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      Knockalisha Hill, near Skibbereen, West Cork, June 1921

      Harry Keating stood for a moment on the uneven stone floor, hands on his hips, wishing to God that Michael Savage would keep quiet and stop bleating. The fool was getting pushy now, ever since the young fella they’d captured had made fun of his lisp – or so Michael claimed. Harry had not heard Theodore Drummond doing any such thing, but Michael was thin-skinned and tended to hear mockery in everything. He was also the kind of young man whose family were of rising importance locally, but who would resent anyone who came from a better class than himself. Harry didn’t care a rap for such things and was only dedicated to the cause; he now regretted bringing Michael with him on this operation. But there were few enough men he could trust in the middle of this war on their oppressors, and Michael knew the man with the truck, so Harry had to lump it.

      Harry’s captives, Arthur and Theodore Drummond, father and son, sat close together, tied up and shivering. The corpse of their relative lay in a bloodied, unlovely heap in a corner. Harry had pistol-whipped Herbert Frost himself, then shot him. Herbert had looked him in the eye. Harry would give him that – if not much else. Herbert was a Great War veteran with the original British Army before Kitchener’s lot. Like Harry, Frost knew how to keep it professional.

      It was past midnight. The truck which had brought the three men up the hill was parked outside, but in that dark cave on the hill, it might as well have been on the moon. They couldn’t hear the owl hoot, or the fox scuffle, or even a cart go by, as it sometimes did, if the horses could manage the gradient up past the woods. The air was heavy and cold, and in the sky outside, the moon itself was heavy with solstice. You could light a cigarette or a candle, but no warmth would penetrate through to the cave. It was a handy place for the IRA to keep its prisoners.

      ‘Are ye going to let that young strip make fun of me?’ Michael Savage’s face was flushed, and he was sweating. That garish silver religious medal he wore around his neck, the Children of Mary or some such name, flashed in the torchlight. They were all about church that family. Harry could smell the salt and sourness on Savage from a few feet away. He could smell the fear of the captives too, darker still.

      ‘They have no respect, them people,’ Michael growled. ‘No respect. I won’t let them make a mock out of me. I’m well thought of in this town!’

      Your father is well thought of, Harry thought. Which was not the same thing at all. But he saw that Michael would not be assuaged, and he was a dangerous fellow to cross.

      ‘All right,’ Harry said, ‘let’s pistol-whip ’em too.’

      By the time they were finished – Michael sighing with pleasure at each blow and the prisoners’ cries of agony echoing through the cavern in the flickering torch light – Harry’s disquiet had deepened. Unlike Michael, he took no joy in this. Theodore was only a young lad, and he was crying now, gulping huge sobs of pain and fright, begging to go home. Theodore had not shot poor Stephen Rooney to death on the lawn of Liss Ard in cold blood like Herbert Frost had done. He was just collateral in a nasty, intimate fight.

      ‘All right—‘ Harry said, about to tell Michael he was going to let them go. But then he heard a click beside him and felt his chest tighten in alarm.

      Jesus, Mary and Joseph, the fool had gone and loaded his gun.

      There was no way Harry was going to let Michael Savage fire a bullet at the Drummonds. He wouldn’t know where to start and would leave a mess behind. The peelers would be after them right quick. This was Harry’s operation, and he needed to take control.

      He had kept his weapon loaded throughout, so with a swift, clinical movement, he turned the torch on the prisoners with one hand, and raising his pistol with the other, shot them both before Michael Savage realised what was happening.

      They did not die immediately, of course; there was flapping and gurgling and groaning, and that unspeakable fear in the boy’s open eyes as he rasped his last breath – but it was as fast and as kind as Harry could manage under the circumstances.

      Michael jumped back with a pig’s squeal of fear, even though he’d been about to shoot them himself. It did not take long for the fear to be replaced by indignation. ‘They made a mock of me and ye wouldn’t let me near ’em!’

      Harry did not dignify Michael’s complaining with a response. Instead, he directed him in a low mutter to help him load the bodies back on the truck. Within ten minutes, they had driven halfway down the hill and dumped them into a clearing by a stream. The Drummonds’ corpses fell softly onto the forgiving earth, hidden from the road by fronds of willow and fern.

      As they drove away towards the town, Harry saw Michael sliding angry, resentful looks at him with those puffy eyes of his. He had wanted to kill the prisoners himself; he would have enjoyed it, but Harry hadn’t let him. Harry would not be quickly forgiven for that.

      There will be a price to pay, Michael’s glare said.

      Harry knew Michael was right. But he also knew that he and Michael were not thinking of the same price – or the same thirst for payment. In the cool early dawn, as the truck jiggled and jarred along the boreen and the silence thickened between them, Harry felt deep in his bloodstream that this was not the start of something, but the end.
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      Knockalisha Hill, 3 May 2021, 10 a.m.

      The forest fire had been brutal. The route Clodagh Duffy took in her Toyota truck shielded her from seeing the worst of the devastation all at once, but even the glimpses she had were enough. The entire top of Knockalisha Hill was now black and brown – the gorse, and all that sustained life from it, gone. So intensely burned that even the rocks were scarred. Where magnificent Scots pines and birches had once stood were now blackened, charred tree stumps.

      Even as Clodagh’s truck turned downhill towards the lake, she could still see the upper reaches, well below the treeline, where the hillside looked like a war zone. She wound down the window. The horrible smoke had dispersed, but the dry, polluting ash still gathered in her nose and throat. Grabbing the stiff handle, she wound the window back up again.

      Forestry was doing well, they kept saying, but still no money to buy new trucks. And Clodagh’s area was expanding all the time as forest managers retired and no one replaced them. At this rate, at the age of thirty-four, she would be managing half the Munster forestry estate and would hardly have time to inspect the Sales Proposal land parcels, let alone control anti-social behaviour. Or hill farmers.

      All over Ireland, forests were burning. Assets going up in smoke, as hill farmers broke the law and burned their gorse and cooked the eggs of the stonechats and marsh warblers and didn’t care a rap for the consequences. The recent coronavirus lockdown had given the lie to the claim it was tourists causing the fires. There were no tourists, and still the uplands burned.

      ‘Fuck you, Tom Keating,’ Clodagh hissed at the steering wheel. ‘You malicious little bastard. Twice! Was once not enough?’

      On a relentlessly sunny day such as this, the inadequate little car park at the forest entrance would usually be full of day-trippers and picnickers, eager to avail of the marine lake’s pleasant warm water. But today only one other car was in evidence, so there was plenty of room for Clodagh to reverse in. She put on her boots and stepped down from the truck. Even though it was only ten in the morning, the air hit her like a warm wave. Usually, it would be cooler; usually there would be the sound of the wind in the trees; but there was little of that this morning. No wind, and far fewer trees. Nothing to break up the oppressive warmth. No cloud to gently interject itself into the unbroken blue of the sky.

      She recognised the other car – a battered blue Ford Fiesta. It belonged to Philip Moulton, the Forestry Department’s ecologist. Like Clodagh, he would be here to inventory a loss: hers commercial, his environmental. To her, they were one and the same. She was the closest thing to a mother these forests had. She had cried when Tony Geoghegan, the local Fire Brigade chief, had told her one of his men had rescued a baby rabbit and given him a drink from his water bottle. She tried not to think of the rabbits, stoats and hedgehogs that hadn’t made it.

      That had just been the first fire. That scum Keating, emboldened by local silence and the lack of a swift arrest, had lit a second one a week after that and any wildlife that had hung around had surely now been obliterated. No, say the words: burned to death.

      ‘Bastard,’ Clodagh hissed again. ‘Bastard from hell.’

      ‘He is, isn’t he?’ Philip’s doleful voice sounded from somewhere behind her.

      Clodagh turned on her heel. Typical bloody Philip to be hidden behind a tree. Occupational hazard of working in forestry, she supposed, but he made it an art. If he weren’t so amiable and non-threatening, he would have made an excellent stalker.

      ‘Tom Keating, yeah?’ Clodagh called out.

      ‘Whatever his name is.’

      Philip emerged, and Clodagh could see his shirt was stuck to his skin. His straw-coloured hair had darkened with sweat. He must have been working away for some time.

      ‘You just going? I’ll see you later, so.’

      Philip shook his head and took a swig of water. ‘It’s bad up there, Clodagh. You shouldn’t do this alone.’

      Clodagh was relieved. Documenting exactly which units of land had been burned to a crisp was always going to be a devastating task. Having Philip there would be better than going through this alone.

      ‘OK. Thanks, Phil. Let’s go up and get it over with.’

      They set out on the wide forest road, walking past the gate which said FOREST OPERATIONS – NO ADMITTANCE. Families and visitors would often creep up the narrower, log-ribbed paths, taking shortcuts through the canopy of Douglas firs, but Clodagh and Philip were not here for pleasure. They took the main road and ascended in silence.

      Still there was the smell of pine and the soft cover of needles. Still, from time to time, dappled light and shadow fell over the road as they walked. But not a whit of birdsong was to be heard, not a scuffle from the depths. Silence, except for Clodagh’s and Philip’s boots as they trod on the road’s rough surface.

      Tom Keating’s second fire had proved far worse than Clodagh had feared. Half the forest looked gone, the tree branches bare and black, signalling their end like ghostly semaphore in a scorched desert. The light on the bare, dry ground was bright and hot; the further up they went, the more damage they found.

      Clodagh needed to take it all in. She needed to see the big picture before taking out her field data management device – that handy little gadget that mapped every forest by layering maps one on top of the other, back to the oldest map which dated from 1912. Then she could carry out her accounting more dispassionately.

      They stopped just fifty metres short of the top of the hill, at the end of the treeline. The scorched slopes allowed Clodagh and Philip a view they should not have had at that point: of Lough Ine lying far below, sparkling blue-aquamarine, with one solitary canoe making its way across to the small channel between the tranquil lake and the Atlantic. From where they stood, the canoe made its way along the surface like a water boatman on a river. The hum of the ocean was distant and peaceful.

      Neither of them spoke; they just silently drank their water. Clodagh drained the bottle she had picked up the garage that morning and crumpled it in her fingers. The plastic made an angry, cracking, recalcitrant sound when she crushed it – and even when she threw it on the ground and stamped on it, she could not flatten the thing.

      ‘I’m picking it up,’ she reassured Philip. He, of course, had his own bottle which he had pre-filled before going out.

      ‘It’s OK. Hard to see a beautiful place like this destroyed.’ His voice was soft. ‘Especially when it’s your second visit in a week, and the hen harrier nests are all burnt to a crisp.’

      ‘Yeah.’ Clodagh stuffed the bottle in her backpack where it bulged out, the cap peeking out from the side pocket. Then she took out her scanner. One grim advantage of the trees being gone – she would have no problem finding a satellite. In dense cover, the signal could be twenty metres out. Not today, though. It was right where she stood. God bless the US military and all the junk they put into the sky. And God damn the Irishmen who couldn’t control their burning.

      ‘I’m gonna start now,’ she called out, descending into the first set of skeleton trees, scanning carefully, noting ‘Fire Damage – Tree Destroyed’ in her reporting fields.

      Area 12, Sales Proposal 12–1, 12–2, 12–3 … For a while, numbers took over. As Philip stood on a rock under the sun, hands in his pockets, Clodagh worked diligently and slowly, left to right across a ten-foot line, then the next line, then the next, until she began to approach living forest cover, and switched her reporting field.

      But then she stopped.

      Something dark and strangely shaped, an abnormal shadow, lay under a young oak that had by some miracle escaped the ravaging horror Tom Keating had set. It looked like … Why surely it couldn’t be?

      ‘Philip.’

      Metres away, he heard the urgency in her voice and slid down the slope with surprising speed, loping the remaining yards between him and her until he was right at her side. When he saw what she saw, he sucked in his breath.

      ‘Stay back.’ His tone was quiet and urgent, his arm up blocking her. He treaded carefully towards the tree, whose leaves were singed. But he was hardly a foot away when he recoiled so violently, he fell backwards, his arse hitting a bare branch.

      ‘Jesus Christ!’

      Clodagh had to look. Now drawn to that spot, she ran past Philip, even though he called loudly for her to stay back.

      She saw what he had seen, and a powerful wave of dizziness and nausea rose in her. It took her several seconds to scream.
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      Cork City, 3 May 2021, 1 p.m.

      Detective Inspector Rosa Keane was asleep when her phone went off. At first, she blinked and turned over, but like a trapped fly, the phone kept buzzing, slowly vibrating its way towards the edge of the nightstand until it fell over onto the carpet. Rosa swore softly and reached out for it.

      Work. Shit.

      ‘Keane here.’ Her voice sounded even more hoarse than usual, while a lock of curly hair stuck obstinately to her forehead. The digital clock that had been with her through three house moves – the last one turbulent – flashed the time. It was past one in the afternoon.

      ‘Ah, good. You’re about.’ It was Superintendent Eames. His northern accent was sharp. ‘Need you to come in. Sorry, but it’s urgent.’

      Rosa blinked again and swivelled into a seated position on the edge of the bed, her nightgown rucking up at her knees as her bare feet hit the warm floor. Her tongue felt dry against her mouth. ‘It’s my day off.’

      ‘I know. I’m sorry,’ Eames said briskly. ‘But there was a second wildfire over in Knockalisha forest yesterday and the forestry lads found a body this morning.’

      Rosa padded over to the window and lifted the thin curtain. Even in her small, dark townhouse on South Douglas Street, the sunlight was unforgivingly bright. Unforgiving enough to show the dust on the sills and nightstand and where the carpet needed a good hoover.

      ‘Wasn’t that the place where the Fire Brigade gave a baby rabbit a bottle of water?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ Eames was short. ‘They haven’t got a time of death for us yet, but not more than two days ago for sure.’

      ‘Caught in the fire?’ Rosa massaged her temple. ‘Christ. Who is it?’

      ‘Preliminary tests indicate the victim is a thirty-six-year-old woman. We believe it’s Sadhbh Drummond. Her husband reported her missing on Sunday evening.’

      Somewhere in the back of Rosa’s mind a bell rang, faintly but firmly.

      ‘And everything points to her not being caught in the fire. Dr Moran will be down later today to confirm, but between you and me, we’re already treating it as suspicious.’

      Rosa sighed. ‘OK, I see.’ She badly needed a shower. She would turn on the water after she got the Super off the phone, hear the hiss of the water tank as it rumbled into life. She would let the hot water pound her clean.

      ‘I’ll see you at three, Super.’

      ‘Two.’ It was clearly not a request.

      ‘OK.’ Rosa hung up and cursed for the third time. So much for the shower. She would barely have time for a pee and putting on her clothes. And she had fallen asleep with her make-up on again. The pillowcases would be ruined.

      She cleansed her face and dressed hurriedly. Her suit was unremarkable, the Garda ID and the little Smith and Wesson pistol discreetly tucked into the inside of her jacket.

      Passing down the dark, narrow hallway, lit only by a small fanlight, she nearly missed the small white envelope lying on the doormat, name and address neatly typed and postmarked Dublin. Her heart began to beat a little unsteadily. Had it been there since Friday, and she hadn’t even seen it? Was it the appointment?

      She had gone to a GP. Not the one they went to in Glanmire, God no. Someone in the city, a South African man who after many years of locum work had joined a large primary care centre in Togher. Dr Naidoo knew nothing of Rosa’s background, and expressed little emotion at her request. All he did was to hum and tap his notepad with a pencil, finally announcing ‘I must refer you to a psychiatrist.’ The psych, in turn, had put her on the waiting list for an appointment, ‘but heads up, it might be a little while.’ That had been six months ago, and now here it was: the date a week on. Not the end, hardly even the beginning, but an important step forward all the same.

      Some people had to wait years.

      Rosa could hardly believe her good fortune, but she didn’t have time to savour it. She had to get a move on.

      She walked out into unrelenting heat. In that dank little place that flooded at the mere suggestion of a cumulonimbus in the sky, you usually couldn’t imagine a heatwave. But even for early May, it was blazing hot.

      ‘Climate change,’ Rosa thought absent-mindedly, as people do about things that they believe are not their concern. And then she remembered where she had heard the name Sadhbh Drummond before.
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      It had been nine years ago at the mass demonstrations against the incinerator. When built, it would be the biggest thermal waste unit in all of Ireland. The planning board approved its construction over near Seven Heads and the entire county rose in rebellion. Rosa and her colleagues had been busy for weeks trying to keep the peace: managing riots, standing by in demonstrations, even making the odd arrest here and there when people invaded the site.

      She hadn’t arrested Sadhbh Drummond, but Rosa remembered how badly, how intensely, that woman had wanted to be arrested.

      They had come down to Courtmacsherry in the squad car, responding to the frantic call from one of the outnumbered security men. The site had been a heap of disarray: bits of shale and rock scattered everywhere, building materials and a small prefab hut over in the east side. The prefab was deserted, locked, its window barred on the inside. A reinforced cardboard sign saying THIS SITE IS PROTECTED BY 411 SECURITY, with a picture of a bulldog on it, had been knocked to the ground, half-submerged in a puddle from recent rain. Due south of the entrance, a hillock of earth had been disrupted by the beginnings of works on the site.

      Sadhbh Drummond stood on that hillock, her arms outstretched, her long hair unfastened and blowing in the wind. Young, vibrant, powerful, glorious. Her clear, cultured accent, with just a trace of Cork, rang out like a bell.

      ‘If you want me off this site, you’ll have to arrest me first.’

      She was surrounded by a group of admiring men. Two of them clasped her hands on each side, and the rest linked hands in a line – Sadhbh, of course, in the middle. The winter sun shone on them all without a scintilla of warmth, but the eco-activists were high on their own moral crusade while the guards, Rosa included, shivered in their jackets. Briefly, Rosa thought of the Yeats poem that bored her so much in school she had thrown paper planes at the English teacher: beauty like a tightened bow … high and solitary and most stern …

      ‘No Second Troy’, that’s what it was called. Hell, Sinead O’Connor had even done a song with the poem as lyrics. Rosa remembered that eerie melody leaking through the door of her sister’s bedroom, and how she wanted to borrow that cassette tape and play it herself, but didn’t dare ask.

      ‘Arrest me first,’ Sadhbh repeated. Her wide, blue-violet eyes seemed to Rosa to zero in on her.

      Although she was not the superior officer, Rosa spoke up. ‘No need to worry. All people like you want is attention, and we don’t have the time to satisfy your vanity.’

      To this day, Rosa had not known where those mean, parsimonious thoughts had come from. Her every sympathy that day should have been with Sadhbh. Nobody wanted this damn thing. The planning men from Dublin had, with practised arrogance, bypassed the local authorities and politicians and Tidy Towns and public will. There was already a judicial review brewing.

      But something in Sadhbh’s look had floored Rosa – this beautiful stranger, unabashedly feminine, seemed to size up Rosa and see the awkwardness of her physical frame, how her shoulders hunched, the secret estrangement Rosa had with her own body. That woman has the measure of me, Rosa thought, and a wave of bitterness at Sadhbh’s glance, which seemed to leave Rosa naked, had both loosened and sharpened her tongue.

      For a moment, Rosa thought Sadhbh flinched a little at her remark, and that the energy in the activist line flickered and weakened. But if she did, it was brief.

      ‘All I care about is that this abomination does not go ahead, and if vanity and attention-seeking make that happen’ – here she was interrupted by cheers from her comrades – ‘then I’ll happily indulge in both, Garda Keane!’

      That Sadhbh had known her name unsettled Rosa too. She was nobody and nothing back then. Sadhbh must have studied up. Afterwards, as Rosa suffered a thorough bollocking back at the station from Detective Sergeant Mahon for opening her stupid mouth, she reflected again on Sadhbh’s beauty and charisma. Mesmerising, that was the word for it. Dangerous, too. That look she had given Rosa, one of amused pity and understanding, had scared the bejesus out of the young guard.

      In the end, the waste company pulled out. Resistance made it too expensive for them to continue. Sadhbh had galvanised public opinion far enough that it became politically unappealing to push on. She had won that battle.

      But nine years later, she had lost the war.
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      Anglesea Street Station was an unlovely building designed in candy-rock shades of white and marshmallow pink, both of which had aged badly over the five decades of its existence. The station was on the corner of a junction, flanked on two sides by a car park mostly full of white Garda patrol cars, with a few anonymous, unmarked vehicles dotted between them. Rosa put her mask on and headed inside. Past reception, she took a right through a pair of auto-locking double doors into a long corridor lit by panels over the office doors to her left and right. Eames’s office was near the end.

      In its anteroom, another detective, Kevin Xiao, sat typing up notes. Xiao was not local, meaning solely that he was not from Cork; he had been transferred from Dublin three months ago, and since then, had barely left the office. Rosa had heard rumours about tribunals, and accusations of racism being flung around at his colleagues. He’d been on sick leave and come back, but after all the unpleasantness, he had been transferred to Cork, it seemed, in disgrace. Rosa herself wondered what he thought about sitting there under the Super’s eye, typing up notes, sorting files, while being kept away from anything resembling normal Garda business. But Xiao, head down so that Rosa could see his black, gelled, neatly parted hair and the curve of mask elastic around his ear, typed away diligently, ignoring Rosa and everyone else.

      Beyond Detective Xiao’s typing station was a half-and-half style wall: glass-panelled on top, with a dado style below. Beyond that, Rosa could hear Eames on the phone. ‘We’ll get someone up to Kildorrery. This talk of killing bats is a bit lunatic. It might seem minor, but if we have an elected councillor making a nuisance of himself … Yeah. OK. Oh there’s Gerry.’

      Eames had spotted Rosa, and motioned her in, waving at her from behind the semi-opaque glass. Rosa took a seat while Eames continued his call. The office smelled of newspapers and mint gum. The photos on the wall behind him she knew well: the black-and-white reproduction of the RIC barracks down the road at the Bridewell; the colour one of a social evening on Harrington Street for Eames’s father’s retirement. His grandfather had been one of the founding members of the Garda Síochána, a holdover from the old RIC before Ireland became independent. Before independence, he’d come south from Carrickfergus with its Lambeg drums and grim castle, to start his new posting as a constable, but after the changing of the guard, he stayed on and got promoted all the way up to superintendent, before retiring and heading back north. His grandson had made the return journey and was proud of the endeavour.

      ‘Sorry again, Gerry.’ Eames said once the call ended. ‘I know you’re not thrilled to be here.’

      ‘Not really, but let’s move on.’

      Eames made a mock gesture of being punched. ‘Oooof. That bad, eh? Coffee? Water?’ Rosa shook her head to both. ‘Right. This just happened this morning. Press will be all over it, so we’ll release details this evening.’ Rosa allowed herself the most frigid and smallest nod. ‘The fellows in Skibbereen are already fingering a local for her murder. A neighbour, it seems.’

      ‘I know who Sadhbh Drummond is,’ Rosa said. ‘Met her once before, on the incinerator site. You remember that whole controversy?’

      Eames chuckled. ‘I do. I heard you gave her some lip too.’ Rosa bent her head. ‘Anyway,’ Eames recited from his notes, ‘Sadhbh Drummond comes from landed gentry. Her ancestral house was burned down in the War of Independence and much of the lands were sold off afterwards. She was a geography teacher in the local CBS, married to the headmaster of the same school. Ronan Furlong. Eight years married with two children. Stepmother to two more from his first marriage.’

      Rosa recalled the superintendent himself was twice divorced; up North these things were more common.

      ‘The local lads told him this morning and Roisin is with him now.’

      Roisin Malone was one of four Family Liaison Officers in the county. It was her job to comfort victims’ relatives and guide them through the police process.

      ‘Sadhbh was a teacher, as I’ve said, but she was also one of the most notorious eco-activists in the entire Munster region. As you are probably aware from your encounter with her. She was kicked out of the Environment Party two years back for being too extreme and has been campaigning independently ever since. She stood for local election but failed to get a council seat. The neighbourhood had turned against her by then.’

      ‘I’m not surprised,’ Rosa said. ‘If even the hippies couldn’t handle her.’

      Eames took a sip from a plastic tumbler of water. ‘You’re talking about a government party now. Perhaps don’t write them off as hippies before you’ve even spoken to them.’

      Looking at him made Rosa thirstier, but she’d left her bag with the water bottle in the cloakroom.

      ‘And they’re sure it’s murder, Super? She couldn’t have been going for a walk and got caught in the fire?’

      Eames shook his head. ‘Nope. Maura Casey in in pathology told me that when a person burns like that, their arms and legs contract and stiffen, as if they’re curling. Sadhbh Drummond was found lying on her side, and her legs were straight out. She’d been left there dead and was burned later. They’re still trying to narrow down time of death – it’s tricky when there’s so much fire damage, you can’t ascertain it from skin and lividity – but Sandra’s certain that she did not burn to death.’

      As Eames’s words faded into the air, Detective Xiao hit the space bar with what sounded like decided venom. Rosa began to feel a little faint. Her underclothes were too tight and constricting. She felt the lack of that shower very acutely. ‘Could I get some water now?’

      Eames nodded, and Rosa filled up a plastic cup at the water cooler outside. When she returned, she sensed that Xiao was watching every move she made, though he didn’t even glance her way.

      ‘The guys in Skibbereen reckon it’s a local man, Tom Keating. He’s a hill farmer with land next to the Drummond family estate. He’s been in trouble with the local environmental groups over the past two years for burning gorse and cutting hedges out of season. Sergeant Connolly down in Skib told me they didn’t have enough evidence to arrest him, even when the Forestry Department lads had him on their drone footage building a pile of timber next to his gorse.’

      ‘They’ve got drones?’

      ‘They do, apparently. A lot of angry farmers burning down forestry in the past few years, and they decided it was time to invest in the latest technology. But drone or no drone, folk don’t tend to interfere with Tom Keating’s business. By all accounts he’s got certain … connections.’

      ‘IRA?’

      Eames nodded. ‘Several generations back. Not so active now, but his grandfather Harry was very prominent in the War of Independence. He’s fanatical about his land, and the locals are scared enough of him not to cross him in any way. There was talk of a national waymarked trail back in the late nineties, and a proposal to put a yard of it through one of his fields with a CPO …’ Eames smiled wryly. ‘It ended up with two Belgian hikers being threatened with a shotgun. The council shut the whole thing down after that.’

      ‘Jesus.’ Rosa shivered. ‘He sounds reasonable.’

      ‘He’s part of the reason we want you on this.’ Eames looked very serious now. ‘We need somebody who isn’t from the area and won’t suffer consequences for it. When you’ve had your station firebombed with a note that your children are next, it makes a man thoughtful, y’know?’

      ‘Keating did that?’

      ‘He did. Though they’ve never been able to pin it on him. They do have him for starting the first gorse fire, though he’ll only have to pay a fine for that and maybe lose his subsidy, because the powers that be still don’t take that kind of thing seriously, even with the Environment Party in government.’ He grimaced, and Rosa recalled his conversation about the bats over the phone. ‘The other drone they had flying around that day got downed by a golden eagle, of all things. Birdwatch Ireland’s pride and joy.’

      ‘I take it Keating’s been arrested?’

      Eames shook his head. ‘We don’t have enough on him yet. And we need to keep an open mind on this. There’s too much history in that part of the world of … let’s say … trying to find a suspect without using the proper ways. I don’t want Mary Fehily having another field day with this.’

      Rosa nodded. They both knew the notorious case he was talking about, that German woman beaten to death fifteen years ago out near Barleycove. The local gardaí had arrested a man based on an unreliable witness who later retracted her statement, and the whole thing had collapsed. Mary Fehily, a roving journalist who liked nothing more than a good juicy scandal, had excoriated the Gardaí, accusing them of carrying out a cover-up. She’d even insinuated the actual perpetrator was a now deceased senior guard with a rep for beating up prostitutes. Rosa was not one to put her colleagues on any sort of pedestal, but the fact that Fehily declined to provide even a hint to the man’s identity led Rosa to suspect he did not exist. Still, they had to tread carefully. Fehily might have been a right-wing conspiracy shill, and yes, she may have been madder than a box of frogs, but she had a small but dangerous following, who would do only God knows what in her name.

      ‘I want you to take a car directly down to Knockalisha Forest Park. Rob Whelan is the investigator there, so you can have a chat with him. Dublin is already working on getting you the phone records to find her last movements. We haven’t been able to locate her phone, unfortunately.’ He smiled grimly. ‘No surprise there; the murderer has likely chucked it into the Atlantic Ocean. Likewise the drone. I doubt it’s going to provide anything of value, so I wouldn’t waste too much time over it, but you never know.’ Eames shuffled a few papers on his desk. ‘I’d like you to see the husband out in Toe Head in the family home. As soon as you can. Really get to know Sadhbh Drummond. Who she was and who might have wanted her dead.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’ Of course, the husband would always be a suspect.

      ‘Oh and take a partner. I’d say Darragh McClure, but I’m after sending him up to Kildorrery to do battle with a county councillor who’s been trying to kill bats with a shotgun, God help us.’

      ‘That’s Darragh?’ Rosa exclaimed in surprise. Darragh McClure was the closest thing Rosa had to a friend in this place, and she knew well that his usual beat did not include bat conservation. Surely murder was surely more important than bats?

      ‘They’re a protected species, you know.’ Eames drummed his fingers on the table. ‘We’re getting a lot of flak for letting people off the hook for animal cruelty. Not to mention cyclists. Bloody cyclists, do they ever stop moaning?’ He took another gulp of water. ‘You could take Bailey, maybe? A bit junior, but how else do you learn except by being on the job?’

      Rosa thought for a second and then gestured at the glass panelling. ‘I’d like him, if I may.’

      Eames frowned deeply. ‘Kevin Xiao?’ He lowered his voice. ‘Are you serious?’

      ‘Why shouldn’t I be?’

      Eames leaned in so far that Rosa had no choice to do likewise, and their foreheads almost touched. ‘You know why he’s here?’

      ‘Yes. He worked with a bunch of racists, took them to tribunal, and won, didn’t he?’

      ‘Racists?’ Eames sounded annoyed. ‘Colleagues, you mean. People who never had the chance to put their side of the story against somebody who played the race card against them.’

      Xiao stopped typing. Christ, Rosa thought, had he heard them?

      ‘Sir,’ Rosa said, ‘you specifically asked for a person who didn’t have sufficient ties to the area. Sounds like he fits the bill, to be honest.’

      ‘Fine,’ Eames said, his annoyance evaporating suddenly, as it tended to do. ‘Have him if you insist. Though I’ll never get anyone else in the force with a seventy words per minute typing speed.’

      They stood up and Eames called out, ‘Xiao! Come in here a moment. I’ve got some news for you.’
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      3 May 2021, 4 p.m.

      The drive from Cork City to Skibbereen should have taken an hour and a half. Instead, it took nearly three quarters of an hour to get from Anglesea Street to the roundabout on the city’s ring road. The interior of the ageing car was broiling in the heat. Isn’t it hot? Rosa wanted to say but didn’t dare.

      When Eames called Kevin Xiao into his office and explained he would be partnering Rosa on the Drummond case, Xiao merely responded with a curt ‘Sir’, not even looking in Rosa’s direction. He had been silent all the way to the car and on the journey thus far. Rosa didn’t pluck up the courage to speak to him until they reached the inevitable queue at the Wilton roundabout. She asked him what his Chinese first name was. Indicating deftly onto the roundabout’s middle lane, Xiao replied ‘Kevin.’

      ‘I mean your real name.’

      ‘There’s no point.’ Xiao indicated off the roundabout, and they left the city behind. ‘People can’t pronounce it. Kevin is fine.’

      ‘But—‘

      ‘I guarantee you won’t be an exception.’ His voice was both deep and metallic, not inviting further conversation. From there to Leap, another hour down the road, he and Rosa did not exchange another word.

      At least he hadn’t asked Rosa to give hers in return. That was a relief.

      With a heatwave in full swing, even in lockdown, the traffic was as bad going out as returning. The road was jammers with people heading out of Cork towards the coast on a bank holiday Monday. As the traffic ground its way through Innishannon, Bandon and Clonakilty, Rosa wondered if she should phone Glanmire. She had been hoping to get on the phone and negotiate a visit with her two children, maybe visit them at their home – but no, better not risk it. Not when her phone had in the last twenty-four hours received five angry, abusive messages from Lou, their other parent. There seemed to be nothing Rosa could do to assuage Lou’s anger; any attempt at contact only seemed to aggravate things further, reminding Lou of the initial hurt, the betrayal. It had been months since Rosa had last seen the children, and nothing could be done about it. She sighed and put the phone down into the small well under the handbrake, where it nestled with an old used tissue and a half-eaten packet of Polo mints.

      West of Clonakilty, the air cooled a little, the land got poorer, and the hedgerows more resplendent with ever-present fuchsia spilling out among the brambles. Once they reached Rosscarbery, passing the Celtic Hotel on the causeway, Rosa felt her spirits rise and a sense of anticipation in the air, as wide and open as the estuary they had just crossed. She remembered holidays here as a child, taking the exact same route, until they reached that small white cottage just by the beach. The sharp prick of seashells on the soles of her feet, the net in her hand as she went shrimping … Life was simpler those days. Except even then, she knew she was not the person they thought she was.

      She leaned back and closed her eyes.

      A few moments later, Kevin woke her suddenly by pulling into the small car park outside Connolly’s pub in Leap village and disappearing. Rubbing her eyes, Rosa looked blearily out the half-open car window. Xiao was heading for the co-operative shop up the road. Closing her eyes again and switching on the fan, she was soon interrupted by a knuckle tapping on the window: Kevin, holding a 99 ice cream in each hand.

      ‘You got some with Flakes,’ she exclaimed in happy surprise.

      Xiao looked at Rosa as if she had two heads. ‘Who on earth buys a 99 ice cream without a Flake?’

      Good point.

      Xiao slid back into the driver’s seat to eat his own cone, while Rosa wound her tongue around the glorious vanilla spirals, biting into the Flake and spreading the chocolate fragments across the ice cream with her tongue, the same way she had done when she was a child. It had been years since her last 99.

      Xiao finished his quickly and turned on the radio. It was tuned to a soccer talk show, but he pressed the buttons until a familiar rhythm and a smooth bass vocal chanted Barry White’s deep bass prologue to ‘My First, My Last, My Everything’.

      Before Rosa could comment on the selection, her mobile rang. She licked a dollop of ice cream off her fingers and hit Accept, leaving a slight smear on the glass.

      ‘Keane.’

      ‘Howya, it’s Tony Cawley here.’

      Rosa put him on speaker. ‘Superintendent Eames told me you were working on the Drummond case, and I was to get the phone information for you from her mobile. Christ, is that Barry White? Haven’t heard that song in ages.’

      Xiao switched it off. Rosa thought she saw a fleeting grin.

      ‘That’s right. We’re on the case,’ Rosa said.

      ‘I just sent you an email, but I thought you might like to know about it as soon as possible so I thought I’d give you a ring as well.’

      ‘That would be great, Tony. I’ve got my colleague here too, Detective Xiao.’

      ‘Kevin? Oh I remember him well from the Shankill branch. Nice lad. Give him my regards.’ Tony’s voice held genuine warmth and pleasure. Obviously not everyone who dealt with Kevin Xiao had disliked him. ‘Anyway, we struggled to narrow it down. There’s sweet FA down there when it comes to phone masts. But I can tell you this. At half past five her mobile pinged a mast in Skibbereen town, just near the SuperValu at Mardyke Road. Then nothing until 7.50 p.m. when she was within at least a kilometre of mast CK1504 at Tragumna beach. That was the last we traced of her. Phone was deactivated about an hour later. We tried getting GPS data, but what with privacy issues and not having the phone with us – no luck so far. Though, for what it’s worth, I think ‘location’ was switched off because no GPS data was available all evening.’

      ‘Thanks, Tony. And any info about messages?’

      ‘I was just getting to that. We’ve obviously been concentrating on the last messages received on the phone. And the number she was using was one that came up quite frequently over the last few weeks. Usually at odd hours – like in the middle of the working day or late at night. The last message she received that evening came from that number. She got it at the point where she pinged Skibbereen, or just before, at 5.21 p.m., and replied straight after. Then she sent another text to her husband’s mobile. That was the last message she sent to anyone.’

      ‘So, she must have gone there straightaway,’ Rosa said, ‘if she went of her own free will.’ The familiar excitement she felt when constructing a narrative had begun. Callous as it was, taking the fragments and making a story out of them was one of the things Rosa enjoyed most about her job.

      ‘Perhaps,’ Tony said neutrally. ‘Anyway, we traced the number back to a Peter Ludwig. He lives at Hunter’s Cross between Skibbereen and Ballydehob. I’ve emailed you on his address and particulars.’

      Peter Ludwig. Why did that name, too, ring a bell?

      ‘And what’s the story with his phone? Is there more traffic on it after that?’

      ‘Yup. But not till about midnight that night. Several texts and even a call, all to Sadhbh’s mobile. No response, though.’

      ‘Any other numbers of interest?’ Rosa was thinking of Tom Keating.

      ‘Not really. Unless you widen the timeframe a bit. But Sadhbh wasn’t texting anyone else in the two hours before she disappeared. Hubby never replied to her last note.’

      Peter Ludwig. As Rosa was racking her brains to recall where she had heard of him, the ice cream began to slide down the cone and all over her fingers. With her free hand, she rooted around for the ancient piece of tissue, but Xiao tutted and stopped her by swiftly handing Rosa a fresh one.

      ‘Oh crap. Sorry, not you, Tony. The ice cream I’m holding is melting on my fingers.’

      ‘Right you are, then. Ring me if you need more, but it should be all in the email.’

      ‘I will, Tony. Thanks a million, that’s very helpful.’

      ‘I’m only sorry it wasn’t even more specific. You can get great results these days, but only if the privacy nutters don’t try and sue you.’ Rosa sensed Tony was about to launch a rant, so she smoothly thanked him again and hung up, then hoovered up the last of ice cream and crunched the cone in her mouth.

      ‘Sorry,’ she said, mouth still full, ‘I know I’m being disgusting.’ She wiped her fingers. ‘So, what do you think?’

      ‘Hold on a moment, I’m looking something up.’ Rosa saw Xiao open Maps on his phone and key in a place name. Then he put the phone back on the bracket, put his hands on the steering wheel and stared ahead in silence for a long moment.

      ‘I just looked up her address. If she passed the second mast they mentioned, that’s very close to where they live. She could have told the other man no; she could have gone home. But then again –‘ Kevin frowned – ‘it doesn’t take more than two hours to get from Skibbereen to there. So maybe she was just saying she would be late.’

      ‘Well, she was late,’ Rosa said. ‘She never got there.’

      Even though it was still balmy out, something felt a little colder, and it wasn’t the ice cream. Soon they were on their way south again, passing the turn-off to Glandore and Unionhall.

      Rosa looked Peter Ludwig up on her phone and got several images: a handsome, truculent youth, with a fringe that swept across his forehead and wide, soulful eyes. One had him standing next to Sadhbh Drummond and both were holding placards: DIRECT ACTION AGAINST BRUTAL FISH FARMS. It was a newspaper photo, dated just the previous year, detailing how Sadhbh had been cautioned and Peter arrested for breach of the peace near a fish farm
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