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Myths Ancient and Modern

ANCIENT

Back in Victorian times a certain Elliot Tyrone ran a very popular inn, the Castle. It was set just outside the small Cornish community of Black Rock Towen, not far from the coast. A well-liked and eminently respectable local man, Tyrone had been the innkeeper for more than twelve years, providing good food and drink for the townspeople with the help of his wife and two teenage daughters. And most of all, everyone looked forward to Tyrone’s Christmas dinners—a special treat on that most festive of holidays. But one particular Christmas, in 1886, something happened.

Half the town knew someone attending the evening meal at the Castle that Christmas. But as the hour grew later and none of the guests returned home, their families became worried. They emerged from their houses to gather in the town square and discussed the matter with increasing concern. Finally, a deputation of the bravest souls marched through the freezing weather, up the long road to the inn.

When they arrived, lights were blazing from every window but there wasn’t a sound to be heard. No songs, no revelry, no conversation. The front door was standing open, spilling bright light out into the night. The townspeople went inside, and found their missing relatives still sitting at their Christmas dinner. Up and down the long table they sat slumped in their chairs, eyes wide and staring, some with their mouths still stretched in silent screams. All of them quite dead.

The townspeople found Elliot Tyrone in his kitchen, sitting on a chair, staring at nothing. There was no trace of his wife or daughters anywhere. When questioned, Tyrone freely confessed that he had poisoned the food in his special Christmas dinner and watched his guests die. When asked why, he said ‘The Voices. The Voices told me to.’ And that was all he had to say. The townspeople dragged him outside and hanged him from a nearby tree.

The Castle passed through many owners after that. But it was never as popular again.

MODERN

In 1963 an alien starship fell from the skies and crashed in an English field. All the crew but one died in the impact. The ship held together just long enough for its transformation machines to remake the sole survivor into a human being, right down to his DNA, so he could survive without being noticed until help came. But the machines had been damaged in the crash. And they wiped all of the survivor’s previous memories: of who and what he was before he was human. The newly-made man stumbled away from the crash site, dazed and confused.

NOW

When I finally came to myself after the crash, I was a long way away. I couldn’t even remember where the ship had crashed.

I have spent more than fifty years living among humanity, learning how to be human. I don’t remember anything else, and I don’t ever want to be anything else. I haven’t aged a day in all that time. So I have to keep moving, and moving on. These days I work for the mysterious secret group known as the Organization; on the cases they send me, protecting humanity from all manner of otherworldly threats. And in return they keep me safe and hidden from the overinquisitive eyes of this modern world.

Call me Ishmael. Ishmael Jones.


ONE

A Perfectly Normal Couple

I’ve spent most of my life working and living on my own. Not by choice, it’s just safer that way. For me, and for the occasional people who drift in and out of my unusual life. Because I’m not normal, I can never have a normal life with anyone; and because I don’t age, it isn’t fair to tie my life to people who do. And yet, despite all my experience and better instincts, I’m no longer alone. Penny Belcourt has become my partner in crimes, and my fellow solver of mysteries. We fell in love. For better or worse. Because, after all, I’m only human.

* * *

I was spending the evening at Penny’s London apartment when I first heard about Elliot Tyrone and the Castle Inn. Most of the time I live in small hotels and boarding houses. The kind of places where, as long as I pay in cash, people can be relied on not to remember my name or face. In today’s surveillance-crazy world, it’s not easy staying off the grid and under the radar. But I try to spend as much time with Penny as I can without putting either of us at risk.

Penny’s place lies right in the heart of London’s most fashionable area. Where more than one bedroom and room to swing a medium-sized cat can cost you a sizeable portion of the national debt. Penny inherited the apartment from her father, and decorated it to suit her personality: loud and colourful. The first time I walked through the door I was almost blinded by the shocking-pink carpets, the wall panels in peacock blue and Imperial Chinese yellow, and the assorted technicolour cushions. With its sturdy furniture, packed bookshelves, assorted glass sculptures and a 1920s-style telephone, so she always knows where it is, the apartment has always seemed comfortable and inviting to me. Or perhaps I just feel that way because Penny lives there.

That evening we were snuggled together on the sofa, watching some documentary about wildlife in the Scottish Highlands. Scenery porn, mostly. A glamorous presence even when relaxing at home in a baggy sweater and faded jeans, Penny has a pretty face with a strong bone structure, a wide smile, dark flashing eyes, and a mass of dark hair piled up on top of her head. Add to that a trim figure and more nervous energy than is good for her, and it means I never have to worry whether my partner can keep up with me.

Whereas I am … quietly anonymous. I’ve put a lot of time and effort into learning how to be just another face in the crowd, so I can move unnoticed in the world.

Whenever Penny and I work together, it’s my job to spot the things that most people wouldn’t notice; and it’s her job to keep me honest, and human. We work well together, solving mysteries, identifying murderers … And, on occasion, dealing firmly with the odd monster.

‘Have you ever been to Cornwall?’ Penny said lazily.

‘Not officially,’ I said.

She turned her head, to give me plenty of time to know a disapproving look was on its way.

‘You know, you don’t have to keep secrets from me …’

‘Not everything I know is mine to tell.’

She sniffed loudly, and went back to watching the television. I looked at her thoughtfully. She had something on her mind. I could tell.

‘The scenery is lovely,’ said Penny.

‘It is.’

‘It’s good to get away,’ said Penny. ‘I’ve been thinking …’

‘Oh, that’s always dangerous,’ I said.

She punched me, companionably, in the arm. ‘The other day I received an invitation to attend the grand reopening of an old Cornish inn. Tyrone’s Castle, just outside Black Rock Towen.’

I raised an eyebrow. ‘Well, that name doesn’t sound at all ominous. Why have you been invited, exactly?’

Penny shrugged. ‘The people who’ve taken over the inn are old friends of my father, from way back when. Albert and Olivia Calvert. I think they really wanted to invite my father; but after they found out that he’d died recently, they very kindly extended the invitation to me. They sound quite keen to have me there for the first meal in their brand-new restaurant.’

‘Do you know the Calverts yourself?’

‘Barely. They used to visit my father at Belcourt Manor when I was just a child. I think I only remember them because they always made a point of bringing me a big tin of Quality Street. I remember the chocolates more than I remember them.’

‘Never cared much for Quality Street,’ I said solemnly. ‘Too many toffees. Far too much hard work involved in toffees.’

‘I haven’t seen the Calverts in years,’ said Penny. ‘They just stopped coming to see my father. I don’t think I ever knew why. The invitation arrived completely out of the blue. Apparently it’s to be a special pre-opening meal, for a few specially selected guests. I’m thinking of going, and I’d really like it if you were to come with me.’

I thought about it. The whole conversation, I realized, had been carefully engineered to bring us to this point.

‘Why?’ I said. ‘You don’t need me for this.’

‘I always need you,’ said Penny. She turned off the television, so she could give me her full attention. She knows I always find it harder to say no when she’s staring straight into my eyes. ‘I want both of us to go. It sounds like it could be a lot of fun.’

‘It sounds like a publicity stunt to launch the new owners,’ I said. ‘Which means there will be local press, and photographers. You know I can’t afford to be part of any publicized event.’

‘Not everything is about you,’ said Penny. ‘What attention there is will be directed at the inn and its new owners. You’ll be just another guest—my plus one. You can always hide behind me if someone points a camera in our direction.’

‘Why does my going matter to you so much?’

‘Because I want to be able to spend a normal weekend with you, doing normal things,’ Penny said earnestly. ‘We only ever go away on missions for the Organization, chasing monsters and murderers. I want us to have a nice weekend off, like any normal couple.’

‘I thought you liked being Penny Belcourt, girl detective?’

‘I do! Just … not all the time.’

I thought about it. ‘You know … it seems to me every time we go away for the weekend somebody dies. Maybe we’re a jinx. Maybe we should stay at home and never go out, and then no one would die.’

‘It’s just a nice weekend in a nice country inn!’ said Penny. ‘Nothing bad is going to happen.’

‘You can’t be sure of that. The kind of world we live in …’

‘But we don’t have to live in it all the time!’

I looked at her. ‘Why does this matter to you so much?’

‘Because I don’t want everything about us to be about you and your world.’

‘All right,’ I said. ‘If it’s that important to you … How far is it to Black Rock Towen?’

‘It’s all the way down on the Cornish coast,’ said Penny. ‘We can take a train to the nearest good hotel, then hire a car to get us to the inn. And yes, I have looked it up. It’ll make a nice break, for both of us. And the Calverts did specially ask me to be there, so I feel just a bit obligated.’

‘It hasn’t been that long since we finished our last case for the Organization,’ I said, thinking about it. ‘And they’re usually pretty good about making sure their agents get some decent down time between missions. They know how easily people can burn out from too much exposure to the weird stuff. So it’s unlikely we’ll be interrupted.’

‘Then we are going? You and me?’

‘If that’s what you want, we’ll do it. When is this very special meal?’

Penny gave me her best devastating smile. ‘Tomorrow evening.’

I sighed. ‘I never stood a chance, did I?’

‘No. I knew if I gave you too much time to think about it, you’d come up with loads of really good reasons why you couldn’t go.’

‘I suppose it would be nice to visit some place well away from the weird and the unnatural, just for a change.’

‘Well …’ said Penny.

‘I think I just heard the other shoe dropping,’ I said, resignedly. ‘What have you found?’

Penny reached out to the side table for her laptop, balanced the machine on her lap, and fired it up. An image appeared on the screen: an old country inn standing alone against a stormy sky. The hanging sign said only ‘The Castle’, no mention of Tyrone. It was a squat, solid, almost brutal stone structure. Grim and grey, and not in the least inviting. It looked like it had been built to withstand whatever man or nature could throw against it and sneer at both of them. The Castle Inn was set on a clifftop, looking out over the sea, and I could almost feel the cold wind gusting in off the dark, choppy waters. The inn at the end of the world …

‘I looked the place up, after the Calverts invited me,’ Penny said cheerfully. ‘And I found all kinds of weird stories not just about the inn but about the whole surrounding area.’

‘Go on,’ I said. ‘Surprise me.’

Penny’s fingers moved swiftly over the keyboard, pulling up image after image. ‘Back in the eighteenth century the whole coastline was a hotbed for smugglers. They’d bring in expensive goods from France, land them on the beach, and then use the Castle as a storehouse and distribution centre. Apparently the smugglers used to spread all kinds of scary stories about ghosts and demons that walked the night at specific times, so people would know to stay indoors while the smugglers were about their business. But it only took a little digging to discover that a lot of these stories predated the smugglers, sometimes by centuries.’

‘Why make up something when there are already perfectly good stories just waiting to be used?’

‘Exactly!’ said Penny. ‘Black Rock Towen and its surroundings have a long-standing reputation as a place where people go missing. Never any clues, or even a warning. They just disappear without a trace when no one’s looking. We’re talking about stories that go back even before there were local records.’

‘How do the locals explain these disappearances?’ I said.

Penny shrugged. ‘There are all kinds of theories. The locals have blamed the disappearances on everything from fairy rings to alien abductions, and ghost dogs that drag you down to Hell.’ She stopped and looked at me. ‘Any of this mean anything to you?’

‘Not really,’ I said. ‘I have been to Cornwall, on occasion. Coastal areas are always rife with strange occurrences. Maybe because even the weird and uncanny like to go on holiday now and again. Is there a map showing exactly where the Castle Inn is?’

‘Of course,’ said Penny.

I studied the map she showed me, and nodded slowly. ‘I thought so. The town is only a mile or so from the cliffs, and the inn is perched right on the edge. People could easily fall off or be blown away by the wind, and the bodies would never be found. And then, there’s the smugglers. Who might well have decided it was better to make any people they encountered disappear, rather than risk being identified to the authorities. Not much mystery there.’

‘There’s one particular story about the Castle Inn,’ said Penny. She quickly ran through the story of Elliot Tyrone, and all the people who died at his poisoned Christmas meal. ‘After he was discovered, Tyrone swore that “Voices” told him to do it, which you might think was a fairly obvious defence. But he wasn’t the first to talk about Voices. I’ve tracked down accounts of fourteen other cases where local murderers made the same claim. Some of them go way back …’

‘Has anyone ever identified these Voices?’ I said. ‘Put any name to them?’

‘No,’ said Penny. ‘But there are all sorts of interesting stories about local people being driven mad by strange voices and sounds up on the cliffs and in the local woods.’

‘That’s just panic, caused by wild areas and open spaces,’ I said. ‘A well-known phenomenon. It used to be put down to the presence of Pan, the god of wild places. It’s where we get the word panic from. Anything else?’

‘Elliot Tyrone was hanged from a tree right outside his inn,’ said Penny. ‘The tree stood there for centuries, until it was finally uprooted by a really vicious storm. But local people have sworn they’ve seen the tree still standing in place, outside the inn, on certain nights when the moon is full. And sometimes … Tyrone is still hanging from the branches!’

‘Does he ever get down from the tree and take a walk around?’ I said. ‘Any sightings of Tyrone or any of his victims inside the inn?’

Penny looked at me. ‘Don’t tease me. I know you don’t believe in ghosts.’

‘And this is the place you want us to go to for a perfectly normal weekend?’ I said.

Penny sniffed. ‘I just thought you might find it interesting.’

‘I do,’ I said quickly. ‘Do the new owners know about Tyrone?’

‘Oh yes,’ said Penny. ‘The Calverts have their own website giving all the details. I think they plan to make a feature of it to draw in the tourists.’

‘Is that why you want me to go with you?’ I said. ‘Because you think there might be something to these stories?’

‘No!’ Penny said firmly. ‘I just want us to have a nice weekend away together.’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘We can do that.’


TWO

A Celebration of Murder

Black Rock Towen turned out to be neither dark nor noticeably ominous. Evening was only starting to fall over the pleasant Cornish town as I steered the hired car through narrow and occasionally cobbled streets, past the usual quaint cottages and brightly-coloured gift shops, and handwritten signs beguiling passers-by with the promise of home-made cream teas. Typical tourist trap, really. Old-fashioned street lights were just coming on, their honey-yellow illumination shedding a pleasant glow across the scene. It was like driving through the picture on the lid of a box containing a childhood jigsaw puzzle. There weren’t many people about, either because it was late or because it was late in the season and the tourists had come and gone. It all seemed very calm and very peaceful. I decided not to trust any of it, just on general principles.

I drove carefully through the small town and out the other side, then followed the single narrow road that led to the cliffs. And hopefully to Tyrone’s Castle. A signpost pointed the way to the cliffs, but didn’t mention the inn. The road went on for quite some time, until the town had completely disappeared in the rear-view mirror. Heavy woods crowded right up to the edge of the road on both sides, the tall thickset trees packed close together, their heavy branches leaning out over the road to form a dark green tunnel. I had to turn on the car’s headlights just to see where I was going.

It felt as though we were leaving civilization behind and travelling on into a darker and more primitive place.

‘We’re already more than a mile outside the town,’ I said to Penny. ‘And there’s still no sign of the inn. In fact, we’re so far out of town we’re probably more than half way to somewhere else. Why build an inn so far out of town in the first place?’

‘Because it was built, owned and run by the local smuggling fraternity,’ Penny said patiently. ‘And they didn’t want anyone around while they were working.’

‘Then why use an inn?’

‘Because it probably made for the perfect cover the rest of the time,’ said Penny. ‘Besides, it’s traditional. I think there might even be an old law or custom, or something.’

‘Still, seems like a hell of a long way for the locals to go for a drink,’ I said. ‘Not much in the way of transport back then, I would have thought. And this road looks like it would have made for a really spooky walk back in the dark after you’ve had a few.’

‘On the other hand, since the owners were smugglers you can bet the Castle had the best booze for miles around.’

‘Good point,’ I conceded. ‘Why are you scowling?’

‘I really don’t like this car,’ said Penny. ‘It’s bland, characterless, and smells like something died on the back seat. Recently.’

‘It’s a hire car,’ I said patiently. ‘It goes. Be thankful for that. Of course, you could have driven us down here in one of your prized vintage cars if you hadn’t written the last one off by driving it head on into a telegraph pole.’

‘It was just a bump.’

‘The whole front of the car was concertinaed, and the telegraph pole was left hanging in three pieces …’

‘It wasn’t my fault! The pole jumped out into the road, right in front of me.’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Something must have frightened it.’

And then I had to stamp on the brakes hard, as the narrow road suddenly fell away, along with the woods. The Castle’s car park lay straight ahead, and beyond that there was nothing but the cliff’s edge. I brought the hire car skidding to a halt, spraying gravel in all directions, then let out my breath in a long aggrieved sigh. I looked out of the side window, and saw a small sign saying WARNING! CLIFFS AHEAD.

‘Presumably the locals know when to stop and don’t care about anyone else?’ I said.

‘A local inn for local people,’ said Penny.

‘Bastards, the lot of them!’

‘Well, quite.’

We got out of the car and looked around. Tyrone’s Castle looked exactly like the image Penny had called up on her laptop. A basic stone structure, square and blocky, under a slanting tiled roof. An effort had been made to soften the image by covering the pitted stone walls with half-timbering, but the Castle still looked more like a fortress than an inn. Built to keep the Revenue Men out rather than welcome customers in. The windows were old-fashioned leaded glass, heavy and impenetrable, but the bright light shining out seemed cheerful enough.

Three more vehicles were already parked outside the inn, set close together. None of them looked particularly stylish or interesting, just standard country runabouts. I started towards the inn, and then stopped as I stumbled over a raised concrete patch in the ground. I looked down at what turned out to be a commemorative plaque. It was pretty basic, just a raised concrete square with a blunt inscribed message: THE TYRONE HANGING TREE STOOD HERE. No date, no details. The dull-grey plaque didn’t look like it had been cleaned, or even had any attention paid to it, for quite some time.

‘It must have been put in place after the tree was uprooted by the storm,’ said Penny. ‘Not exactly decorative, is it?’

‘A question occurs to me,’ I said. ‘Why was there only one tree outside the inn? Heavy woods lined the road all the way here, but they stopped short when the road ended. So presumably all the other trees were cleared away, apart from this one. Why would the smugglers leave only the one tree standing?’

‘For the look of it?’ said Penny. ‘You don’t always have to overthink things, Ishmael. Just because you have a naturally suspicious and paranoid mind.’

‘And why put a plaque here?’ I said. ‘It’s not flashy enough to be for the tourists, and the locals wouldn’t need reminding.’

‘If we were to go inside, into the nice warm pub and out of this freezing cold wind, we could probably ask someone,’ said Penny, just a bit pointedly.

I looked at the cliff edge, no more than twenty feet away, and strode straight for it, ignoring the inn. I heard Penny sigh heavily and then follow reluctantly after me. The edge of the cliff was just bare stone, discoloured with age and cracked and crumbling. I came to a halt with the toes of my shoes protruding over the edge and looked out. The ocean looked back; cold and vast, its grey waters churned heavily under a grim grey sky, with just a few gulls wheeling slowly in the distance. There wasn’t a ship or a sailing boat to be seen anywhere, nothing at all moving on the surface of the waters. Just the ocean, implacable and unknowable, stretching away until it finally met the sky at the horizon. A cold wind came gusting in off the sea, and I could taste salt on my lips. Penny moved in beside me and clutched firmly at my arm.

‘Do you really need to stand this close to the edge, darling? Only this stone doesn’t feel at all solid or reliable, and it really is an awfully long way down.’

‘Heights don’t bother me,’ I said. ‘I’ve never understood why heights bother anyone.’

‘That’s because you’re an alien,’ said Penny, maintaining her deathlike grip on my arm. Though whether to steady me or reassure herself wasn’t clear. She glared out over the ocean, as the wind interfered with her carefully sculpted hair. ‘What are you looking for, Ishmael?’

‘Just trying to get a feel for the place,’ I said. ‘This is a really desolate spot. Not the kind of place that attracts tourists, either then or now. And look at those gulls … why are they so far away from land? Is there something about this location that upsets them, that drives them away?’

‘Stop looking for mysteries!’ said Penny. ‘We’re not here for that. We are on a weekend break, like any other normal couple. So act normal!’

I looked down at the narrow beach, far below. More pebbles than sand, and a hell of a lot of seaweed. Nothing to make your average tourist want to buy a bucket and spade or set up a deck chair.

‘That must be where the smugglers landed their goods in the old days,’ I said. ‘But how did they get them off the beach and all the way up here to the inn? These are really steep cliffs.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Penny. ‘Hidden caves and tunnels, presumably? Or maybe there’s a hidden stairway cut into the stone, just out of view. What does it matter? Please let’s go into the Castle. This wind is blowing straight from the Arctic circle and freezing the eggs in my ovaries.’

‘It’s not cold,’ I said. ‘It’s bracing. Smell that ozone.’

‘You do know I could push you off this cliff edge and no one would ever convict me?’

‘I think we should go inside,’ I said. ‘I don’t know why you keep putting it off.’

We stepped back from the edge and headed for Tyrone’s Castle, still comfortably arm in arm. The inn didn’t get any more attractive the closer we got.

‘Who else is going to be at this special meal?’ I said.

Penny fished in her pocket, pulled out her letter of invitation and refreshed her memory. She’s never been good with names.

‘Says here … Jimmy Webb, reporter from the local paper. Thomas Moore, the local vicar, along with his wife Eileen. And Valerie Butler, who’s writing a book about Elliot Tyrone.’ She put the letter away. ‘And our hosts, of course. Albert and Olivia Calvert.’

‘A reporter and an author?’ I said. ‘You know I can’t afford to appear in any kind of publicity.’

Penny squeezed my arm reassuringly against her side. ‘They’re here to write about the evening, not you. Forget the suspicions—we’re not here on a mission, and there’s no mystery to solve. We’re just a normal couple out for a normal evening together.’

‘We’re not really a normal couple.’

‘Then fake it,’ said Penny. ‘We’re here for the meal. Nothing else.’

‘A free meal,’ I said. ‘Always the best kind.’

‘We’re here to enjoy ourselves,’ said Penny. ‘You can do that, can’t you?’

‘I can do that,’ I said. ‘For you.’

There was only the one door to the inn, with no obvious bell or knocker, so I opened it and we walked straight in. A pleasant blast of warm air hit me in the face, along with heavy cooking smells. The bright light was particularly welcome after the increasingly grey day outside. The Castle’s interior was so small there was no entrance hall. Just by walking in we’d already entered the main dining room. It was all one big open area, with a half-timbered ceiling and rough plastered walls divided into sections by thin wooden slats. There were polished floorboards, old-fashioned furniture and fittings, and horses brasses and animal-head trophies set out apparently at random. Along with a few faded black-and-white photographs and some old framed prints. Not a modern touch anywhere, apart from the efficient-looking bar tucked away at the far end of the room. Everything about the place said ‘Olde worlde and proud of it’. The room felt warm and cosy, comfortable and inviting. In a rather calculated way.

The Castle might have started out as an inn, but it was now very definitely a restaurant. A dozen tables took up most of the floor, covered with gleaming white cloths. The chairs had all been carefully set in place, and there were extravagant floral displays and large unlit candles on every table. The Castle had the feel of a place where you ordered only the very best wines to complement your meal; and heaven help you if you ordered red wine with the fish.

Four people were staring coldly at Penny and me from the safety of their central table. They’d all stopped talking the moment we entered the room, and their faces were full of that ‘We’re local, we belong here and you don’t’ look common to all small town pubs. None of them said anything, even to challenge our right to be there. We were strangers—it was up to us to justify our intrusion.

‘Are you sure we’re invited?’ I said quietly to Penny.

‘We’re invited,’ Penny said firmly. ‘Don’t let them intimidate you.’

‘Trust me,’ I said, ‘that was never on the cards.’

A side door to our left opened suddenly, and a fussy-looking man of barely medium height came bustling out. He stopped dead in his tracks when he saw us, and looked like he was about to say this was a private affair so we’d have to leave. In a really snotty voice. And then he looked more closely at Penny and his whole attitude changed. He hurried forward, smiling all over his face, positively bristling with nervous energy and professional bonhomie. He was smartly if casually dressed, well into his forties, and almost entirely bald. His face was smooth and shiny, his eyes were a faded blue, and his innkeeper’s smile didn’t waver once. Perhaps only I would have noticed that it didn’t even come close to touching his eyes.

I really didn’t like the way he was looking at Penny. As though the main course for dinner had just arrived.

‘Hello! Hello!’ he said, loudly and chummily. ‘Albert Calvert at your service! Welcome to our special night, here at Tyrone’s Castle. So glad you could make it, Penny. It has been a long time since we last saw each other, hasn’t it? But I recognized you immediately!’

And then he looked pointedly at me. He was obviously surprised to see me, though he’d done his best to hide it. He’d been expecting Penny to turn up on her own.

‘This is my partner, Ishmael Jones,’ said Penny. ‘You didn’t actually say plus one on the invitation, but I didn’t think you’d mind …’

‘No! No, of course not!’ Albert made a point of shaking both our hands, in a determinedly hearty manner. He turned away from me as soon as he decently could, so he could give his full attention to Penny. But not before I’d caught a rather odd look on his face. Albert had looked me over as though trying to work out whether I was going to be trouble. And if I was, whether he could handle me. I’d seen that look before, on the faces of people with good reason to be cautious of me. But I hadn’t expected to encounter it in a small country pub. Albert saw me as a potential threat … and I had to wonder, threat to what? Penny had inherited quite a lot of money after her father’s death. Did Albert hope to get his hands on some of it? Or was I just being paranoid and reading too much into one look?

No. I decided I’d keep a close eye on Albert Calvert.

He took my coat and Penny’s, chatting cheerfully all the while about the length of our journey and how pleased he was we’d found the inn all right, and then hung our coats on an old-fashioned wooden coat stand by the door. It was almost buried under the coats of the four other guests, and he had to struggle to get our coats to stay put. Then he turned back and hit Penny and me with his professional smile again, rubbing his hands together briskly.

‘You’ll have to excuse me for a while, the wife and I are busy putting the finishing touches to the first course. You go and sit down with the others and make friends, and we’ll join you soon. Lovely to have you here, Penny! We have so much to talk about. It
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