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Dedication

	 

	For those who were told to forget.

	And for those who remembered anyway.
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	About the Author

	 

	Belinda writes charming cozy mysteries filled with seaside secrets, garden gates, and cats who always know the truth. When not plotting fictional crimes, she can be found in her own garden where the earthy scent of soil and the gentle rustle of leaves provide inspiration. Her two cats supervising everything with quiet judgment.

	 


Prologue 

	 

	She was already dead when the tide reached her.

	The sea lapped gently against the rocks beneath the Whispering Cliffs, not yet storming, not yet wild. It was the kind of stillness that only came before the breaking.

	A shell lay nestled between the woman’s lips—smooth, polished, deliberate. Her fingers clutched a half-wet notebook. Her eyes were open.

	Far above, the final ferry vanished over the horizon.

	And in a quiet house on the edge of the island, a satchel waited.

	Inside were the names of seven families.

	And a space where an eighth should have been.

	The island had forgotten.

	But the sea had not.


Chapter 1

	 

	The sea hissed against the dock like a warning, restless under the bruised sky. Clouds gathered low, thick as wet wool, and the wind carried the scent of salt and something older—like wood smoke and rusted secrets. Somewhere in the distance, a bell clanged once, long and hollow.

	Detective Naila Deshmukh stood at the edge of the stone jetty; her boots planted wide against the spray-slick moss. She had been on the island of Varuka for six months, and it still felt like standing on a lid someone was trying to keep shut.

	Varuka was a crescent-shaped island, the largest in a forgotten chain between Madagascar and Sri Lanka. It had no airport, only a once-weekly ferry. Its people clung to old ways: stories passed through generations, laws written in salt and silence. Every cove had a secret, every house an altar. Tourists called it "untouched." Naila called it guarded.

	She had grown up hearing her grandmother’s stories about Varuka—the myths, the songs, the warnings. But they’d been bedtime tales, not blueprints. Her own parents had left the island before she was born, and she’d only returned now because of a fall from grace in her Interpol career. A dead informant. A case that went wrong. A scapegoat was needed—and she was too principled for politics.

	Here, she wore the uniform of Police Chief, but she might as well have been wearing a mask. Most locals barely spoke to her. The ones who did, did so with careful neutrality, like handling a knife by the blade.

	The ferry groaned as it pulled in, its hull mottled with rust. Waves slapped against the pilings, eager to swallow something. This was the last crossing before the monsoon began—six weeks of rain, wind, and isolation. The sea would close its doors like a prison gate.

	She watched passengers disembark: locals hauling burlap sacks, children clutching tins of condensed milk, and two unlucky tourists who clearly hadn’t read the travel advisories. The tourists were met by a silent driver from the south village and quickly hustled into a van with fogged windows.

	Then came Captain Haru Setele, the ferry master and self-appointed gatekeeper of the island.

	“You’re cutting it close,” Naila said as he came down the ramp.

	He gave her a dry smile. “We always do. You just never noticed before.”

	He looked older than he had last month—maybe the sea aged him faster. Or maybe the island did that to people who knew too much.

	“Manifest clean?” she asked.

	“Groceries. Petrol drums. Two crates of school books. That’s all.”

	“And the passengers?”

	He hesitated. “Count matches the log.”

	It didn’t. Naila was sure of it. One woman—slim, in a long linen coat and oversized sunglasses—had slipped off the ferry without so much as a glance. Her face was hidden, but her posture… there was something studied about it. Too careful.

	Before Naila could move to follow, the woman vanished into the tangled alleyways near the fish market. The kind of alleys where eyes watched from behind curtains and everyone knew everyone—and no one knew anything.

	She started after her.

	Then came the shout.

	“Chief! You need to see this!”

	Constable Arem—young, nervous, eager to please—was waving wildly from the trailhead by the Whispering Cliffs. The cliffs rose above the western shore like broken teeth, white with bird droppings and legends. Locals claimed they echoed back words you never said aloud.

	Naila jogged across the cracked stone path, her breath tight in her chest. She passed fishing nets hung like ghosts to dry, prayer flags fluttering with wet wishes, and children with bare feet and suspicious eyes.

	Arem led her down a goat trail slick with moss. The tide was high, gnawing at the rocks below. At the bottom lay a woman’s body—twisted, still, clothes soaked to the waist. Her white hair clung to her face like seaweed.

	The body lay twisted on the rocks, half-soaked by the tide. Pale. Still.

	Naila knelt beside the corpse. It took her a moment to reconcile the lifeless face with the vivid woman she remembered.

	Dr. Rhea Kaoro had been sixty-eight, though she moved and argued like someone twenty years younger. She had lived alone in a crumbling stone house near the cliffs, surrounded by books, string-bound scrolls, and jars filled with salt-worn relics. Her daughter, Miri, was an artist living abroad—last Naila had heard, she was in Nairobi or maybe Paris. They hadn’t spoken in years. Not after the funeral of Rhea’s husband, a marine biologist who drowned under strange circumstances when Miri was still a teenager.

	Rhea had never remarried. She had said once, in a rare moment of candour, “Myths are more loyal than men. And more honest.”

	Her hair, usually pulled into a tight knot with carved bone pins, was now loose and wild with seaweed. Her weathered skin, always browned by sun and sea air, looked oddly pale in death. She was dressed in a faded indigo wrap—homespun, traditional—and around her neck hung her usual string of coral beads.

	Naila gently pried open the dead woman’s mouth.

	Inside, nestled behind her teeth, was a small cowrie shell—polished, white, and wrong.
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