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The moment he stepped off the train in the busy station, he felt his heart rise.


It would be different here, he decided.


Exciting. New. He could even be himself. He smiled at such a thought.


He took his time walking along the platform, the other passengers passing him by, eager to leave the station or perhaps meet someone.


There would be no one waiting for him beyond the barrier, but he was used to that. To being alone. He liked it better that way.


So once he emerged from the station, what to do then? Where to go?


Find a hostel? Or just wait and see what life in the big city might offer him?


He’d been standing there thinking for barely five minutes, when a man addressed him.


‘You look hungry,’ the man said with a smile. ‘Fancy a Big Mac?’


He contemplated what exactly a Big Mac might entail and decided he’d be safe enough at a McDonald’s. Plus he was hungry after the long train journey.


Nodding his acceptance, he followed the man out of the station.
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Orkney


The moon was full in a starlit sky as the pod of pilot whales swam steadily up the western flank of Hoy.


Why the pod should suddenly change course and come so close to the Orkney mainland shore could only be surmised.


Some would say that the noise emitted by the cruise ship Hercules, bound for a morning berth in Kirkwall, might have been the cause. Others would suggest that their favourite prey of squid had drawn them into the shallows.


At this moment, however, the pod was within view of the said Hercules, much to the excitement of those who had remained on deck after photographing the dark red pillar that was the Old Man of Hoy lit up in a mix of moon- and starlight.


Such a wonder was now eclipsed as one by one the passengers spotted the sleek bodies of the pilot whales coming alongside. This would be what they would remember, possibly even more than the Neolithic wonders they would visit when the sun rose in a few hours’ time.


Past the entrance to Scapa Flow and Stromness, both the ship and the pod were now skirting the cliffs of Yesnaby, although the pod, moving at near twice the speed of the cruise ship, would soon be lost to view.


But not yet, it seemed.


A cry went up from the crowd as the pod appeared to suddenly change course, turning eastward towards the great Bay of Skaill, soon to disappear between its twin rocky headlands, where the southern one, being home to the famous Hole o’ Rowe, was seen to spout a whale-like fountain of water as though in welcome.
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Orkney


Seated at the table in the original flagstone-floored kitchen of the famous Ivy House on Albert Street, Kirkwall, Rhona glanced around at her fellow guests.


To her right sat Magnus Pirie, Professor of Criminal Psychology at Strathclyde University. Orcadian by birth, he had the appearance of a Viking warrior, further enhanced by his recent decision to grow a beard.


On her left was Detective Inspector Erling Flett, also a local, and as tall as Magnus. They’d gone to school together back in the day and usually met up when Magnus came back to his home in Houton Bay during university holidays.


Across from her at the table sat their host and current owner of the Ivy House, Professor of Archaeology Colin Nelson of the University of the Highlands and Islands, who was listening intently to the two men’s conversation, which had moved into the rich Orcadian accent.


Sitting here in the warm light and scent of a peat fire, the room lit solely by the antique silver candelabra in the centre of the old oak table, Rhona could imagine being back in the original building of 1650. Especially since they’d been given a tour of the upper floors, lovingly furnished with antique items from Orkney’s seafaring history.


Rhona had often wondered what lay behind the oft-photographed yellow-painted windows and ivy-covered walls of the house on Albert Street.


Now I know, she thought with a smile.


At this moment the conversation shifted from the popularity of the Ivy House with visitors to the impending start of the tourist season.


‘So,’ Magnus was saying, ‘March sees the beginning of the cruise liners docking in Kirkwall. I think the first one to arrive is called Hercules, which I believe holds three thousand passengers.’


‘I saw one easily that size in Stavanger in Norway,’ Rhona said, remembering. She’d been over there for a forensic conference, staying in the beautiful old town. ‘It was berthed in the old harbour and towered like a colossus above the original wooden buildings,’ she added.


‘Well, the ones that come here berth out at Hatston, so they’re not so obvious, although we know when one’s in by the influx of tourists all intent on visiting the better-known Neolithic sights,’ Colin said. ‘Skara Brae, Maeshowe, the Ring of Brodgar . . .’


‘Your first time here in Orkney was because of the body we found at Brodgar, if I remember correctly?’ Erling said.


‘It was midsummer,’ Rhona recalled, ‘but still so windy we couldn’t erect a forensic tent. Plus you had a major problem with the tour buses from the cruise ships not being able to gain access to the standing stones.’


‘A midsummer nightmare,’ Erling said, turning to Colin, whose main work consisted of the study of all archaeological sites of interest on Orkney mainland and its islands.


‘Where are you working at present?’ Rhona asked.


‘We’re out of season now, but we’ll be back in June on Rousay,’ Colin said. ‘At Skaill Farm on the southwest coastline, where we’ve uncovered the remains of a Norse hall.’


‘So Viking?’ Rhona said.


‘Most definitely.’


‘Any problems with interested onlookers?’ she asked, thinking about her own forensic work in the field, which usually involved a buried or hidden body.


Colin, reading her meaning, replied. ‘It’s different in our line of work. Any remains we’re likely to dig up won’t involve a police investigation. Also, I like the public showing an interest in what we find,’ he admitted. ‘After all, archaeology is about the study of ordinary folk and how they lived here on Orkney, throughout all the ages and weathers.’


Even as he said this, the wind, having picked up, reminded them of its presence via the spluttering fire and a smattering of rain against the window.


‘It’s maybe time we headed for Orphir?’ Magnus suggested, glancing at his watch. ‘You have your flight back to Glasgow in the morning,’ he reminded Rhona.


Rising, Rhona thanked Colin for his wonderful cooking and the chance to see the inside of the famous Ivy House.


‘The number of times I’ve walked past here and tried to peer in the window,’ she admitted.


‘Next time, please just knock at the door,’ he told her as he said his goodbyes.


Erling, who lived minutes away from Magnus, had insisted on being the designated driver this evening, for which Rhona and Magnus had both been grateful.


‘You missed out on that delicious wine Colin served with his casserole,’ Magnus said as he buckled up in the car.


‘I was on call tonight anyway,’ Erling told him. ‘So I’m just grateful I got through the meal without interruption.’


The rain had come to nothing, and the sky was now clear with a full moon, although as they drove along the coast road towards Orphir, the power of the wind and the retreating tide was obvious in the froth and surge of the surface of Scapa Flow, with the dark hills of Hoy a smudge on the horizon.


Looking out from her seat in the back, Rhona thought of her upstairs room at Seaview, Magnus’s home, with a view similar to this one, the waters of the Flow lapping at its stone foundations. Built below the high-water mark by fishermen in the last century, it had its own little harbour where Magnus kept his boat.


Erling’s mobile rang just as they reached the road leading down to Houton Bay. Hands-free, he answered.


The voice that spoke was almost drowned out by the howl of the wind, so whoever it was, they were definitely outside. All Rhona could decipher from the swift Orcadian interchange was the word ‘Skaill’, which she assumed meant Skaill Bay on the western coast.


Ringing off, Erling explained. ‘A pod of pilot whales are in difficulty in Skaill Bay with some already beached.’


At that moment Magnus’s mobile sounded an incoming message. ‘That’ll be my call-out too. I’m a rescue volunteer when at home,’ he explained.


‘I’d like to come with you, if I won’t be in the way,’ Rhona said, both intrigued and worried about what she was likely to see.


‘Okay,’ Erling said. ‘We’ll head straight there.’


Rhona and Magnus remained silent as the radio messages streamed in, indicating how swiftly word of the beaching had gone out and been responded to.


In the short silences in between, Magnus explained what to expect to Rhona.


‘Our initial response is to give first aid to the animals until a vet makes a judgement as to whether they’re healthy enough to attempt to refloat them. Be prepared to discover that many of them are likely already dead,’ he added. ‘It was sheer luck that someone was out and about in these conditions at this time of night to spot them.’


‘Does this type of beaching happen often?’ she asked.


‘Not normally. We get plenty of individual animals washing up, harbour seals, single whales, dolphins et cetera. The same rules apply. SMASS, the Scottish Marine Animal Stranding Scheme, investigates all deaths of stranded cetaceans on our shores. Bit like what you and the forensic services do for humans,’ he added.


As they approached the great western Bay of Skaill, they found the long stretch of sand, famous for its nearby Neolithic settlement of Skara Brae, lit up by a line of mostly 4x4 headlights.


Exiting the car, Rhona stood atop a grassy dune to look down on the scene below.


Beneath the moonlit sky, the sea was wild with shoulder-high white water, illuminated by the eyes of the beams. The shiny sleek bodies of the ocean creatures, which should by rights be dancing through those waves, were instead strung out unmoving along the beach.


At Erling’s voice, she turned.


‘We need to get kitted up before we go down there. The dead and the dying are full of bacteria. But hey, you know that already,’ he said, his words echoing her own thoughts on the scene below.


Protective gear and various tools were being distributed from the back of a police van. Once kitted up and equipped, she and Magnus headed for the shore.


As they picked their way down the slope of giant rounded boulders, flung there over centuries of high seas like tonight, Magnus told Rhona what was expected of them.


‘The routine is to keep any live ones wet, being careful not to get water in their blowholes,’ he explained. ‘Get them upright and stable, dig trenches under their fins and cover them with damp sheets to protect their delicate skins from the light when it appears.’


Amid the whales now, Rhona watched as the tasks Magnus had described were being carried out by at least six folk who’d brought sheets and towels, buckets and spades to channel ocean water through the sand.


‘They go for the youngest whales first because of their size and the possibility of moving them. An adult pilot whale grows to about six metres and weighs up to 2.3 tonnes,’ he added, ‘so most are beyond saving. It’s exhausting work going backwards and forwards to the sea with buckets of water to pour over the live ones, with the tide slipping ever further away.’


Magnus suddenly halted and pointed.


As Rhona’s gaze followed his finger, her heart found its way into her throat.


The dead newborn lay at the centre of a protective circle of adult whales, none of which showed signs of life.


‘I suspect this is what brought them ashore,’ Magnus said, his voice full of emotion. ‘If the birthing mother was showing signs of distress, the matriarch of the pod would—’


‘Instruct the pod to stay with it,’ Rhona finished for him. ‘So when one strands, they all do.’


Erling came towards them. ‘Three survivors so far,’ he said grimly.


‘And high tide?’ Rhona asked.


‘Not nearly soon enough,’ Erling told her.
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It was almost dawn when the helicopter arrived carrying the director of SMASS, Dr Donald Main from the department of Veterinary Epidemiology at Glasgow University.


Rhona immediately recognized his figure as he stepped from the chopper.


‘You know him?’ Magnus said, noting her expression.


‘We’ve encountered one another socially on campus,’ Rhona told him.


‘He’s here to do the post-mortems and decide what should be done with the carcasses.’


‘You’ve met before, then?’ Rhona said.


‘We have,’ Magnus said. ‘This isn’t the first time he’s been here to examine a stranding.’


There was a mutual recognition on both their faces when the SMASS director spotted Rhona.


‘What brings you to these parts, Dr MacLeod?’ he said in surprise.


When Rhona explained that she was visiting Magnus, but had also been here before in her forensic capacity, he asked if she wanted to watch him at work.


‘If I may,’ she said.


‘Okay, stay for as long as you have the stomach for it – although I guess a strong stomach is your forte?’ he said.


Rhona nodded at that. ‘Although I usually deal with one body at a time,’ she said sombrely.


‘They aren’t humans, but they have much in common with our own species with regard to their sociability and intelligence. And their care for one another. All for one and one for all. Which, sadly, is probably the reason they came ashore.’


He led her back to the baby calf. ‘I suspect the birth of this one is maybe the cause of the stranding. That or perhaps some noise out there on the water.’


‘That was what Magnus thought too,’ she said.


‘Skara Brae’s too near to do anything here. The visitor centre is open all year round, so the tourists will start arriving soon. Plus, once the word goes out about the stranding, we’ll be a focus of interest in general. So we’ll need to remove the dead whales from the beach to perform the necropsies. DI Flett has spoken with a local farmer who has offered us a place to use for that, and the means to take them there.’


He knelt down beside the calf. ‘As for this little fella, DI Flett indicated that he’s happy for us to deal with him here, then bury him nearby.’


Even as he said this, the crack of a gunshot confirmed what Rhona had been expecting. One of the remaining three from the pod, which the volunteers had worked so hard to keep alive, had finally been put out of its misery.


Rhona watched the small digger work on the hole in the dunes that would be the final resting place for the newborn whale. She’d decided not to head back to Kirkwall with Erling so as to catch the earlier flight back to Glasgow, but to stay here for the forensic examination of the calf and its subsequent burial.


It was mid-morning now, and further along the bay she spotted the arrival of a bus at the visitor centre, no doubt carrying a contingent of tourists, possibly from the cruise ship Hercules. Mercifully, the beach had been cleared of the carcasses, although from where she stood, the pungent smell of death still hung in the air.


In the bright daylight it was difficult to imagine the fear, hope and despair of the previous night. Briefly relieved by the two young whales they’d succeeded in towing back out to sea alive.


But for now, the post-mortem over, the burial of the newborn still had to be completed.


As Donald had said, pilot whales weren’t human, and yet their instincts in many ways were. Laying the youngest one to rest here, where some of its family had died, seemed fitting, although still immensely sad.


Rhona could only hope that the study of both its body and those of the others would provide Dr Main and his team with insight into what had brought the pod ashore in the first place.


The small digger that had brought the calf’s body from the beach to the dunes was now in the process of digging its grave, with herself, Magnus and Donald in attendance.


Once the upper layer of marram grass had been removed, the silver sand beneath had made for easy digging until this moment when a loud grating noise suggested the shovel had met a much harder object.


As the driver reversed back from the hole, it was clear to see what the shovel had encountered.


The large flagstone slab lay at a slight angle as though shifted by the digger’s shovel.


Flagstones were in common use in Orkney both in past and present times, bountiful as they were on all the foreshores. The main streets of both Kirkwall and Stromness were constructed with large flagstones, and in the older houses like Seaview and the Ivy House, flagstones provided the coverings on the ground floors.


Flagstones had also been used in the past for field delineations. Was this what they were exposing? Rhona wondered. The remnants of the edge of a pasture that had eventually been buried in sand, driven in on high seas or winds?


Or something much older and more interesting than that?


‘It might be the capstone of a burial cist,’ she said, noting the now fully exposed rectangular outline with upright stones beneath.


Anyone who’d heard of Skara Brae, or been here to visit it, knew the story of the ferocious storm that had exposed the abandoned stone Neolithic village buried in sand further along the bay. So finding something buried beneath a nearby sand dune wasn’t really a surprise.


‘I think you should call Colin,’ Rhona told Magnus. ‘Tell him about this.’


Donald agreed. ‘And I’ll go and organize the calf’s carcass to be buried with the rest of the pod.’


Magnus, stepping away to make the call, was swiftly back. ‘Colin will be here directly. He sounded very excited at the find. Unfortunately, I have an online meeting so will have to get back to Seaview. Are you okay to hang on here?’ he checked with Rhona. ‘You’ve already missed one flight?’


‘I’d like to see what’s in the cist before I head back to Glasgow,’ she told him. ‘Colin can drop me at yours when we’re finished.’


Watching the digger trundle off with the calf, Rhona registered that the tide was almost fully in now, any evidence of their frenzied attempts at preserving life being currently washed away.


Although not from memory, she thought. Neither from her memory nor, she suspected, the memories of all those who had worked so hard last night.
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The cist lay open, the lid having been lifted and placed to one side with the aid of the digger.


The skeleton, now fully exposed, lay on its right side, knees bent, a burial form Rhona had seen before in forensic archaeological images.


In those first moments as the lid had been lifted free of the cist, Rhona had thought she’d caught a whiff of something that gave her cause for concern.


‘Did you smell that too?’ Colin said, seeing her expression.


The remains appeared to be fully skeletonized, but the brief scent of decomposition when exposed to the air, plus what looked like faint body-staining in the grave, indicated that the remains might not be as old as they’d initially assumed.


‘A burial in sand,’ Rhona said, ‘particularly at this latitude where it definitely isn’t warm, would take some time to skeletonize. But . . .’ She halted there.


Colin nodded, seemingly aware of what she was thinking. ‘The burial definitely looks similar to others we’ve found here in Orkney, including the cist. But I’ve never encountered that particular scent before, no matter how slight, on opening either a prehistoric or Viking grave.’ He regarded her, his expression serious. ‘You’re thinking we might have a more recent burial than that?’


‘We may have, despite initial appearances,’ Rhona admitted. ‘When Erling checks in with us, we’ll voice that thought, but until then we progress as normal. If we find anything about the skeleton that identifies it as a more recent death, then it’ll become my responsibility. Plus we’ll have a police investigation on our hands.’


They both knew that it was almost impossible to tell a fifty-year-old bone from a two-thousand-year-old one without using carbon dating, unless there was something distinctive about the skeleton, such as a titanium plate in a healed fracture, or dental work that definitely wasn’t available to the Neolithic residents of Orkney. Nor the Picts or the Vikings.


‘When my assistant, Chrissy, and I exhume a body,’ Rhona remarked as they set to work with small brushes and shovels to remove and bag the sand from around the remains, ‘we hope the killer might leave some evidence of themselves behind. Most obvious being handcuffs made from cable ties, which Peter Tobin and many other murderers have done. It also helps the time frame if there’s clothing present. Or if I’m really lucky, I might find a coin, a phone or a SIM card.’


‘Whereas in a Viking grave I’d be more likely to find the deceased’s sword, knife and spear,’ Colin offered. ‘Although you can often also find evidence of everyday life in there. Needles, combs, beads, jewellery et cetera.’


Rhona sat back on her haunches. ‘None of which clues, modern or ancient, seem to be present here,’ she finished.


Erling appeared at that moment, coming within earshot just as Rhona made her announcement.


‘You think it’s not Viking?’ he immediately said.


Registering his worried expression, Colin took pity on him. ‘It’s buried in a stone cist not far from other Viking burials we’ve unearthed here,’ he offered.


Erling switched his gaze to Rhona. ‘What do you think, Dr MacLeod?’


At Rhona’s explanation regarding the fleeting smell when they’d opened the casket, Erling said, ‘And Viking graves don’t smell when you open them up?’


‘Every grave we exhume has a scent,’ Colin told him. ’Just not like this one.’


Erling seemed to be contemplating this worrying thought when his radio crackled into life. Before walking away to answer the call, he said, ‘I sincerely hope it is a Viking grave. Once you decide for sure, let me know.’


Photographing the skeleton in situ, Rhona had surmised, from the size and shape of the skull and pelvis, that they were likely dealing with a male. Although both its sex and age would be better decided when measured and examined in detail, and DNA from the bone would establish the biological sex for certainty. Along with both hair and eye colour.


Now, as they carefully removed, itemized and bagged the remains, bone by bone, to be reconstructed later, they found no obvious breakages or injuries that might point them to how the occupant had met their end.


Handing the skull to Colin, Rhona said, ‘The teeth look healthy. No obvious modern dental work done. What were Viking teeth like?’


‘It varies with diet. But they were unlikely to have as complete a set as this specimen.’ He gave her a wide smile to illustrate the point.


Having processed the skeleton, Rhona began to bag the film of sand that lay on the bottom of the cist, stopping when she caught a glint of what might be metal jammed between the base and one of the side walls.


‘What is it?’ Colin said as she directed the beam of her forensic torch on the object.


‘Can you hand me the tweezers?’ she said. ‘I’ll try to ease it out, whatever it is.’


The object seemed reluctant to abandon the space between the stones, but eventually she managed to extract it, laying it flat on the sand for Colin to see.


‘It’s a torc bracelet,’ he said in an excited voice.


‘So it’s Viking?’ Rhona asked, thinking it had the appearance of a longship with its curled ends.


‘It looks like it,’ he said, his eyes alight.


Rhona watched as he weighed the heavy object in his gloved hands, studying it intently.


‘Old or not so old?’ she said.


‘In 2022, a team of Swedish archaeologists unearthed a trove of torc necklaces similar to this, north of Stockholm, which dated back an estimated thousand years to the Viking era. Despite their age,’ he stressed, ‘when cleaned, the pieces looked brand new.’


‘This piece doesn’t appear to need any cleaning,’ Rhona offered. ‘Apart from some sand caught in the swirls.’


‘Exactly,’ Colin said with a nod.


They’d taken Erling at his word and phoned him with news of their find. His return had been swift, and he now stood with them at the site of the excavation, studying the torc bracelet safely in its evidence bag.


‘You’re saying if this was from the Viking era, it wouldn’t be this clean?’ When Colin nodded, Erling double-checked. ‘So, if it is more recent than that, the remains may be too?’ He looked to Rhona for confirmation of this.


Rhona affirmed his suspicions. ‘My initial examination suggests the remains are those of a young male who’s lain here for maybe twenty years. However, I’ll need to take both the remains and the torc to Glasgow for a full forensic examination and evaluation. I’ve already spoken to Dr Main from SMASS and he confirms he’ll be finished with the necropsies on the whales today and I can share his return helicopter tomorrow morning. Until then, you’ll need to store both the skeletal remains and the torc at the station.’


Erling gestured to the bracelet. ‘Viking jewellery like this is popular with tourists. Some are made here in Orkney. Is there a craftsman’s mark on it?’


Rhona handed Erling a magnifying glass. ‘There is a mark,’ she said. ‘On the back of one of the swirls.’


Erling checked where she’d indicated. ‘Might be initials. E or maybe B M? Right, send me through the photographs and I’ll await news on the forensic examination of the remains and the bracelet.’


The tone of his voice indicated his concerns, which were, Rhona thought, broadly in line with her own. A Viking burial would have been both a normal and a welcome find. A more recently buried body would mean Erling had a murder investigation on his hands.


‘You’ll text me when you plan to leave in the morning and I’ll bring the evidence to the airport?’ he said.


Rhona assured him that she would.


Colin drove back to Kirkwall via Orphir, dropping her off at Seaview.


‘You’ll be in touch?’ he checked as she got out of the car.


‘I’ll let you know the outcome as soon as we do,’ she promised. ‘On the body and the torc bracelet.’


‘Good. I’ll keep my fingers crossed the body’s too old for a formal investigation even if it’s not Viking. For Erling’s sake at least,’ he added. ‘Remember what I said, though, about the Ivy House. Any time you’re passing, just knock at the door. No need to peer in the window any more.’


When the car headed up the hill to the main road, Rhona stood for a moment looking out over Scapa Flow, noting that the wild frothing of the previous night had been replaced by a calm swell that was softly breaking against the foundations of the solidly stone-built house.


At that moment Magnus, having likely heard her arrival, emerged to greet her. Reading her expression, he said, ‘Something wrong?’


‘Possibly,’ she admitted, without elaborating.


Ushering her inside, he asked if she wanted a drink or a shower first. ‘There’s food ready. You must be hungry. And tired,’ he added. ‘I managed a short nap after my class.’


Up to that point she hadn’t realized just how hungry she was. And tired. The night had passed swiftly with their efforts in trying to save the stranded whales, the time that followed consumed by the discovery of the cist and its contents.


‘A shower first,’ she declared, ‘then the food and drink.’


Upstairs and in her usual room, she stripped off and headed for the shower, deciding not to linger too long under the warm water because of the smell of something delicious that had accompanied her upstairs.


The ring of her mobile ended her shower even more swiftly than she’d planned. A glance at the screen confirmed who it was. Although impossible scientifically, Chrissy McInsh’s calls seemed to have a particular tone and insistence all their own. Much like her forensic assistant’s voice.


‘Hi, Chrissy, I was just about to call you,’ she fibbed.


‘I heard you dug up a Viking?’ Chrissy said, her tone one of glee.


‘Where did you hear that?’ Rhona said, with a hint of sarcasm in her voice, aware as she was of her forensic assistant’s network of informers, which, it appeared, extended beyond the Central Belt.


‘Well, is it true?’ Chrissy demanded.


‘Not exactly,’ Rhona told her. ‘It was in a stone cist, buried in the sand dunes at Skaill Bay, but the age of the skeleton is in question.’


‘Why?’ Chrissy sounded suspicious.


Rhona explained about the torc bracelet.


‘Jeez,’ she hissed. ‘That is weird.’ There was a brief pause as she fully assimilated this information. ‘I take it you’ll be bringing back the bones? And the bracelet?’


‘I will,’ Rhona told her. ‘I’ll be back tomorrow morning with both.’


Ten minutes later she was seated by the fire with a glass of Highland Park whisky and a starter of fish delicacies prepared by Magnus.


Unlike Chrissy, Magnus hadn’t deluged her with questions, but rather waited until she was ready to tell him what had happened after he’d departed Skaill Bay.


When she’d consumed possibly more than her fair share of the casserole, Rhona had explained the day’s proceedings and was now watching as Magnus mulled her story over.


‘So,’ he eventually said, ‘you suspect you may be dealing with a much more recent burial, because of this torc bracelet? Do you have a photograph of it?’


Rhona brought up the ones she’d taken on her mobile.


‘Erling says it may have been made here on Orkney,’ she told Magnus as he studied them.


‘It looks pretty heavy,’ he said.


‘It is,’ Rhona confirmed, remembering the weight of it in her hand. ‘And made to look like the real thing, according to Colin.’


‘Fashioning jewellery like this on Orkney has become popular for the tourists.’ He paused there. ‘Could it be a later addition to the cist?’


‘I don’t think it could have got there by accident,’ Rhona said. ‘The digger removed three feet of sand before we hit the cist. Plus the lid was pretty firmly in place.’


‘The dunes shift all the time,’ Magnus said. ‘Depending on the winter storms. Maybe someone discovered the cist earlier and added the bracelet?’


‘Someone found what might be a burial cist, then didn’t report it, but decided to add a modern Viking bracelet to it instead?’ Rhona wasn’t convinced by such a scenario.


‘We used to do some crazy things here as teenagers,’ Magnus said. ‘If Erling and I had discovered a cist buried in the sand, who knows what we would have done? Especially if we were high at the time.’


Rhona couldn’t envisage the now Professor of Criminal Psychology or the island’s Detective Inspector getting high, no matter how hard she tried.


Reading her expression, Magnus laughed. ‘We were pretty crazy back in the day. We’re lucky to be alive after some of our escapades. Wild coasts and seas were our playground. Not to mention Neolithic monuments and tombs. It wasn’t only the Vikings who wrote rude things inside Maeshowe,’ he told her with an apologetic smile.


Rhona was playing out some of these scenarios in her head, just as Magnus was obviously doing.


Eventually he said, ‘Any idea as to the sex of the remains?’


Working with the bones, marking each one off on the chart as they’d retrieved them, noting the signs that inferred biological sex and age, she suspected a full lab study would conclude that the victim was a young post-pubescent male. She told Magnus so.


‘How long’s he been there, do you think?’ Magnus said.


‘He was buried naked, so no clothing to help identify the time zone, apart from the bracelet. Plus there was faint staining and a slight scent on opening the cist.’ She halted there for a moment, considering her thoughts up to now. ‘Skeletonization when buried in sand takes time, especially in cool Orkney temperatures, so twenty years or more.’


‘Twenty years ago I was a teenager about to head for university.’ Magnus checked her expression. ‘You’re wondering if I remember anyone going missing around that time?’


When she nodded, he said, ‘No one comes to mind, although as a teenager I was pretty caught up in my own affairs. Also, there was a lot of coming and going in Orkney. Oil workers on Flotta. And folk from down south who were trying to escape to what they imagined would be a better life. Then leaving when it wasn’t. Or they couldn’t cope with the weather.’


They’d moved back to the sitting room where Magnus replenished the fire and topped up her whisky glass.


‘So when do you head back?’ he asked.


‘Tomorrow morning,’ she told him. ‘Donald said he would text me in advance of the helicopter’s arrival. Erling will meet us at the airport with the evidence.’


‘How long before we know if it is a murder investigation?’


‘I believe Erling already thinks it is,’ Rhona replied.
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Orkney


Erling lowered the driver’s window, hoping the fresh air would keep him awake. The adrenaline surge of the previous twelve hours would wear off soon, but there were still things to do before he could head home for a sleep.


Rory was away on a diving job, so no need to keep him informed as to when he would get home. The downside, of course, was that he’d have to cook for himself. Something he was well able to do, although what he conjured up never reached the culinary heights of Rory’s endeavours in the kitchen.


Thinking about food had made his stomach rumble as he realized just how many hours had passed since the Ivy House meal. There would be coffee at the police station. Maybe even biscuits if he was lucky. Enough to stave off the hunger until there was time to eat properly.


Caught at roadworks in Finstown, he called ahead to warn DS Green he was finally on his way back and would be with her shortly.


‘Can you get the team together?’ he said. ‘There’s been a development at the excavation site.’


A short silence followed as though she was waiting for him to say what the development might be. When nothing was forthcoming, she assured him they’d be ready and rang off.


This wasn’t a subject to broach en route, he thought, even at a particularly long red light. In fact Erling was still trying to assimilate the outcome of the excavation himself. Rhona had been cautious in her analysis of what she and Colin had unearthed, but whatever way they looked at it, the discovery of a torc bracelet, which had definitely not been forged in Viking times, together with a healthy skeleton had presented them with a mystery.


And, if Rhona was right about the condition of the remains, they were possibly looking at the death and burial of a young Orkney male around twenty years ago. Or maybe a visitor or itinerant worker.


Picturing himself two decades ago in Orphir, he was reminded that he’d been more likely to be breaking the law, rather than upholding it. Plus, if anyone had told him back then that he would become a police officer and be serving in Orkney, he would have thought them drunk or mad.


Yet, despite his misspent youth, he’d still managed to go to university to study mathematics. And the boy who’d entered university, he reminded himself, wasn’t the one who’d emerged four years later.


His arrival with the set of bones and the torc bracelet was bound to cause some consternation, he thought as he drew up outside the station. His colleagues were used to the unearthing of Neolithic burial mounds. However, the discovery of a stone cist at Skaill Bay that might contain a more recent body wasn’t something they would be expecting. Or wishing for.


He found PC Ivan Tulloch on the front desk and ordered him out to the vehicle to help retrieve the boxed evidence and place it in storage.


Once that was done and the evidence room door locked, PC Tulloch ventured to ask if Dr MacLeod’s forensic assistant, Chrissy McInsh, had been at the excavation site with her.


‘No,’ Erling told him. ‘Dr MacLeod was here on a short break. Not work.’


Noting his constable’s disappointed expression, Erling suddenly remembered that PC Tulloch had developed a bit of a crush on the young and feisty forensic assistant the last time she was in Orkney, but decided not to mention that.


He found the rest of the team assembled as requested in the upstairs meeting room, including his second-in-command, Detective Sergeant Jo Green, recently relocated from Inverness.


Transferring the photographs taken at the scene onto the overhead screen, Erling explained what had happened at Skaill Bay.


‘As you all know by now, the hard work of the volunteers did result in two of the beached whales being saved. Dr Main of SMASS transferred the other remains to a nearby site for the necropsies, but decided to bury the body of a newly born calf among the dunes.


‘That’s when the digger struck something that turned out to be the capstone of a burial cist,’ he continued. ‘After which local archaeologist Professor Nelson was summoned and he and Dr MacLeod set about opening it up.’


An image of the partially open cist was now on the screen.


‘Dr MacLeod thought she caught a faint scent of decomposition when the lid was initially lifted,’ he told them. ‘Professor Nelson noted it too.’


There was a murmur at this from the team.


‘However,’ Erling went on, ‘they were still working under the assumption that they were likely dealing with a Viking burial.’


He switched photographs. Now the screen held the image taken when the capstone had been removed.


‘As you can see, the body is lying in the typical fashion of many of the burials already unearthed here in Orkney. There were, however, no weapons or any other articles that Professor Nelson has commonly found before.’


He continued. ‘The skeleton, which Dr MacLeod suspects will prove to be that of a young male, gave no indication of how he might have died.’


He paused there, remembering his own reaction to the news he was about to tell the expectant faces before him.


‘It was when they’d removed the bones and were inspecting and collecting the sand on the base that Dr MacLeod found this Viking-type bracelet.’


The photograph of the torc now on the screen, he awaited their reaction.


It was DS Green who spoke first. ‘I’ve been on archaeological digs here as a student, sir. That bracelet is fashioned like a Viking torc, but its condition suggests it’s not that old.’


‘That was Professor Nelson’s opinion too,’ Erling said, pleased by her knowledge.


‘So they think it may be a more recent burial?’ she added.


‘That is a possibility, yes.’


As Erling said this, murmurs went up from the group.


He spoke firmly to silence them. ‘So while we await the outcome of the forensic examination of the remains, we’ll try to trace this bracelet, which doesn’t appear to be mass produced.’


Enlarging the image on screen, he pointed to the two possible letters engraved on one of the spiral ends.


‘Any thoughts on the markings?’ he asked, keen to see if the team’s reading of them matched his own.


‘E and M?’ Ivan offered to murmured agreement.


‘Right, let’s start checking out if bracelets like these are or have been made here on the mainland or anywhere on the islands. But let’s keep this low key, in case the torc becomes a vital piece of evidence in a murder enquiry. Plus we start looking into any young males reported missing here in Orkney, say initially in the past twenty years.’


He motioned DS Green to join him in his office.


‘They really think it’s recent?’ she said, her voice full of concern.


‘Dr MacLeod’s an expert in buried and hidden bodies, so we need to take her concerns seriously. I think we start investigating it as a suspicious death and hope the bones turn out to be older than a century.’ Erling tried to stifle a yawn.


‘You haven’t slept yet?’ his sergeant checked, looking sympathetic.


‘Not yet, no,’ Erling admitted. ‘Nor eaten. Although we were treated to a three-course meal at the Ivy House last night before all this began.’


‘Coffee and a biscuit?’ she offered. ‘Maybe even a chocolate one if PC Tulloch hasn’t been in the tin.’


‘Great,’ Erling said. ‘Has anything else happened in the interim that I should know about?’


‘Nothing major. The reports are already on the system,’ she told him. ‘When does the evidence from the cist go south?’


‘First thing tomorrow by helicopter with Dr MacLeod and Dr Main.’


‘I could take it to the airport for you?’ she offered.


‘I was going to ask you anyway.’ He paused, taking time to study her. ‘How are you settling in?’


‘Okay.’ She gave a wide smile. ‘I know Orkney quite well, having visited a lot and worked on digs here.’


‘And the flat?’ he said.


‘Small. I couldn’t swing a cat if I had one. But it’s handy. Not that far from the Ivy House, in fact. Always fancied a look in there,’ she added wistfully.


‘You’ll have to wait your turn, Detective Sergeant,’ he told her with a smile.


Ten minutes later, his brain back in action after a mug of tea and a chocolate biscuit delivered by PC Tulloch, Erling began writing up the events at Skaill Bay.


The report on the pilot whales and the subsequent management of this was standard. Although, in this case, he was glad there had been two survivors, which was rarely the outcome of such beachings, either here on Orkney or on the Western Islands of Scotland.


Moving on now to the decision to bury the calf in the dunes and the resultant discovery of the capstone, he went through the photographs again, recalling when he’d been back to look at the open grave, recording what Dr MacLeod had said about the scent. Plus the fact that Professor Nelson had also noted it, and had declared that he had never encountered such a smell when opening a Viking grave before.


It seemed Magnus had already left by the time this had happened, which was a pity. If Magnus had registered the smell, it would have left no doubt as to its existence – however fleeting. His friend since childhood had hyperosmia, and experienced smells more strongly than other people. It had tortured him when younger, but he’d managed to control it the older he became.


Erling, along with others, had tormented Magnus about it, especially during adolescence, exposing him to dead carcasses found on the beaches or in fields just to see his reaction, which was often instant vomiting.


As for anyone smoking dope, Magnus could catch that scent a mile away.


That wasn’t all he could pick up from you, Erling’s memory reminded him. Back before he would admit to being gay, he’d had a crush on Magnus. One day when they were alone together, Magnus, like the professor he eventually became, explained that he could smell the pheromones that he, Erling, was giving off in his presence.


So Magnus would have confirmed Dr MacLeod’s suspicions. As had Prof Nelson, and he knew what a Viking burial smelt like. And all of this before the discovery of the bracelet.


He indicated in his report that the evidence was being transported with Dr MacLeod to Glasgow tomorrow morning and, while awaiting her results, he had made the decision to investigate the origins of the torc bracelet and also to check on any young males reported missing in Orkney initially in the last twenty years.


That task now complete, Erling allowed himself to return to the two thoughts that had been niggling at him ever since his most recent visit to Skaill Bay.


If a young male had gone missing around twenty years ago here on mainland Orkney, wouldn’t he remember such a thing happening? Orkney wasn’t a big place and its population was a fair bit smaller then than it was now.


It had seemed to him back then that you couldn’t do anything without someone knowing about it. Struggling with his own sexuality, and a desire to escape to somewhere he could be himself, it had seemed impossible to go unnoticed. Anywhere, at any time.


So, if a young man had gone missing, would he not remember that? He resolved to ask Magnus if he recalled that happening. Seeing as they’d spent most of their time together.


Then the other thing that was annoying him.


Looking again at the enlarged image of the torc bracelet fashioned to look like a Viking longship, he had the feeling he had seen one like it before.


A shop window on the main street perhaps?


There were lots of jewellery shops in Kirkwall now. Most were high-end, since the cruise ships had started docking nearby at Hatston and disgorging their passengers who were keen to buy fashionable and good quality mementoes of Orkney.


Or somewhere else?


He closed his eyes and tried to picture where it had been and when, aware that it must have made an impression at the time.


It took a while but eventually it came to him.


It had been on a male wrist. A wrist and hand that he’d been sexually attracted to.


And there it was.


Rory had been wearing one just like it the night they’d first met.










6


Glasgow


The helicopter ride south to Glasgow was uneventful and for the most part undisturbed.


After enquiring briefly about her excavation work on the cist and receiving a guarded reply, Dr Main left Rhona to concentrate on her own thoughts. Which were, as usual, full of her dislike of flying and her continuing belief that, despite the physics of flight being proven, she still remained unconvinced.


Had Chrissy been here, of course, there would have been constant ‘oohing’ and ‘aahing’ as they crossed the Pentland Firth and made their way south. Chrissy had no qualms about the emptiness beneath them or how long they were required to be up in the air.


Rhona was still contemplating this when Glasgow thankfully reappeared.


Transferring the evidence into the forensic van, Rhona, her feet now safely on terra firma, gave her forensic assistant, who had come outside to meet her, a big smile.


‘Have you eaten today yet?’ Chrissy enquired.


‘Nope,’ Rhona told her.


‘I knew you wouldn’t eat before the chopper ride. Even if Magnus offered to cook something delicious for you.’


Poor Magnus, ever the excellent host, had definitely tried, but to no avail.


Customarily, it was Chrissy who provided breakfast at the lab, which she picked up on her way to work. It consisted of a traditional filled roll with egg, tattie scone, bacon or sliced sausage, or a mixture of your choice.


There had been a period when she’d tried a move to instant porridge in various flavours, but thankfully it hadn’t lasted too long. Rhona wasn’t averse to home-cooked porridge, especially when it was served with fresh cream, something Sean was good at. However, that was kept for a non-working day.


‘The rolls are in the oven,’ Chrissy declared when they reached the lab. ‘Coffee’s on too. I’ll check in the evidence. You help yourself to breakfast.’


Sitting by the window now, coffee and roll in hand, Rhona looked out over Kelvingrove Park. Glasgow University, which housed her forensic lab, had to her mind the most enviable location in the city.


Perched on a hill, its gothic towers rising high into the sky, it had a bird’s-eye view of another architectural masterpiece, Kelvingrove Museum and Art Gallery, which itself was surrounded by the park. Straddling the River Kelvin on its way to join the River Clyde, Kelvingrove Park consisted of eighty-five acres of grassland and trees, providing an urban haven for wildlife and, of course, its West End citizens, of which she was one.


Her own flat was in Park Circus, which sat atop a neighbouring hill. She’d purchased the flat when the Circus was less salubrious than it was now, but it too had an enviable view over the park.


Although, like any open space within a big city, Kelvingrove had had its own share of police incidents. Even when walking through it to work, she still acknowledged the locations where she’d had to attend a crime scene. However, none of this affected her fondness for the place in all seasons.


Now March and officially spring, the park was already taking on a vibrant green hue.


‘So,’ Chrissy pronounced as she took a seat alongside her, ‘you can’t go anywhere without being called on to look at a dead body?’


‘It would likely never have been found if the pilot whales hadn’t come ashore,’ Rhona told her. ‘We were coming back from dinner when the call came in on Erling’s phone about the beaching.’ She paused for a moment, an image of the scene springing up before her eyes.


‘I saw it on the news,’ Chrissy said. ‘All those folk trying to save them.’


Rhona explained that the matriarch had likely led her pod into calmer waters because of a difficult birth. ‘Then they got caught in the swell.’ She fell silent, before adding, ‘The volunteers did manage to save two of the young males.’


‘What about the mother and her calf?’ Chrissy said, looking upset.


‘Sadly not,’ she said, aware that Chrissy, herself the mother of a young child, wee Michael, would be particularly stung by this. ‘Donald decided we should bury the calf in the dunes rather than take it away with the others. It seemed kinder, somehow. He brought in the digger and . . . that’s when the shovel hit the capstone.’


She brought the photographs up on her phone. ‘I’ll download these after we’ve talked, but take a look at what we found inside.’


She watched as Chrissy went through the images, studying each one intently.


‘The skeleton was complete?’ she said.


When Rhona indicated it had been, Chrissy asked about injuries.


‘None obvious,’ Rhona confirmed.


‘The teeth look in good nick,’ Chrissy commented. ‘What are Viking teeth usually like?’


‘Depends on the diet, but unlikely to be as good as these, according to Prof Nelson.’


Chrissy sat back, looking pensive. Rhona could almost hear her assistant’s brain in action. Chrissy had worked with her on numerous buried remains. Rhona was sorry she hadn’t been at Skaill Bay to view these in situ.


Rhona now brought up a photograph of the torc. ‘This was the only thing in the coffin apart from the skeleton and sand.’


Chrissy gave a little whistle. ‘A Viking torc bracelet. That’s a bit of a find . . . if it was old,’ she added with a quick glance at Rhona.


‘Prof Nelson said pretty much the same thing. He’s dug up numerous pieces of Viking jewellery and they can and do look like this after they’ve been cleaned up.’


‘I take it DI Flett thinks he has a more recent victim?’ Chrissy said.


‘He’s working on that assumption, while waiting to see what the post-mortem comes up with,’ Rhona told her.


The remains had been taken directly from the police helicopter to the morgue where a full examination would take place involving Dr Sissons, a forensic team and an osteologist, whose expertise in bones would likely confirm what theories she and Colin had discussed at the gravesite.


‘Any idea when they’ll do the PM?’ Chrissy said.


‘Tomorrow or the day after and I think you should come along this time.’


‘Great,’ Chrissy said enthusiastically. ‘It’s not often I get to work on a skeleton, Viking or otherwise. Can I take a proper look at the photographs?’


‘I’ll send them to your laptop. Come and tell me your thoughts when you’ve had time to study them.’


Rhona hadn’t voiced her own thoughts on the age and sex of the remains and Chrissy hadn’t asked. But she knew as she watched Chrissy settle in front of her laptop that she’d be looking for all the visible signs that could lead her to give her judgement on both characteristics.


There were many differences between male and female skeletons. The most certain indicators were found in the pelvis and the skull. In females, the pelvis was flatter and more rounded, proportionally larger to allow a baby’s head to pass through. Females usually had narrower ribcages, smaller teeth, less angular mandibles. Their brow ridges were less pronounced, their chins less square. The small bump at the back of the skull less pronounced.


‘Well,’ Chrissy said, approaching with her laptop. ‘The heads of the long bones are just fused to the shaft.’ She pointed at the screen image for emphasis. ‘See the line? Plus look where the two hip bones join onto the pelvis. I’d say our victim’s likely under twenty years old.’ She looked to Rhona for confirmation.


‘My conclusions too,’ Rhona admitted. ‘It’s difficult to be more precise than that. And the sex?’


‘I’d say male, but DNA from the bones to confirm.’


‘Agreed.’


‘That doesn’t mean he was living as a male, of course,’ Chrissy said.


Rhona nodded. ‘True, but in the first instance it looks like a young missing male we’re seeking.’


‘How long do you think he’s been there?’


‘Buried in sand in a temperate climate like Orkney, I’d say twenty years or so,’ Rhona suggested. ‘There was a faint scent of decomposition when we pulled back the lid. Plus some staining.’


Chrissy absorbed all of this before saying, ‘Why bury him naked?’


‘I’ve been thinking about that,’ Rhona admitted. ‘Perhaps the killer, fearing his victim might at some point be unearthed, didn’t want to help us with the time frame. Or the death and naked burial were ritualistic in some way.’


‘And the bracelet?’ Chrissy asked.


‘I’m not certain the bracelet was meant to be in there,’ Rhona told her. ‘It was jammed between the wall and the base.’


She enlarged the torc image sufficiently to expose the letters on one end.


‘It doesn’t look mass produced. More like handcrafted,’ Chrissy said.


‘Erling’s going to check out the Orkney jewellers first. See if they recognize their work and the inscription.’


‘We might get more than just the initials from it,’ Chrissy said, with a hint of excitement.


‘I thought you should get started on the bracelet,’ Rhona said. ‘I’m keen to know about the sand caught in the end swirls.’


Chrissy gave her a look. ‘You’re thinking about that case on Sanday?’ she said, reading Rhona’s thoughts.


The wider public tended to think that sand was pretty much the same whichever beach it came from. But sand, like soil, was unique to its location. When a small digger, like the one used in Skaill Bay, had been used to break up a former school playground on the island of Sanday, it had unearthed a human skull, bringing Rhona and Chrissy north to exhume the grave. There had been no thought of Vikings in that particular case, the era of the death being identified via the remains of the clothing. But in the end it was a sample of sand that had eventually led them to the killer.


‘Right,’ Chrissy said. ‘I’ll get back to my torc examination. We could go for a drink later and catch up on other things?’


Rhona nodded her agreement and went back to writing up her report on the excavation.


Hours later and despite a detailed and thorough study of the photos she’d taken, Rhona had to admit that the skeleton had provided not one clue as to how the victim may have died. No broken hyoid bone to indicate strangulation. No evidence of head trauma, or possible bullet or knife wounds. No fractures, small or large.


Which might suggest the victim had died by ingesting something. Or perhaps suffocation before or after he’d been put in the stone cist? Although, from her study of the photos she’d taken of the inside of the stone coffin, it was clear that all surfaces were devoid of scratch marks, which pointed to him being already unconscious or dead when entombed.


How strange, she thought, that this young man might never have been discovered had the pod not turned into Skaill Bay to try to save a birthing mother and her calf.


Eventually Chrissy reappeared with a self-satisfied look on her face, which led Rhona to believe that her assistant had had some success with her work on the bracelet.


‘How’d it go?’ she asked.


‘Good,’ Chrissy said. ‘I retrieved some sand particles from the twirls. Did you find any evidence that his hands had been tied at any point?’


‘No, but we still have bags of sand to sieve yet,’ Rhona told her. ‘Why?’


‘I extracted a fragment of plastic from the initials on the torc, which might have come from electrical tape.’


Rhona nodded her pleasure at this. ‘Good start.’


‘Now, I want to head for the jazz club while you tell me all about Orkney,’ Chrissy said with a grin. ‘Before the beaching and the body,’ she added.


‘You mean, all about Magnus, and maybe PC Ivan Tulloch?’ Rhona suggested with a smile.


Chrissy raised an eyebrow. ‘Could be,’ she admitted.


Rhona heard herself laugh for the first time since she’d stood on that headland looking down on the carnage below. It was striking, she thought, and not for the first time, how the death of innocent creatures could affect people so powerfully.


‘What are you thinking?’ Chrissy demanded as they went to don their coats.


‘Just the way folk sometimes seem to care more about the suffering of animals than humans,’ she said honestly.


Chrissy appeared to be considering this as they made their way through the main gates and headed down the hill towards Ashton Lane, before suddenly saying, ‘I got a dog from the rehoming centre. His name’s Rocket.’


Whatever Rhona had expected to hear, it hadn’t been this. ‘When?’ she managed to say.


‘When you were away in Orkney,’ Chrissy told her. ‘A cat would have been easier, but then if I let it out it might get run over. I wouldn’t like that. So I got a dog.’


There were so many questions associated with this, Rhona didn’t know where to begin. Luckily, she didn’t have to say anything before Chrissy continued.


‘He keeps Mum company when I’m at work and wee Michael’s at nursery. I drop him off at hers and pick him up when I go home.’


Rhona wondered if perhaps Rocket was more her mum’s dog than Chrissy’s, but then thought about how often she farmed out her cat, Tom. Either to a neighbour or more recently to Sean.


As though reading her mind, Chrissy said, ‘Have you spoken to Sean since you got back?’


She hadn’t, Rhona told her.


Sean Maguire, her erstwhile male companion in what could only be described as an on/off relationship, played saxophone at the jazz club, and was a co-owner of the establishment where they were now heading.


What she didn’t tell Chrissy was that she hadn’t spoken to Sean since she’d left for her mini break in Orkney. Not even to check up on her cat.


‘I need to find a man like Sean,’ Chrissy said wistfully. ‘Who’s handsome, sexy and a good cook. And who’ll happily take care of Rocket when I’m away on a job.’


‘Your mum does all of those things except the handsome sexy male part,’ Rhona said with a laugh. ‘Maybe just concentrate on that.’


‘You’re right.’ Chrissy looked thoughtful. ‘Perhaps Rocket will turn out to be the female equivalent of a babe magnet. I think I need to start taking him to the park in my spare time.’


‘You’ve got spare time?’ Rhona said as she reached the stairs to the jazz club.


That question went unanswered as they entered the room that served as the auditorium, incorporating a dais with a piano where the various musicians played, plus the long bar, where they usually congregated after work.
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