the two largest. By the time I’d reached the pontoon, Magnie was at the end of it, waving me around to the far side of it. ‘Third berth down, lass, you can go in there.’


He was as trigg as if he was going visiting. His reddish fair hair had been combed with water; his ruddy cheeks were freshly shaved. Instead of a boiler suit and yellow boots, he was wearing cloth trousers and his second-best gansey, the one with stripes of brown pattern on a white ground, knitted two winters before she died by his late mother. He had to be well through his seventies now, for he was already retired when he’d first been my sailing teacher twenty years ago, but his movements on the pontoon were as sure and spry as a teenager’s. He caught the bow as I nosed into the berth, and reached across for the clip, looking approvingly at the spliced rope. ‘Your man’s been busy while you were away.’


‘A neat job,’ I agreed. ‘Come and have a cuppa aboard Khalida and tell me all the news.’


I felt a pang to the heart at the sight of my Khalida, bare and empty without her cushions, the forepeak curtain, or the books on their shelf. Her varnish was dulled by the cold, and the little horsebrass fish had lost its brightness. Magnie’s hand clapped my shoulder. ‘Perk up, lass. Come spring she’ll be like herself, and in the meantime just think how much sounder you’ll sleep without worrying about what’s happening to your mast in every winter gale.’ He gave my face a shrewd look. ‘Put you that kettle on, and let me tell you all about the trowie visits here in Brae. Man, this bairns have fairly got the place in an uproar.’


He settled himself down on a thwart while I boiled the kettle. Cat investigated Khalida’s bare interior, whiskers forward disapprovingly; Kitten squirmed straight into the exposed lockers whose hardboard tops were normally barred to her by cushions and came up trying to sneeze off the smear of oil on her nose. I checked my bilges, set the engine running, made two mugs of tea and came up to join him. I’d just set the mugs down when a movement at the marina mouth caught my attention: a pair of the unken ducks sculling past the marina opening. ‘Magnie, those deuks, what are they?’


He turned his whole body round to look at them, and got a glimpse before they disappeared under the water. ‘Herald deuks. Are you no’ seen them afore?’


‘No’ that I’ve noticed. Heralding what?’


‘Christmas, likely.’


I glanced across at the little motorboat. ‘Gavin was wanting a name for his boat. I’ll see what he thinks to Herald Deuk.’


‘You’re all set for Christmas then.’


‘Haven’t had a chance to think about it. I arrived from the States last night.’


‘Ah,’ Magnie said. ‘Headlight and the land swaying under your feet?’


‘That’s about the size of it.’ I made a face. ‘Aeroplanes. What’s with these trows?’


‘They’re been out in force. Brae, Voe, Nesting. A couple of houses up in Hillswick too.’


‘And us at the Ladie.’ I gave a moment’s thought to the geography of it. ‘We’re the odd man out. Otherwise it’s the Brae school catchment area.’


Magnie put on a chilling voice. ‘Mysterious footprints that just stop and start. In gardens, over the roofs of sheds, a set going into a drainpipe and coming out o’ the other end, or a few along the top o’ a wall, but none either side o’ it.’ He reverted to normal. ‘Braaly ingenious.’


I thought of our tracks, vanishing into the trowie mound, and the little one who’d gone through the catflap and come out of a locked window. ‘Did anyone catch them at it?’


Magnie chuckled. ‘Catch them? No’ they. It’s these mobile phones they all have. One sees a car coming, and lets the ones ahead ken, and by the time it arrives they’re all gone to ground behind the nearest shed. All the same . . .’


He paused, thinking. His mouth turned down. ‘I dinna like it, Cass. I have a feeling in me puddings that there’s trouble coming o’ this. The old folk are up to high doh about it, particularly Auld Tirval. He was on the phone first thing this morning. He’s no’ happy, and he kent I ken you. He’d like to have a speak wi’ you. So I thought, when I saw you heading up the voe, well, maybe no time like the present, if you’re no’ busy.’


I gave him a blank look. ‘Do I ken Auld Tirval?’


‘You might no’, at that,’ Magnie conceded. ‘He bides down on the south side o’ Voe. The last house along the Grobsness peninsula. It’s opposite Weathersta, you ken, where the old whaling station used to be, and the refuelling station for the cruisers in the war.’


I nodded.


‘Just as the voe narrows. Kurkigarth, it’s called, on the hill of the Sneugie. If you went from the Ladie straight over the hill on the back of the Loch o’ Gonfirth, you’d be at Kurkigarth.’


‘Pedigree?’ I asked.


Magnie paused to think about it. ‘Berwin, that comes to the sailing, Tirval’s his great-grandfather. Tirval Marvin Smith. The Marvin was after some Yank that saved his dad’s life in the first war. He was only fifteen when he signed up, and this Yank was a surgeon who saved his life in the last days o’ it, at Verdun. He was one o’ the last folk to bide at the Hams o’ Roe, the two old crofthouses on the hill. They moved out o’ there when Tirval was, oh, no’ school age yet, and came to Kurkigarth.’


‘But what’s Tirval got to do wi’ the price o’ fish, and how can I help?’


‘Well, no’ help, exactly,’ Magnie conceded. ‘It’s more that he wants to talk to your father.’ He finished his drinking chocolate and set the mug down. ‘I thought you could maybe be a go-between, so to speak. He says the reason there’s trows out all over the place is because of the diggings for your father’s company’s wind turbines.’


Since Kurkigarth was halfway homewards for me, Magnie phoned Auld Tirval and arranged a lift back with him when he came into Brae to do his messages. I shut Khalida up again, collected Cat and Kitten and the four of us set off back southwards, around into Olna Firth, the long inlet leading down to the village of Voe.


‘The whole family lives here,’ Magnie said, indicating the long, low hill we were heading for. ‘They croft the whole headland. That first house, that’s Kurkigarth.’


I’d vaguely known it was there, a white-painted two-storey dwelling set up a bit from the banks, with a pontoon jetty in the cleared landing space at the beach.


‘Then the next one along, that crofthouse by the shore, Tirval’s daughter married a Callahan man, Irish, and they bade there. Helge bides there now, his grandson’s wife. Well, his first wife, but when the marriage broke up she moved in with his mother, and lookit after her till she died.’


Helge’s crofthouse was set in the next beach to Tirval’s, with a track leading up to Kurkigarth. Blue peat smoke curled up from the chimney. I wondered what that had felt like, to go from being mistress of a household to being a daughter again. I loved my parents, but I’d live aboard my Khalida in the coldest of winters rather than move in with them again. And to move in with a mother-in-law . . . for a moment I was selfishly grateful that Gavin’s brother lived with their mother. If ever we moved south, it would be to our own cottage.


‘She goes up and down to look to Tirval too,’ Magnie added. ‘She has a son who’s a painter, and he bides in the next one along.’ His house looked like a converted byre, another field along and halfway up between the sea and the road leading along the hill to the houses.


‘And that cluster o’ houses, further along again, that’s Tirval’s grandson’s house, where he bides wi’ his new wife. Berwin, from the sailing, he’s from that marriage.’


‘Too complicated,’ I said. ‘Let’s focus on trows.’ I nosed our new boat in alongside Tirval’s navy double-ender (kept shining with paint and varnish, and well secured against the winter gales), tied her up, let Kitten out of the cabin, and followed Magnie up the track to the house.


Auld Tirval’d had visitors too. There was only one set of footprints on the track, a man in rubber boots checking his boat, but once we got to the house we found it circled by barefoot tracks. I put my booted foot beside one print. The largest of these was a much bigger foot than mine, and the foot seemed to be smooth rather than hairy, as if older trows had hard-skinned feet. These tracks had come from somewhere further left on the hill, circled around the house against the sun, and gone in a slightly different direction upwards.


Tirval had kept up the traditions, with a plaited straw cross hung prominently on the door. I was just looking at it when there was a bark from inside and the door opened.


The name Auld Tirval and the suggestion that he believed in trows had misled me. Old he most certainly was, with beard and hair snow-white, and he leaned on a wooden staff, but both hair and beard were clipped naval-fashion, and he wore a navy gansey over a shirt and tie. His wrinkled face was weathered brown, but the skin had a softened air, as if he was no longer outside much. A grey-muzzled collie stood behind him.


‘Thorvald,’ he said, shaking my hand. His voice was Shetland overlaid with BBC English. ‘Pleased to meet you, Cass. I don’t think we’ve met, but I’ve enjoyed watching your comings and goings in the voe. Come in, come in.’


I hesitated, indicating behind me, where Cat was sniffing at a rabbit hole. ‘May the cats come in too? Or would your dog not approve?’


‘Oh, Floss is long past chasing cats. Bring them in.’


I called to Cat and he came trotting up, with Kitten bounding behind him. He went stiff-legged as he saw Floss by the door, and Kitten copied him, making a bottle-brush of her tail and pouncing sideways. A moment’s assessment and Cat decided this dog was no threat, unlike some of the ones he’d met in harbours. He came forward cautiously, sniffed at Floss from a metre’s distance, and followed me into the house. Kitten bounced after him and began eyeing up the curtain at the back of the door. I grabbed her before she could climb it.


Tirval showed us into the front room, a snug space with a squashy couch and a flame-effect electric stove blazing away in the fireplace. There were shelves in the recess on each side of the pushed-forward chimney, packed solid with antique machines. In pride of place on the mantelpiece was an old radio with gold and white mesh over the loudspeaker, a scale marked Luxembourg, London, Light, West, Scottish and two dials for volume and tuning. There was a machine with two silver reels, like an old film projector: ReVox Stereo Tape Recorder, it said, in neat lettering. Another one in a neat pale blue case sat beside it, lid open to show the reels horizontal instead of vertical. There was a ham ‘whisker’ radio with headphones attached, and a Sony record player with a perspex lid and an extra arm for stacking up records. The fire was flanked by hip-height speakers on little legs with three sizes of circular speaker cones, and there was a table with a mixing desk that had as many switches and sliders as the bridge of a modern tug.


‘Coffee?’ Tirval said. He gestured us to sit down, and returned in two minutes with a coffee percolater, three cups, milk in a jug and sugar in a bowl. ‘Milk, sugar?’ He set my cup on a little glass-topped table. ‘A ship wireless operator I was, in South Georgia first, which was where I met Magnie here, and after that in the Merchant Service. When I retired I volunteered for the summers aboard a tall ship. I was even aboard your Sørlandet for a couple of seasons.’


He shook his head reminiscently, and settled back in his armchair. ‘Well, I’m obliged to you for coming along. You saw the footprints, so you ken what it’s about.’


I gave Magnie a doubtful look, wondering if he’d been winding me up. ‘Trows,’ I said.


Tirval nodded. ‘Exactly. Now, I thought about speaking to your father direct, but he’s not a seaman, he’s a businessman. If he can’t see it, it’s not there.’


I nodded, warily. Magnie hadn’t been having me on. This sane-seeming, neat, organised old man was about to talk seriously about trows.


‘Well, the trows have had centuries to get good at hiding from us, so of course he’s not going to see them. It’s taken me three decades to get in tune with them, but even I rarely see one, and then it’s only a glimpse from the corner of my eye, at dawn or dusk. Naturally I wouldn’t dream of interfering with them at night.’


‘Naturally,’ I agreed, feeling rather as if I’d stepped through a looking-glass.


He gestured towards the hill behind the house. ‘Now the Sneugie here, there’s a tribe of them live there. When I say a tribe, I couldn’t give you an exact number. A large family, more like. Robin, my great-grandson, he reckons to have seen as many as a dozen.’


I wondered what this Robin was up to, that he was encouraging his great-grandfather in trowie fantasies.


‘Then in the valley,’ Tirval continued, ‘there’s a larger group. That area there’s never had houses, too far from the sea, so they colonised it.’ His voice was perfectly sensible. ‘These tracks came from towards the Kames, where the turbines will be, and went around the house then up to the trowie mound, and went in there. Cousins of my ones, maybe, asking their kin for shelter. There are no tracks coming back out again.’


At our house too, the tracks had come from the trowie mound and gone back in there. I felt a cold shiver down my spine and tried to shove it away. I leaned forwards, hands out. ‘Thorvald, I’m not sure what you think I can do.’ I made an impotent gesture. ‘I don’t talk about the windfarm to my dad, because feelings run so high, you know that, and I’m not sure I agree with it.’ I imagined myself trying to ask Dad to stop the windfarm because he was upsetting the local trows. I knew it wouldn’t work. ‘My father really does believe he’s helping Shetland. I don’t think he’d be willing to stop the work because of – ’ I chose my words carefully – ‘what he’ll think is a mythical creature.’


Tirval gave me a sideways look from shrewd eyes. ‘You ask him what he has to say about the problems his contractors are having. Sabotage, they’re calling it, but they’re had a man on watch night after night, and caught nobody yet. You tell him there’s a good reason for that.’ He paused for a moment, then sighed. ‘I ken they’re no’ going to stop this turbines. But they could leave this side of the valley alone. Iceland, the first thing they do when they’re thinking of a new road, is to check with the elves.’


I didn’t see Dad liking that analogy. ‘I will try, really. But I don’t think he’ll listen.’


‘Do your best, lass.’ He nodded towards the housing estate in Voe, framed in his window. ‘They were out in force last night. If things don’t improve for them, there’ll be trouble.’









Chapter Four


slestery: messy, a right slester is a guttery, muddy mess (Norse, sluska: to splash)


Gavin had arrived home when I got back, and came down to take the lines. ‘We need to give this boat a name.’


‘Herald Deuk,’ I said promptly. ‘Those birds over by the Blade there, with the darker heads.’


He looked. ‘Oh, the mergansers?’


‘Is that the English name? According to Magnie, they’re herald deuks. Heralding Christmas.’


‘Magnie can’t be wrong. Herald Deuk she is.’


‘How was your morning?’


‘The phone ringing off the hook. Trow prints all over the north mainland.’ He sounded more amused than concerned. ‘Someone’s been finding out about the Devil’s Hoofprints. It was a Victorian mystery, down in Devon. Snow like this, and overnight hoofprints appeared all round the houses, and on roofs, and going through drainpipes, and over walls. 1855. It’s in Wiki, nice and accessible for getting ideas from. How d’you fancy a trip into Voe?’


‘By land? I’ve already been there by sea.’ I took the battery out of the motor. ‘I do like this electric thing. What are the snags?’


‘I’m waiting to find out. What were you doing by sea in Voe?’


‘Visiting a friend of Magnie’s. An apparently perfectly sane elderly seaman who assured me that the trows are upset by Dad’s windfarm. I hadn’t realised they’d already started digging.’


‘Aye. It’s taking up a lot of our time right now. There were a good few protests, oh, nothing unpleasant, but you ken what it’s like, if you get enough people gathered together there’s always one to go out of line. The anti-folk are trying to keep a permanent picket on it, so we have to keep an eye there too.’


‘Magnie’s pal, Tirval – ’


‘Tirval?’ Gavin repeated, disbelievingly.


‘It’s an old Shetland name. Thorvald. He was talking about sabotage.’


Gavin frowned. ‘I hope not. There’s been nothing so far – posters put on the office door overnight, that sort of thing, but no damage. They’ve got a compound for the plant, to bring it off the hill at night.’


‘It’s not like Shetland, damaging things. We don’t even have graffiti.’


‘Feelings are running high over it. It’s a pity your council never held any kind of referendum to give it more legitimacy.’


‘Perhaps they knew it would go against them, and they wanted the money,’ I suggested.


‘As a public servant I couldn’t possibly comment. We could go the long way round, if you wanted, and take a look at it.’


‘Yes, let’s. What are we going to Voe for anyway?’


Gavin tilted his chin towards Kitten, who had finished her bowl of kitten food, and was washing her whiskers. ‘There’s a pet shop there, they might have a kitten harness to fit her. If we don’t get her used to a lead soon she’ll never go on one.’


We set out straight after lunch, over the hill onto the single-track road towards Aith. The crust of snow had barely lain on the heather, and the hills were coloured auburn by the red moor grass growing between the old stems. Further on, past Bixter, the auburn turned to russet with a green sheen to it, like the verdigris on old cannon. The paths of burns meandered emerald through it, the water glinting silver in the low sun.


The first sign of works was a red placard at the height of Weisdale Hill: WORKS ACCESS AHEAD. Just past it was a road gouged straight up the hill, then a trampled track to the mast. There was a flat piece, concreted over, then a third track, gravelled, with two wheel ruts outlined white with lying snow.


We came around the bend, and I looked across towards the Kames, the long north-south hill ridges that made the spine of central Shetland.


‘Draw a long line south from these and you’d reach the banks of Loch Ness,’ Gavin said. ‘It’s all part of the same fault-line.’


There was something wistful about his voice. I hoped he wasn’t missing his own hills. Maybe he too felt an alien among pine furniture and gingham curtains.


Ahead, the track through the Kames wound towards the main road north. There was a widened road being created to the side of the current one, with scarlet diggers busy on it. Orange lights flashed. A green truck turned into where they were working, and drew up by a pile of rubble. The digger pivoted and raised its elbow, then its clawed hand. A shower of dirt fell into the back of the truck.


‘The turbine blades have to be in one piece,’ Gavin said, ‘and they couldn’t get them around that bend at the top of the hill, even with special raised tilting trucks and the like, so they’re having to make a straight piece of road for them.’


He drew in to the side of the road. My first feeling was surprised relief. From here, the bit of road they’d completed didn’t look too bad: a smooth grey ribbon winding up the hill with the heather growing undamaged to either side. I tried to envisage the turbines sticking up from the hill. One hundred and fifty metres . . . the telegraph poles in the valley were about the height of my Khalida’s mast, thirty feet. I tried to count up fifteen times that size looming from the top of the hill, but the half-sky height I was getting seemed implausibly huge. Surely they couldn’t be that big.


At the far end of the track, more diggers were working, yellow ones this time, half a dozen of them shunting back and fore in a welter of broken hill, shovels rising and falling relentlessly. Another truck made its way along the road towards them.


‘Oh!’ I said. ‘There’s a house there!’ I’d never noticed it before, set well off the curve of the road and right below where they were digging, a square, white house, backed by trees, and set in its own green space of farmland. Until now, it had looked only at the hills around it, in a peace of wind and birdsong. ‘How awful for them.’


‘Yes.’ His voice sparked briefly into anger. ‘They don’t even get compensation. You’ve no “right” to the amenities of hill and sky. I’m not sure they even get disturbance money for two years of constant building beside them – that is, if the project keeps to its timescale, which I don’t expect it will. And their house, the most valuable thing they own, will become worthless. Who’d want to buy it once it’s surrounded by turbines? No compensation for that either. The other end of the valley too. You know, where Rainbow that owns the ponies lives.’


I nodded. Rainbow was a horsey child who also came to the sailing, because she was best pals with my schoolfriend Inga’s oldest, Vaila. Rainbow generally crewed for her, unless I forced them to swap roles.


‘Her father’s a special constable,’ Gavin said. ‘He was talking about it. The diggers are above their house now. They’ll get this last Christmas in peace, while the workers are on holiday. This time next year the turbine shafts will be up. And this –’ he waved a hand across the fertile green farmland in the valley floor, where sheep were grazing peaceably, ignoring the trucks rumbling past – ‘this rich soil is where the interconnector building is going to go.’


He put the Land Rover into gear and drove on. There were two groups of people clustered at the entrance to the site office, with yellow containers set like giant building blocks and a mesh compound, like a school multicourt, where more bulldozers were parked. They were protesters holding a vigil, half a dozen of them at each side, with placards, photographs and slogans printed in colour and mounted on thin board. What’s green about this? one placard shouted, above photos of children working by a grey-mud mine. Peat is our planet’s lungs said another, with a picture of one of the bulldozers in a deep peat trench. Calculate the cost the next one advised, with figures that were too small for me to read below it. Not cheap, not clean, not green, shouted another, next to one with a picture of a lone turbine: 242 tons of CO2 to build one turbine. Another What’s green about this? was an aerial photo of a row of turbine blades being buried as landfill. To one side of the protesters, a couple of police officers stood uneasily in front of their squad car.


‘We were asked to keep an officer presence,’ Gavin said. ‘Light-touch and friendly, just to make sure there was no unpleasantness. There are trucks on the skyline, see?’


I did see: two going along the top of the Kame and one coming back. ‘D’you know where they’re taking all the earth they’re taking out?’


‘There’s a pit near Lerwick being filled in. I’m sure I heard a theory that the peat was being saved to be put back in twenty-five years, but that sounds implausible. Peat’s a living thing. It’s a bit like chopping a branch of a tree off, keeping it for years, then laying it on the ground and expecting it to regenerate.’ He made a face, then added, ‘Jobs, of course. Most of this plant’s come up from south, but that means accommodation’s needed for the drivers, and catering. The trucks are a local firm, and they’ve expanded, taken on more drivers locally. There’s money going into the community during the construction phase, through the community councils.’ He glanced sideways at me, and fell silent.


There were great lumps of hacked-out peat breaking the smooth heather curve of the hill. The side of the road here was a horrid, black, slithery slester where the peat had been dug out, with oil-sheened water lying where the green curves of mesh had failed to contain the run-off from the hill. The sides of the track they were excavating were best-quality blue peat, with long claw marks where the digger had ripped two thousand years’ worth of growth apart. Beneath the peat was grey shale, and a digger was loading that into another truck. The noise was horrid: the clank and clang of the digger, the rumbling scrape as it filled its shovel, then the clatter as the rocks fell into the truck. It felt like relentless destruction, man showing nature what his machines could do to it. Looking at it, I felt suddenly as if I couldn’t breathe properly. I might have been away for half my life, but this was my home they were destroying. These were my hills. There was a pain behind my ribs and a tightness in my throat.


The work continued down the hill in a great gash leading past the Halfway House to the main road. We followed the road alongside it. Further down, heather fells were heaped up by the roadside, and a roll of the white mesh they were lining the road with flapped in the wind. A wire-fenced compound was plastered with KEEP OUT notices. There were protesters here too, obviously well warned to do nothing to hinder the work. I spotted Inga’s red knitted hat among them. ‘Can you pull in?’


‘Not for long.’


He steered towards the side of the road, and I wound the window down. ‘Inga!’


Inga turned and came over. She’d grown up at the end of the Muckle Roe road, in the house past ours, and we’d sat together on the school bus and side by side in the classroom all our school career. While I’d been running away to sea, she’d married Charlie, who’d fancied her since primary school, and moved into Brae. They had three children: Vaila, Dawn and four-year-old Peerie Charlie, who was my great pal, and a menace. Those three, along with Rainbow, were definitely in my frame for our trowie footprints.


‘Aye, aye, Cass. You made it home for Christmas then.’ She gestured at the wounded hill. ‘See the present we’re been given?’


‘It’s horrible.’


‘And there’s nothing green about it. If it wasn’t subsidised to the hilt by the Government no business would touch it.’ She gestured with her placard, which read What’s it costing electricity consumers? This time I could see the figures. Allowing for the loss in transportation and including the huge cost of an interconnector to the mainland, Dad’s wind electricity would cost its recipients in the north of England four times the going rate per megawatt. Beside her, Vaila was brandishing another placard with a mock-up photo of the view from Lerwick, a forest of white blades as far as the eye could see. She was almost as tall as Inga now, with the same dark eyes and hair. Her cheeks were flushed with cold or indignation. Her slogan read, I’m the future. I don’t want a lifetime of this.


‘There’s someone coming up behind us,’ Gavin warned.


‘It’s a truck,’ Inga said. ‘Delay it as long as you like.’


Gavin pulled a face. ‘If I was a private citizen I’d love to.’ He gave Inga a sudden grin. ‘Like the rest of you. Sorry, Cass.’


‘Hang on,’ Inga said, as he slid the Land Rover into gear. ‘Cass, I don’t suppose you could babysit for me tomorrow? It’s Charlie’s works do. I had my usual teenager all lined up, but both o’ her peerie brothers have just gone down with slapcheek, so she thinks she shouldn’t. I said she could bring it to our three and welcome, get it over with, but I suppose it might spoil their Christmas.’


‘Slapcheek?’ Gavin said, interested.


‘It’s just one o’ these winter viruses that goes round every couple of years. You get a temperature, the snuffles and a rash, and once you get the rash and ken you have it, you’re no’ infectious any more. Anyway, Cass, if you would, I can come and pick you up, and organise you a taxi home.’


‘No problem,’ I said, then belatedly, glancing at Gavin, ‘That is, if you hadn’t anything planned.’


He shook his head, looking amused. A beep came from behind us, and when we didn’t move, the truck driver gave a sharp fanfare. Inga grinned. ‘Go on, do him for impatient driving.’


Gavin pulled a face. ‘Don’t tempt me.’


‘Phone me about times,’ I said, and we pulled away just as the truck was about to ram us.


‘It’s one of the protesters’ tactics,’ Gavin said. ‘Amazing the number of cars with trailers and caravans that have been using this road recently. It annoys the truck drivers very much, and when time is money, every delay is worthwhile. Especially now winter’s setting in. Last month was pretty wet, and the hill was sodden, with water pouring everywhere, including into Sandwater Loch, so they had to stop work while they dug ditches to divert their dirty run-off. There’s been a lot said about it not being properly contained, and going into the lochs.’ His carefully neutral voice warmed. ‘There are trout in those lochs that have evolved into a distinct subspecies, isolated up here since the Ice Age.’


‘You’re not in favour, then.’


‘I’m officially neutral,’ Gavin said. ‘But off the record and only to you, I think it’s vandalism. The power it’ll germinate’s going to Yorkshire, it seems. Well, let them dig their turbine roads and pits there.’ He paused for a moment. I could see his Scot Nat strain coming out. ‘It’s like Faslane. Of course nuclear weapons are safe, but we won’t moor our sub in the Thames, we’ll put it up in the Highlands. It’s only Scotland.’


Above us on the skyline, as we turned north to run between the hills, were more heaps of peat and the angular cranes of five diggers. The mess continued along the side of the road. There were digger tracks gouged in the mud by Petta Water, new planks and fence posts left in a heap, and long pieces of flat plastic binding curled through the grass. It was all so horrible that it silenced us both until it was well behind us.


It didn’t surprise me that someone had resorted to sabotage.




skoit: a purposeful look, to look inquiringly, peer inquisitively (Old Norse skoda: to view)





‘Shall we do some trowie footprints first?’ Gavin asked as we approached the Voe turn-off back towards Aith. ‘There’s apparently a particularly good crop at Mulla.’


‘Fine that,’ I agreed.


We kept going towards Brae. As we came into Upper Voe, I looked across at Tirval’s house and the hill behind. The Sneugie, he’d called it. It was moorland, and I’d a feeling I’d seen Rainbow’s ponies grazing there, with a fence keeping them off the road. I craned my neck to see this end of the Kergord valley, with its little cluster of houses. Above them, on the far hill, the bulldozer lights flashed orange.


‘Mulla,’ Gavin said, and turned cautiously up into the access road.


The Mulla houses were detached wood-clad houses set in two rows going along the hill slope, with a garden around each one. They had been built for oil executives back in the seventies, but most of them were privately owned now, and repainted in the Norwegian style, dark red, blue, buff, cream. There seemed to be more cars than you’d expect parked along the road. Gavin drew in just after the turn-off and we got out.


We weren’t the only people come to have a skoit. There were little groups of folk in rubber boots, scarves and hats all along the row, leaning over the wooden slat fences and peering into the gardens, and not a few householders leaning over from the opposite direction, both lots sheeksing as hard as they could go. There was a police car at the far end, and the two black-clad officers seemed to be alternately rubber-necking and sheeksing too.


The first thing to hit our eyes was a spectacularly visible banner made of a sheet tacked to the side of the first house’s garage. [image: image] it said, in writing that looked like what you’d get if you asked a four-year-old to copy the words, then painted the result in scarlet letters a foot high.


Even from here I could see the footprints going over the top of the roof of the first house’s garage, where the banner was pinned. Leaning over, I could make out a single meandering trail going through the garden. It ended in a pair of footprints, someone standing square on to the garage, as if they’d stopped then jumped up to the roof from a standing leap.


‘Clever,’ Gavin said. He began strolling up the side fence, avoiding the ditch that ran down beside it, and peered in. ‘Cat footprints there, and one or two on top of this fence as well.’ He followed them back down the hill a little. ‘It jumped off here.’ He crouched down to look in the ditch, kilt brushing the snow, then stood again. ‘A convenient ditch.’


‘If there was something going on, any cat would inspect it. Our trainees got up to far more high jinks this last six weeks without Cat waking me up as he slipped off to see what they were up to.’


Gavin made that ‘Mmph’ sound that indicated that he was listening. He put one hand out to finger the cat mark on the fence.


‘Christmas coming too, of course,’ I added. ‘They were all high as kites.’


‘They would be. Do you see anything odd about these cat prints?’


I looked closer, but had to shrug. ‘I don’t often look at cat prints in snow.’


‘Around the print. I’m not sure if I’m imagining things.’


I looked harder. The fence had a broader top, maybe ten centimetres wide, and turning so that I saw a different slant of light, I thought I might be seeing what he saw: the suggestion that the snow immediately around the prints was slightly more compressed than away from them, the crystal stars less clear.
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