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A brief guide to pronunciation






Áine —— AWN-ya

aos sídhe —— ace shee

bean-feasa —— ban FASS-a

Cecht —— kekht

Corrbofinn —— cor-boh-FIN

Eithne —— ETH-ne

Garda Síochána —— GAR-da shee-okh-AWN-a

Lissascaul —— liss-a-SCAWL

Niamh —— NEE-av

Nuada —— NOO-a-da

Pallasalee —— PALL-ass-a-LEE

púca —— POO-ka

Samhain —— SOW-an ['sow' rhyming with 'cow']

Shanbaltin —— shan-BAWL-tin

sídhe —— shee

Sigune —— SIG-oon

Tír na nÓg —— TEER na NOHG

Tuarashee —— TOOR-a-SHEE










  
  
Prologue




Jessica Quill’s Narrative. Herne’s Acre, Pallasalee, Corrbofinn, Ireland. Thursday 8th September. 

I had not known  what to expect of Herne’s Acre. Uncle Tim’s solicitor described my inheritance as a ‘lodge’, so my friends in England had pictured some inglenook-infested charmer in Cotswold stone, transported to a Picturesque-Irish-Village™.  Having seen many Irish villages during my first twenty-five years in the land of my birth, I was prepared for a boxy concrete bungalow, with 1970s cladding and a damp kitchen. Herne’s Acre was, gloriously, neither. 

The road from Dublin’s ferry-port to Herne’s Acre in the midlands should have been simple. I did not recognise the placenames—the locality was Corrbofinn, the town Lissascaul, the nearest village Pallasalee—but I had a map, a car with sat-nav, and an excellent sense of direction. It would be a cinch. 

The first hint that cinch was not the word I was looking for came when I turned at a signpost for Shanbaltin Church, and the sat-nav started to sputter. I had it on more for company than anything; the voice had that sort of reassuring cadence like a reader of the shipping news. Barely had the word Shanbaltin been uttered when the little device let out a pulsing whoop, and a buzzing jangle of static. Then it went dead. I pulled in as soon as I could, and, unable to get the sat-nav speaking again, I took out the road-atlas. 

None of the placenames that I had noted from the solicitor’s letter were in the index, nor could I spot them in the pages. I would have to ask for directions. On that ill-kept, fern-whipped boreen, winding precipitously downwards, was a ruined church with a graveyard. As I approached, bouncing from pot-hole to pot-hole, I saw that there was someone among the gravestones. 

It was dry weather but the September wind in this exposed place was strong. The woman of whom I demanded help had a scarf wrapped over her face up to her glasses, and a woolly hat almost covered bobbed auburn curls. We exchanged pleasantries about the weather, she waved her plastic container full of shiny dark berries and said it was a cold day to forage sloes, but she wanted to get in ahead of the crowd. With her other hand she took out a mobile phone with a moody black-and-white cover, and reassured me that I had not gone too far off the correct road. She held her phone out so that I could see the map. 

    
  It was a bare twenty minutes afterwards that I was driving Gwen the Mini Cooper (yes, my car is named after a Torchwood character, thank you for asking) into the yard of Herne’s Acre. 

The house was a solid two-storey of dark stone. The gable-end faced into the yard, which seemed huge to me, and the crimson of the window-frames looked stylish against the blue-grey walls. I parked the car near the back gate, and walked slowly up the muddy gravelled path. To my left was an herbaceous border in full autumn bloom, sheltered by a thick blackthorn hedge. To my right was a thin string of shrubs beside a large wooden shed, and straight ahead of me was a long low building, with windows on each side of the door, all painted crimson. 

The large door of the building beside it suggested it was a garage, sheltered by a large tree with—I was somehow astonished as I realised—actual apples on it. My sense of smell is unusually acute when it comes to plants, and I knew even from twenty yards away that the apples were ripe, and that they were a heritage variety called Ballinora Pippin. Childishly delighted by the thought of eating an apple straight from a tree that belonged to me, I hurried to select a fruit, and as I bit into it I noticed two other things. One, a large whitewashed dog-kennel, gave me a painful Proustian memory of my lovely Caleb, now six years wherever good boxer dogs go. The other was what lay beyond the wooden fence to my right. 

I knew that the property Uncle Tim had left me included a field, but somehow I had not expected it to be so big. I thought ‘field’ was estate-agent speak, to lure cultivators of tiny suburban handkerchiefs into thinking of a large garden as a field. But it was a few acres, with a thick hedge of blackthorn, hazel, and elm following the curves of the road with a gap for the bridge over the stream, and another thick hedge of elderberry, willow and ash between Herne’s Acre and the neighbouring fields. The trees were already on the turn towards winter, some leaves blazing gold and bronze, others green, orange, or deep red. Dark poplar leaves fluttered in the breeze, overturning to flash their bright lining. 

The sun glinted on the curve of a polytunnel, and at the back of the field there seemed to be a railing around an overgrown garden. I stood by the gate, chewing my mouthful of apple, and when I had finished, I inhaled as deeply as I could. There were more apple-trees somewhere, there were flowers, I could smell herbs, too: the resinous scent of rosemary, blurry sage, musty hyssop. I was visited by a terrible sense of longing, of regret, even loss, that I could not stay here but would have to return to my life in the suburbs. It felt like coming home just in time to hang up the for-sale sign. 

I heard, or thought I heard, the faint crunch of a footstep on the gravel. I looked around. Nothing. Slim-bodied, glitter-winged starlings lined the pitched roof of the house, and corvids perched on the telegraph wires: rooks, magpies, and scald-crows in grey and black. Across the road from Herne’s Acre was farmland, and though I could not see the cattle that I could hear lowing, I could see a crowd of trees, which I assumed were the Heathcote Woods of the map the solicitor had sent to me. 

The thin branches of young birches gave the woods a misty look, and the bright trunks stood out against a smoky, plum-tinted background. I turned back to look at the—my—field. Something caught my eye, some slight movement between the willows, their leaves fluttering and whispering. I wondered about a fox, even a hare. 

The sound of car-wheels across the gravel roused me from thoughts of impossible things, and I turned as my name was called. 

“Jessica Quill?”

Uncle Tim had employed a caretaker for Herne’s Acre, one Dermot Thompson, come to show me around and give me my keys. Dermot was about my height with a long-chinned freckled face and strawberry-blond hair. 

“Your uncle bought the house and all its contents,” he said, leading me to the back door and selecting a key. “I should warn you, it’s a lot.”

He was not kidding. Dermot had done an exemplary caretaking job: the house was clean, warm, and smelled fresh and sweet. Once inside, a narrow passage led on the right to a bathroom, a small guest bedroom, and a utility area so packed with shelves I could hardly turn in it, and every shelf groaning with stuff. 

On the other side of the house was an open-plan kitchen, with a solid-fuel stove for heating, an old-fashioned dresser, lots of shelves, and a shining stainless-steel oven with a six-ring hob. The size of the cooker surprised me, as I understood that the last occupant of the house had lived on her own. To the side of the back door, a wooden flight of stairs brought us to the second floor. The door to the en-suite bedroom was next to the window that faced the large and ornate front gate to Herne’s Acre, the road, and the high hedge with cattle and Heathcote Woods beyond. 

There were three other rooms, each small: one had a settee, music centre, and television, and a big, untidy table at the far end; the second was a library, with just enough room to walk sideways between the shelves; and the third was, to my surprise, a spotlessly neat office. I was sadder and sadder at each room. I could not believe this was mine, and I had to sell it. But everything was in Northern England—my job, my partner, the house, the dog. There was no staying. I turned to smile cheerfully at Dermot, but saw that it was too late, he had seen my real reaction. 

“You never know your luck,” he said, with sympathy, “there’s been rumours that it’s been haunted since Hen Rosse died. Maybe you won’t be able to sell it.”

I laughed aloud. “Thanks for the thought, but ghosts and all, it has to go.”

Dermot offered belated condolences on Uncle Tim’s sudden death, and we chatted lightly on reliable topics, like the recent local elections, and the weather, as we walked to his car. I looked around. 

“What’s at the back of the field?” I asked. “Beyond the stream? Where the railing is?” 

Dermot turned to follow my pointing finger, and smiled. 

“That,” he said, “is your poison garden.”

    
  Assistant Principal Officer Thornapple’s Narrative. Commission HQ Offices. Thursday 8th September.

I must be losing my touch—a human nearly saw me. Probably because I slept so poorly last night. Lying awake in the grim pre-dawn, worrying about where these trespassers were getting across, I wondered again about the possibility of Cray being right. One of my trainees, widely known as “Unfortunate Cray,” had sidled up to tell me it had been reading about “old tracks,” and might that be the problem? I try to encourage even the least promising cases, so I said I would be sure to check, but of course I hadn’t. We were busy, busy, busy at the Licence Office all day. So, at three in the morning with no other options, I had decided to investigate Cray’s idea the very next afternoon. 

At Herne’s Acre, I searched meticulously through the boundary hedges, but came away unenlightened. There was something a bit odd in the hedge into Heathcote lands, but I could not make it out. It was when I disturbed the willow leaves that the human seemed to react, peering about, and at one point, looking directly at me. The human, a tall, copper-haired specimen with brown eyes and dimples, was just hanging about when I arrived, and I became suspicious. But then I saw the Caretaker, and of course that told me everything. The ginger must be Tim Fennimore’s niece, and the new owner. 

Back at the office, I had plenty to occupy my time apart from worrying about humans sneaking to the sídhe side of our border. So, it was not until the long day was over, and I was back in my apartment—a perk of life with the Borderlands Diplomatic Commission—that it occurred to me. A wild idea, maybe, but one that brought me the first spark of hope. Maybe the human had spotted me not on account of any carelessness of mine, but because the human was, shall we say, of the right sort? Might there yet be light at the end of this tunnel? 








  
  
One




Jessica Quill's Narrative. Cotter’s Lodge, Corrbofinn. Saturday 22nd October.

Rain was teeming down. Through the uncurtained windows I could see beech trees struggle in the wind. I was visited again by great relief that I had accepted Lorcan Fitzgerald’s open-handed invitation to join in the party. Cotter’s Lodge was a cheerful place to be, even just for a couple of hours, on so wild a night. As though to reinforce my thoughts, Jamie Conyngham appeared at my side offering to top up my whiskey, and said, 

“You got in just ahead of the storm. First one of the season.”

He was a handsome young man in a bottle-green suit and a sweet-pea buttonhole I could smell from across the room, so close a friend of the hosts’ daughter Delia that he was almost running the party. Delia’s birthday was the occasion for the party, and my own stupidity was the reason I was gate-crashing.

“Only just,” I said, shaking my head at the decanter. “Good old Storm Gabriel delayed the ferry. I was supposed to be at Herne’s Acre hours ago.”

Crossing the stream at Chapelraymond Bridge, with Herne’s Acre finally coming into sight, had been the moment at which I realised that the keys to the house were still on the table in my gloomy little flat in Durham. After a long trip and a rough ferry-crossing, I could not believe I had landed myself in this complication. I could not even drive Gwen the Cooper into the yard, as the gate was locked. 

I had sat for a couple of seconds clenching the steering-wheel, cursing myself, but then pulled myself together. I might be an eejit but I was not a ditherer. I would either have to break into the house, or get a key. A key was simpler. Could I get one? Dermot Thompson—he had a set. I took out my phone. 

Dermot was available, but at the party at Cotter’s Lodge. My heart sank a little at the prospect of inching around the narrow, winding roads late on a stormy October evening even on so short a trip, but it had to be done. I reassured myself that forty minutes should see me back at the house with a mug of tea. But Lorcan was a come-all-come-any host, Dermot said he was getting a lift later from his sister who would drop me to Herne’s Acre, and before I knew it, I was sitting among the Regency cushions of Cotter’s Lodge with a plate of food on my knee and a glass in my hand. It was the nicest thing that had happened in months.  

Beside me on the settee was Niamh Bracken, whom I had met on my first visit to Herne’s Acre. She was a property developer, almost excessively keen to buy my house from me. I had not recognised her; no longer in stretchy cerise office-clothes, she looked very Mae West with a dash of Joan Crawford in grey velvet. 

I managed to steer her conversation away from her plans for my inheritance (“take out those trees, except the big ones—knock a few fairy-doors in”), and resigned myself instead to her accounts of trips to Ibiza, and of a row earlier in the evening between Delia’s boyfriend Tony Millar and his ex-girlfriend. The noise of chatter made it difficult to hear her, but just as I was running out of platitudes, we were joined by a chap on her other side, got up like a Regency rake and apparently called Ivo, a contemporary of Millar’s with whom he had some business connection, renovations or restorations or some “re” word that didn’t make it past the whiskey fumes, and he took over the conversational burden.

I got up to bring my plate to the kitchen, but Jamie was already taking it out of my hand. He seemed to be everywhere, though Delia’s parents (mostly, I suspected, Karolina) had hired waiting staff, a bartender, and probably someone especially to do the excellent Hallowe’en decorations. There was, however, one thing even the best staff could not do for me, and Jamie directed me to the downstairs lavatory, there being a queue for upstairs. 

Cotter’s Lodge was a little bigger than the Herne’s Acre house, and made bigger again by a glass conservatory that ran the length of its back. Where Herne’s Acre was plain and functional, Cotter’s Lodge was decorative, more so now with its Hallowe’en trimmings, and Lorcan had told me how he and Karo had re-decorated it on purchase. He had grumbled about how the surveyor’s report had revealed all sorts of shoddy practices with the plumbing and electrics—“some cowboy outfit during the Celtic Tiger, no-one was regulating anything”—but clearly enjoyed showing off the original features restored, and the clever ways they had matched the early nineteenth century to their present-day needs. 

One item Lorcan had shown me had piqued my interest, so before returning refreshed to the sitting room, I slipped back down the hallway to look again at the glass-fronted cabinet set into a niche in the back wall. It really was a cabinet of curiosities, but all associated with plants and horticulture: a twisted piece of mandrake for which a dainty-fingered tailor had made some clothes, a wooden bowl with small silver and golden apples, a disc displaying dried leaves of oak and holly. 

My attention was slowly brought away from the amber model of a belladonna plant, complete with shining berries, by the sound of a voice. I turned around, and remained perfectly still. It was not, of course, any of my business why someone was pinning Delia Fitzgerald’s boyfriend to the wall and angrily hissing into his face, but my instincts have always been towards curiosity rather than politeness. I eavesdropped on the short exchange. The lighting was dim, so of the hisser I could only see her profile, that she was still wearing a dripping raincoat, and her ponytail swinging while she spoke right up into Tony Millar’s face. 

“…should have known you were always on the make but I swear to God if you say anything, I’ll cut your miserable throat for you.”

“You got caught out,” he hissed back, “and you’re up on your high horse when it is all your own bloody fault! Don’t you threaten me—”

“They weren’t for re-sale—”

“I bought them in good faith,” he snapped, and pushed her away. She drew back her arm as though to strike him, but didn’t, and they glared at each other like hostile dogs. Then she said he could forget about coming to her for his damn coasters, which seemed a bit of an anti-climax, and strode away. Millar tilted his head about, as though stretching his muscles, and twitchily smoothed his clothes. He leaned against the wall almost defiantly, rubbing his neck while he took out his phone and unlocked it with some brisk tapping. 

    
  Millar was a charming distributor of smiles and bonhomie almost equal to Lorcan, who had introduced us on my arrival. He looked like a chestnut, bearded Errol Flynn, twice Delia’s age if he was a day, with big brown (but bloodshot) eyes. He wore jeans ugly enough to be designer, and a linen shirt striped in broad multi-coloured stripes. I had an unformed idea that Millar was in business, an entrepreneur, something I never quite understood but which gave the impression of great dynamism and confidence. Delia fawned on him, even after an unpleasant little incident earlier, when Jamie and Karolina had ushered us all into the sitting-room for the birthday cake. 

With the lights dimmed and everyone belting out Happy Birthday, they had started unstacking plates, Lorcan telling us how his grandmother had always said an army could march on her boiled-fruit cake. Delia, all wafty faux-mediaeval velvet and drooping wings of hair, was waved back to her seat by her mother, but Ivo got up to help, as did Niamh. 

As Jamie passed him, Millar had made a comment about Jamie making a good waiter, laughed, and then slapped Jamie’s backside. There was a moment of shocked silence. Karolina said something sharp about Jamie’s software company, and bustled everyone back to their chunks of fruit-cake, so Millar’s next remark was almost, but not quite, covered by the rattling of crockery. 

“Didn’t tell them it went bust, then, Jamie?”

Jamie ignored him, and shoved a plate of cake at Ivo.

“Ivo has a few bob in the bank, don’t you Ivo? With your special contracts?” Millar was smiling widely, as bullies do when they want to claim everything is a joke. “Make a good sugar-daddy—”

Jamie had seized a hunk of cake, turned, and shoved it into Millar’s mouth. Millar started to choke. Ivo and Niamh each grabbed one of Jamie’s wrists, and he let go. Millar coughed out cake, and Jamie thumped him vigorously on the back. Evidently Millar realised he had gone too far, and said nothing. 

For those who had seen the encounter, the atmosphere remained tainted until Dermot, nudged to action by Lorcan, demanded Ivo join him in song. Percy French music is not exactly standard birthday fare, but the well-sung silliness worked to bring back the atmosphere. 

The party had stayed on track after that, especially as a few guests admitted to having brought musical instruments with them “just in case.” All the same, after we had abandoned Percy French and instead reached what felt like the seventeenth verse of Rocky Road to Dublin, I felt the need of some quietude, and slipped out. I struck unlucky: I was collared again by Niamh in the kitchen, and somehow a glass of champagne got caught in my hand while she badgered me about selling Herne’s Acre. 

By the time I had convinced her that I was sticking to my final line—that I had not finally decided what to do, but would let her know if it went on the market—the noise from the sitting-room had begun to dwindle, and the crowd in the kitchen began to grow. People had moved on to drinking shots; I could smell a confusion of botanicals from the drinks. Niamh and I were joined by Ivo Collier, smoothing his damp hair, and his and Niamh’s chatter about heritage buildings, special contracts, and grant applications went over my head. 

I retreated to the conservatory for a breath of fresh air when Niamh said she must go and have a word with Dermot, and Ivo was collared by a banshee. It was still raining, but not as heavily as when I had arrived. Behind me in the kitchen, people were chatting, some singing, moving about with food and drink. About half the guests were in Hallowe’en costumes, some very convincing: a charred-looking angel, some witches, and “fairies” in some sort of glimmering make-up. I wondered what was the collective noun for banshees.

It was noisy, and I was tired, but I was glad I was there. Since becoming single abruptly a month ago, I had been living in a charmless short-let flat with my belongings still in boxes. A night of good food, comfortable furniture, and even foolish singing was a tonic. 

I began to get cold. Through the back door I saw a witch hurry to a car and climb in, and I wondered when Dermot’s sister would come to pick us up. In the kitchen behind me, the voices rose louder, and I saw the bartender bring in a tray of shots, and one of his little helpers—dressed as a goblin—carried a bucket with champagne. 

Niamh waved to me across the hallway as she left; Millar was there too, speaking to Ivo who was dragging on his coat, pulling his phone out of his pocket. Delia came up behind them, but Millar spoke to her impatiently. The kitchen seemed to be full of people and movement; Delia trailed sulkily in, hovering by the door while Millar flipped open his phone as he crossed the conservatory. I got up and returned to the noise and warmth of the kitchen.

Then Jamie, unexpectedly behind me, touched my elbow. “Dermot’s looking for you,” he said, and—being fundamentally more introvert than extrovert—instantly I wanted to be home now, curled up with a book, and a cup of tea. I turned to go, and through the open door, saw Millar—inside once more—flashing the charm at a curly-haired banshee in extraordinary purple ankle-boots. He was within a couple of feet of Delia. He really had no shame. 

In the sitting-room, Dermot waved me over, and we went to bid farewell to Lorcan. This took quite a while: Lorcan was tipsy enough to love everyone, and have much to tell us. While Dermot tried to extricate himself from Lorcan’s volubility, I slipped away. I didn’t like leaving Gwen overnight, but I was not fit to drive, and I remembered that my overnight bag was still on the back seat. 

I hurried down the hall, squeezed through the kitchen, into the conservatory, and out into the wind-whipped yard, where I fell headlong over Tony Millar, dying in the rain. 

 










  
  
Two




Millar was slumped on his side, his head tucked down. I pulled him by the shoulder, he responded with weak alarm. I called his name, but could feel a creeping dread that there was nothing I could do for him: he was boiling hot, his bloodshot eyes were dilated almost to blackness. He was horribly agitated, but he seemed dazed; his words were meaningless. 

I shouted for help, I reached for my phone to call an ambulance, but I must have dropped it when I hit the ground, and it had skittered into the wet blackness. No-one would hear me shouting. I scrambled up to run back in, but Millar was suddenly galvanised, scrabbling like an injured animal. He grabbed my wrist. I knelt down again, not knowing the best thing to do: get help, or stay with one I knew would otherwise die alone. 

There was enough light from a window to see him. He peered at me, I held his hand. We maintained this tableau for about thirty seconds. Millar became very still, steadfastly looking me in the eyes. His breath laboured, became a slow hiss. I could smell something on his breath, some dangerous, familiar sweetness. 

Millar rasped, his breath a terrible, struggling sound, that dragged into silence. Weirdly, his scent changed: from a peculiarly intense citrus to something faded, burning, like wintergreen. His breath stopped, and he seemed to deflate, as though gravity had released its hold. I let go of his hand. I had started hunting about for my phone when someone said, 

“What happened to him?”

“His name was Tony Millar,” I said, I don’t know why. I was bone-weary and tipsy, my head ringing from the impact of my fall, and shocked at my discovery.

“Are you alright, missus?”

“The smell,” I said, sitting back on my heels, “I know it—”

“Let’s get inside, missus. You’re drenched.”

“He was poisoned.”

And so it was that I discovered that one of the guests at the party was Detective Sergeant Birhanu. I was too shaken to wonder how he had happened to be by Millar’s side with me. He tried to persuade me back into the house, but—shock, I expect—I refused, until the ambulance arrived. I fumbled on the ground for my phone while Birhanu was directing the emergency medical technicians, and I was about to return to the house, but Inspector Butler, or at least a dripping raincape containing her, stopped me. 

“Birhanu tells me you diagnosed a poisoning?” she said, and the look she gave me under her hood unnerved me.

“He was still alive when I— found him,” I said, my voice shaky. “He was making a noise.”

“Speaking?” Butler was very quick with the question.

“No, not words, just burbling. Nonsense. He was very flushed, he was hot to the touch, but there was not a bead of sweat. His eyes were so dilated they looked nearly black, just a sliver of blue.”

“And?”

“Hot as a hare,” I said, “red as a beet, dry as a bone, blind as a bat, and mad as a hatter.”

“He’s not the only one burbling,” Butler was curt. 

“Symptoms of atropine poisoning.”

    
  Thornapple's Narrative. Herne’s Acre, Saturday 22nd October.

Unfortunate Cray came rushing with the story of the murder. Not a Licensing matter, but anything touching Herne’s Acre was my concern. 

It had been two years since I was last in the house, when I had had the melancholy duty of attending the Agency’s wake for Henrietta Rosse, affectionately known as Hen, our Hosteller for some two and a half centuries. I made a mental note when Cray managed disassembling for once, getting only its tail and one ear caught mid-way through the walls. 

“Someone’s approaching, chief!”

“Well done, Cray,” I said—the little tyke was outdoing itself tonight—and immediately both of us flushed out a camouflage. Though this human looked so exhausted that we could each have split in two and danced a rhumba without causing comment. 

JQ put the kettle on, and dug from her pocket the quaint little gadget that they call a phone. She dabbed a couple of times at it, then, to my astonishment, she tossed it onto the table, and cried,

“Ah lads! What is this?”

For one terrible moment I feared she had seen us. She was a stranger to Corrbofinn: the shock would be too much. 

“Whose is this?” she wailed. “What else can go wrong—I hate this place! Everything’s falling apart and now this!”

Our rules are strict about interactions with unknowing humans, but I called it an emergency. It took only a touch of magic—the fire crackled more loudly, the rain drummed more heavily, and a small lamp on the piano glowed very gently. A large towel shimmered into existence on the back of the fireside armchair. A bottle, a glass with ice in it, were noiselessly on the kitchen island. I risked a little bit of gentle ‘fogging’ of JQ’s mind, so she did not wonder what was happening. She looked at the fire, and we saw the faintest glimmer of a smile. A hearth-fire on a stormy night. Works every time. 

From the suitcase, she fished out some dry garments, and took off her boots. She looked drained, and her eyes in their shadows looked like unpolished amber. Her half-dried hair stuck out at all angles. She sat warming her feet, then rummaged in her case for slippers. With a deep sigh, she got up, poured a whiskey, and stumped upstairs.

JQ was tempted, we could see, to kiss better the wretched day with some entertainment. Some things we from the other side can enjoy second-hand. Whiskey is one of them. Old episodes of Murder, She Wrote are another. JQ fell asleep before Cabot Cove’s denouement, and I sent Cray home. 

I had brought my link with me, so I could keep an eye on activity at the office, but it was all routine, except Personnel’s requesting a recommendation for a promotion. I chewed over this. Unfortunate Cray had missed out twice already, but it had improved markedly during its time in Licensing. On the other hand, I had a feeling ours was an environment that suited it. Maybe I was being selfish; I knew who its replacement would be. 

JQ woke and staggered off to bed, falling asleep on top of the covers. She did not stir even when I tucked her in, but curled up and slept like the dead. 

    
  Jessica Quill's Narrative. Herne’s Acre, Sunday 23rd October.

My sleep that night was not unbroken, exhausted as I was. Probably because of the murder, I had had what my father used to call ‘a walker’, an intensely vivid dream out of which I would wake up in the place where the dream happened. Like sleepwalking, I always thought, too accustomed to them from childhood to wonder how the locations in the dream and the real world managed to stay in sync. 

Fortunately, given the teeming rain, my dream stayed indoors, starting in the utility room downstairs. I woke up at four in the morning standing at the far end of the room with the library. I had not had a walker-dream while I was living with my now ex-partner, and I was surprised at how cheerful the return made me feel. The shelves I had woken up beside stored an impressive collection of detective fiction, my favourite genre, so I had brought Strong Poison to bed with me, and snuggled up. 

So accustomed was I to the mechanistic routine of being jolted into the day by the alarm, never having had quite enough sleep, that I was shocked when I did not wake up again until half-eight. Having fallen asleep over my book, I slept deeply, and was so befuddled on waking that though I recalled falling asleep on the sofa, and tottering to bed, it was some time before I recalled the dreamwalk, or how I had got back to the cottage. With the recollection of Detective Sergeant Birhanu driving my car, came the recollection of the murder. I wondered if this was what life was like in Corrbofinn.

While I waited for the kettle to boil, I picked up the phone that I had accidentally acquired. I had dropped my phone when I fell over Millar’s nearly-corpse. Very likely, he had dropped his, too, when he was overcome by death, and in the dark and the confusion, I had picked up the wrong one. This meant that my phone was hopefully still at Cotter’s Lodge, and that I should bring this phone to the guards immediately. Or after breakfast, at least. And maybe after…

I have always been inquisitive, and my friends and co-workers have generally benefitted. In the museums, I puzzled out where ‘lost’ items wandered to, linked old location lists to new building plans, worked out the identities of unlabelled plants. Even in my hated current job as Facilities Support, I made my way around new equipment, the apparently intractable difficulties of old equipment, recurring problems widely and grumpily accepted as ‘just the way it is'. Jejune indeed as they were compared to the conundrums that came the way of a Jane Marple or a Harriet Vane, these problems were highlights in my otherwise soul-sucking day. 

It might sound heartless, but Millar’s murder piqued this curiosity. I put two slices of bread into the toaster, and took butter out of the fridge. With nothing else to do while I waited, I idly swiped the screen on the phone, and was asked for a four-digit number. I closed my eyes, and thought back to seeing Millar, leaning against the wall of the corridor, brushing off the fury of Angry Ponytail. I pictured him, whipping out his phone, tapping in the number. The worst that could happen is that I misremembered it, so quickly, before I dithered, I copied his movements as best I could. 

The phone opened. 

The first thing that I noticed was that there were very few numbers in it. He was an entrepreneur, however vague that seemed to me; he was sociable to a fault if the row with his ex-girlfriend was any indication. He should surely—

Unless, of course, he had more than one phone, had different phone for business, for pleasure, for family and friends. 

But could this be an entrepreneur’s business phone? With five numbers on it? Millar clearly got on the nerves of a lot of people—Ivo told me he thought Lorcan had invited him just to annoy Millar, Angry Ponytail threatened him—but he seemed also to be very charming. Jamie had tried to choke him, but I had seen him turn a bit pink and flustered when Millar made a production of apologising to him later. Delia was besotted. He was a gregarious sort of person. A phone with a handful of numbers suggested secrecy. 

I could not resist the temptation. I wrote down the numbers. Then I looked at the calls log, but they all matched. Millar had neither dialled nor taken a call from any number not already in his contacts list. Clearly a phone only for this tight circle of contacts, each number being associated with initials only. BR, MT, NB, MS, TH. 

I laid his phone down, but picked it up again for one last question. I had never seen him without his phone in his hand. What was the last number he had used? At 8:58 last night, he had phoned BR.

 








  
  
Three



The toast popped , and I laid the phone aside so as to concentrate on my breakfast. I was uncommonly hungry. I would go to Cotter’s Lodge to retrieve my phone, and then bring Millar’s phone to the guards. I brought down my trusty laptop, and searched the on-line map for directions to Lissascaul via Cotter’s Hill. 
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