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Chapter 1 - The Regatta
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The sun over St Merryn’s Cove was doing its best impression of a polished coin, casting a glittering path across the estuary. The regatta was in full swing, and the air vibrated with energy. Brightly coloured sails bobbed on the water like a school of oversized tropical fish, and the marina bustled with activity—locals and visitors alike milling about, their laughter and chatter mixing with the cry of gulls and the rhythmic slap of waves against the quay.

Demelza Pascoe adjusted her sunglasses and surveyed the scene. "It’s quite the spectacle," she mused, though the tight knot in her chest betrayed her mix of nostalgia and unease. This had been her childhood playground, a backdrop to summer days filled with sandcastles and her grandfather’s stories about the sea. Now, it felt like a world she no longer entirely belonged to.

Beside her, Jess Pendragon bounced on the balls of her feet, clearly in her element. "You’ve got to love a good regatta," Jess said, taking in the banners flapping merrily in the sea breeze. "A perfect mix of tradition, drama, and overpriced ice cream. Speaking of which, I think I deserve one for dragging you out of the house."

"Dragging? You practically bribed me with promises of fudge later," Demelza countered, though she was secretly grateful for Jess’s insistence. Being surrounded by the cheerful chaos of the regatta was a much-needed distraction from the lingering grief of her grandfather’s passing and the persistent question of what her future in St Merryn’s Cove might hold.

They wandered along the marina, past stalls selling everything from nautical knick-knacks to outrageously elaborate seafood platters. Every few steps, Jess nodded to someone she knew—an inevitability in a town as small as theirs.

"Did you hear?" Jess leaned closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "Aggie Trevanion says Simon Penhaligon’s development plans have everyone’s knickers in a twist. Something about turning the old shipyard into luxury flats."

Demelza’s eyebrows lifted. "Luxury flats? Here? That’s ambitious."

"Ambitious or foolhardy, depending on who you ask," Jess replied, her eyes darting toward a cluster of townspeople gesticulating animatedly near the dockside café. "Apparently, Simon’s stepping on more toes than a clumsy ceilidh dancer. And you know what they say about tensions around here—"

"They’re as sharp as a rusty fishing hook?" Demelza quipped, earning a grin from Jess.

"Exactly." Jess’s expression grew thoughtful. "Doesn’t help that the regatta’s always a bit of a powder keg. All these egos in one place, competing for glory and bragging rights."

Demelza tilted her head, observing the crowd with renewed interest. She could feel it too—the strange undercurrent beneath the day’s cheerfulness, like the faint rumble of thunder on an otherwise sunny afternoon. Jess was right; something about the atmosphere felt unusually charged.

"Well," Demelza said, adopting a breezy tone to mask her curiosity, "let’s hope it’s just the competitive spirit and not something more sinister."

Jess snorted. "In St Merryn’s Cove? Nothing’s ever just one thing. Let’s get that ice cream before someone starts a riot over Simon’s plans. I’ll even let you pick the flavour."

Demelza followed Jess toward the ice cream stand with a smile tugging at her lips. Little did she know, the regatta would soon take a darker turn, turning her tentative return to her hometown into something far more complicated than she’d imagined.
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Chapter 2 - The Author Appears
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Stephen Hawthorne made his entrance like a man who knew he was the star of his story—and expected everyone else to know it, too. Leaning casually against the polished railing of his yacht, The Serendipity, he was the picture of smug self-assurance. The sleek vessel gleamed under the midday sun, its chrome accents and flawless hull putting the neighbouring boats to shame. It was a stark contrast to the charmingly weathered fishing boats and modest yachts that made up most of St Merryn’s marina.

Demelza and Jess had paused mid-stroll, their ice creams forgotten as they watched the scene unfold. Stephen was a tall man with silver-streaked hair artfully tousled in a way that took longer than he’d admit to achieve. His sunglasses, which probably cost more than Demelza’s entire wardrobe, reflected the crowd back at them like a pair of judgmental mirrors.

"That," Jess said, licking a raspberry ripple before it escaped down her wrist, "is Stephen Hawthorne. The Stephen Hawthorne. Author of those literary thrillers that make you feel clever for buying them but too bored to finish reading."

Demelza arched an eyebrow. "I take it you’re not a fan?"

"Oh, he’s talented, sure," Jess admitted. "But the word is, he’s an absolute nightmare to work with. He treats his assistants like servants and readers like an audience waiting to applaud him. A proper prima donna."

As if on cue, Stephen gestured expansively, addressing a small cluster of locals with the exaggerated enthusiasm of a man practising his charm in the mirror. "Yes, the regatta is such a quaint tradition," he said, his voice loud enough to carry across the quay. "I couldn’t resist the chance to do some research for my next novel. Inspiration, you know. It’s all around us!" He gestured vaguely at the marina as if the inspiration hid behind a seagull.

Demelza exchanged a glance with Jess. "Research," she echoed dryly. "Is that what they’re calling showing off these days?"

Jess grinned. "Exactly. And look—watch how people react to him. Half of them are trying to ingratiate themselves, and the other half look like they’d cheerfully push him off the dock."

Demelza didn’t need to look far for an example of the latter. Emily Penhaligon, Simon Penhaligon’s wife, had just arrived, her heels clicking sharply on the wooden planks. She approached Stephen with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes, and the air between them seemed to crackle with unspoken tension.

"Well, this is interesting," Jess murmured. "What’s going on there?"

Demelza studied them, noting Stephen’s confident posture softened slightly while Emily’s remained rigid. "Something’s definitely off," she agreed.

Stephen reached out to clasp Emily’s hand, holding it a fraction too long. Emily’s smile tightened, and her gaze flicked around as though checking to see if anyone was watching. Unfortunately for her, Demelza and Jess were experts at people-watching.

"Let me guess," Jess said. "That’s not research either?"

Demelza smirked. "No, but it’s a story—and I’d bet my ice cream we’ll be hearing more about it before long."
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Chapter 3 - Tension Surrounds The Development
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The marina hummed with pre-race excitement. Sailors busied themselves with final preparations, ropes and sails whipping in the brisk breeze. Tourists meandered through the stalls, clutching paper cones of fish and chips, while locals buzzed with the peculiar mix of enthusiasm and grumbling unique to small-town events. If you ignored the looming tension hovering like a storm cloud, it was a quintessential St Merryn's Cove day.

Demelza’s gaze drifted to a banner along the quay’s edge. "Save Our Shipyard! No to Luxury Flats!" it declared in bold, slightly wonky letters. A cluster of locals stood nearby, their arms crossed and their expressions sour as they glared toward Simon Penhaligon’s yacht. Simon, oblivious—or simply uncaring—was supervising his crew, his booming voice carrying across the water.

"I see the development plans are still a sore spot," Demelza murmured.

Jess nudged her elbow. "Sore spot? Try festering wound. Half the town’s ready to riot if Simon sneezes in their direction."

Before Demelza could reply, a familiar voice broke through the din.

"Well, if it isn’t our local celebrity sleuth! And her trusty sidekick!"

Demelza turned to see Aggie Trevanion barrelling toward them, a whirlwind of shawls, scarves, and righteous indignation. Aggie’s talent for inserting herself into every town drama was unparalleled, and the gleam in her eye suggested she was about to deliver the day’s juiciest gossip.

"Ladies," Aggie said, lowering her voice to a stage whisper that could still be heard across the marina, "have you heard the latest about Simon Penhaligon?"

Jess grinned. "We were just about to buy tickets to the show. What’s he done now?"

Aggie’s lips pursed with the satisfaction of someone holding court. "Oh, it’s not just what he’s done—it’s who he’s done it to. Or so they say." She leaned closer, her voice dropping an octave. "Simon’s plans to bulldoze the old shipyard and put up luxury flats have rubbed almost everyone the wrong way. But that’s not all. Word is, he’s been making... let’s say, personal investments with certain people’s money."

Demelza raised an eyebrow. "Personal investments?"

"Mismanagement, if you ask me. And Aggie Trevanion always knows." Aggie jabbed a finger toward Simon, who was now bellowing instructions at a hapless crew member. "Mark my words; he’s made enemies, not just amongst those who grumble over their morning coffee."

Jess looked intrigued. "Enemies with yachts or pitchforks?"

"Both," Aggie said smugly. "And if you ask me, it’s only a matter of time before someone decides to... take action."

Demelza sighed, feeling the familiar itch of curiosity rising. "Aggie, you have a knack for turning mild discontent into a full-blown conspiracy."

"And you have a knack for sniffing out the truth," Aggie winked. "I’ll leave you to it, then." She bustled away, leaving Demelza and Jess in her wake.

"She’s right, you know," Jess said, her grin widening. "You’re already intrigued."

Demelza crossed her arms, watching Simon with a contemplative frown. "Maybe. But after last time, I promised myself I’d keep out of other people’s business."

Jess snorted. "Demelza, you’re about as likely to keep that promise as Simon is to win a popularity contest. Face it—trouble has your name on speed dial."

Demelza chuckled despite herself, the knot in her stomach tightening. The tension around the marina was undeniable, and Simon’s oblivious arrogance seemed to be fanning the flames. She had a sinking feeling that this regatta was about to turn into far more than a simple race.
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Chapter 4 - The Water Taxi
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The water taxi dock was a symphony of soft creaks and splashes, punctuated by the occasional squawk of a seagull or a hearty laugh from a passenger stepping onto a boat. At the heart of it, all was The Gull, Jack Rundle’s pride and joy, bobbing gently in the harbour as its captain prepared for another trip. Jack, known to all as "Skipper," was the embodiment of maritime charm, complete with a weathered cap perched jauntily on his head and a smile that seemed permanently etched onto his tanned face.

"Morning, ladies!" Jack called out as Demelza and Jess strolled onto the dock. He tipped his cap, his sharp eyes twinkling beneath the brim. "Come to book passage on The Gull, or just here to brighten my day?"

Jess grinned. "We’d brighten your day for free, Jack. But no, we’re just being nosy."

"Nosy?" Jack chuckled, a deep, gravelly sound that seemed part of the harbour as the water itself. "That’s practically a sport in this town. What’s caught your interest today?"

Demelza smirked. "The regatta, of course. And the chatter that comes with it."

Jack leaned against the railing of his boat, crossing his arms. "Well, there’s plenty of chatter to go around. Especially this morning. Had Stephen Hawthorne on board, you know."

Jess’s eyes lit up. "The Stephen Hawthorne? The one who writes books about murders in glamorous places?"

"That’s the one," Jack confirmed. "He’s renting a yacht for the regatta. He needed a lift out there first, but I’ll tell you—he was acting strange."

"Strange how?" Demelza asked, her curiosity instantly piqued.

Jack scratched his chin thoughtfully. "Well, he wasn’t his usual smug self. He looked over his shoulder several times like he thought someone was following him. And he said something odd—muttered about someone ‘getting what’s coming.’ Didn’t say who or why, though."

Jess gave Demelza a knowing look. "See? I told you Jack’s always in the thick of it."

Jack held up his hands in mock protest. "Hey now, I just ferry people around. Not my fault if they bring their troubles along for the ride."

"Did he seem worried?" Demelza asked, filing the cryptic comment away for later consideration.

"Hard to say. Stephen Hawthorne’s not exactly easy to read. He’s got that ‘I’m too important for this’ air about him, you know? But he tipped well, so there’s that." Jack grinned.

Their conversation was interrupted by the sound of brisk footsteps on the dock. Simon Penhaligon strode past, his jaw tight and his expression stormy. He gave them a curt nod but didn’t stop to chat.

Jack watched him go, his smile fading slightly. "Simon hasn’t been himself lately," he said, his tone more serious. "The whole shipyard thing’s weighing on him, I reckon. A lot of folks are gunning for him over that redevelopment plan."

Demelza exchanged a glance with Jess. "Seems like there’s no shortage of tension in town," she said lightly, though her mind was already reviewing the puzzle pieces. Between Jack’s cryptic passenger and Simon’s mounting troubles, the regatta was shaping up to be more eventful than anyone had anticipated.
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Chapter 5 - The Calm Before The Storm
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The pier was alive with pre-race buzz, a heady mix of excitement, salt air, and just a hint of sunscreen. Sailors darted about their yachts, tightening ropes and adjusting sails with the frenetic energy of people determined not to be the weak link in a chain. The sea sparkled beneath the afternoon sun, so inviting that even the most dedicated landlubber might briefly consider a life at sea—until the smell of fish wafted by and brought them back to their senses.

Demelza and Jess leaned against the railings, observing the organized chaos with the air of connoisseurs who knew better than to get too close. "It’s like watching an elaborate dance," Demelza mused, though her tone carried more curiosity than romance.

Jess squinted at a sailor tangled in a rope. "More like a comedy routine. Look, that one’s about to tie himself to the mast."

As they chuckled, Felix Carrick, Simon Penhaligon’s first mate, emerged from the crowd. Felix was a wiry man with the kind of tan that suggested he spent more time on water than on land. His expression was pinched, his usual easygoing demeanour replaced by a tight, almost haunted look.

"Good afternoon, Felix!" Jess called brightly, always the one to break the ice. "Ready to leave the rest of them in your wake?"

Felix managed a strained smile. "That’s the plan," he replied, though his tone lacked conviction.

Demelza tilted her head, studying him with the kind of subtlety a cat reserves for a mouse. "You’re looking a little tense, Felix. Everything all right?"

"Just pre-race nerves," Felix said quickly, avoiding her gaze. He busied himself with a coil of rope that didn’t appear to need any particular attention. "Big day and all that."

"Must be tricky with everything going on," Demelza said casually, gesturing toward Simon, who was barking orders from the deck of his yacht. "The race, the redevelopment plans... It’s a lot to juggle."

Felix froze for the briefest moment before recovering, his fingers tightening around the rope. "Simon’s got it under control," he said flatly. "He always does."

The words were polite, but the edge in his voice suggested they were more for show than sincerity. Demelza caught the way his eyes flicked toward Simon, a look that hovered somewhere between resentment and concern.

Before she could press further, a cheer went up from the crowd as the yachts began to move into position. The atmosphere on the pier shifted, the lighthearted chatter giving way to an electric anticipation that set every nerve humming.

Jess nudged Demelza. "You’ve got that look again."

"What look?"

"The one that says you’re about to stick your nose into something dangerous."

Demelza smiled faintly, though unease gnawed at her. "Let’s just say I’ve got a feeling. Something’s not quite right."

"You mean aside from Simon yelling like a tyrant and Felix looking like he’s seen a ghost?" Jess quipped.

"Exactly," Demelza murmured, her eyes narrowing as she watched Simon and Felix exchange a brief, loaded glance. Whatever storm was brewing in St Merryn’s Cove, it felt perilously close to breaking.
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Chapter 6 - The Race Begins
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The regatta was a symphony of motion and colour, the yachts slicing through the shimmering blue waters of the estuary with the grace of dancers on a stage. The sky stretched endlessly above, a brilliant expanse of cloudless blue that seemed determined to show off. Seagulls wheeled overhead, their cries mingling with the roar of the crowd gathered along the harbour.

Demelza and Jess had claimed a prime spot on a grassy hill overlooking the race, their vantage point offering an enviable view of the unfolding spectacle. Around them, townsfolk jostled for space, picnic blankets sprawled haphazardly, and children darted through the throng waving miniature flags.

"This is what summer in St Merryn’s Cove is all about," Jess declared, settling back with a tub of salted caramel popcorn she’d procured from a nearby stall. "Sunshine, the sea, and people pretending they know the first thing about yacht racing."

Demelza smiled faintly, though her focus was elsewhere. Below, Simon Penhaligon’s yacht surged ahead of the pack, its sleek, modern lines cutting through the waves like a knife. The sails billowed, catching the breeze perfectly, and the crowd roared their approval.  

"Looks like Simon’s going for gold," Jess observed, popping a kernel into her mouth. "Though I doubt anyone’s rooting for him, except maybe Emily. And even she looks like she’d rather be anywhere else."

Demelza’s gaze shifted to the yacht’s deck, where Felix Carrick was shouting commands to the crew. Normally composed and assured, Felix seemed unusually agitated, his tone sharp, his gestures clipped. He moved with the tension of someone walking a tightrope in a gale, and Demelza couldn’t help but notice how often his eyes darted toward the captain’s cabin, where Simon stood.

"Something’s off," she murmured, more to herself than to Jess.

Jess raised an eyebrow. "Off how? Felix looks like he always does during a race—like someone who’s about five minutes away from regretting his life choices."

"No," Demelza said slowly, her green eyes narrowing. "It’s more than that. He’s jumpy. Felix isn’t usually jumpy."

Jess gave her a playful nudge. "Maybe it’s just the thrill of competition. You know how intense these sailors can get."

But Demelza couldn’t shake the creeping unease that had taken root in her chest. She tried to reason with herself. Perhaps it was just her overactive imagination, still on high alert from past dramas. Yet her instincts whispered otherwise.

The crowd erupted into cheers as Simon’s yacht pulled farther ahead, the sunlight glinting off its polished hull. Jess joined in, waving her popcorn tub like a trophy. "You’ve got to admit, Demelza, it’s exciting! All this energy, the strategy, the—"

Demelza cut her a sidelong glance. "The tension? The nerves? The way Felix keeps looking like he wants to be anywhere but there?"

Jess groaned. "Can’t you just enjoy a race for once? Not everything is a mystery, you know."

Demelza tried to smile, but her eyes lingered on Felix, watching as he barked another order with a force that seemed more desperation than determination. She couldn’t help but feel the storm clouds gathering, even under the clear, sunny sky.
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Chapter 7 - The Explosion
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The sea glistened under the afternoon sun, a shimmering expanse of blue that seemed to stretch into eternity. Yachts dotted the horizon, their sails glowing like jewels in the sunlight as they raced toward the finish line. On the grassy hill, the crowd cheered, the day unfolding like a picture-perfect postcard of coastal charm.

And then it happened.

The explosion was so sudden, so violently loud, that it seemed to suck the air out of the harbor. A fiery blast ripped through Simon Penhaligon’s yacht, The Serendipity, sending a plume of black smoke spiralling into the pristine sky. The boat buckled, its hull splitting with a deafening crack before a shower of debris rained down on the churning water below.

For a fraction of a second, the world seemed to freeze. Then came the screams.

"Good heavens!" Jess yelped, gripping Demelza’s arm with a force that might leave a bruise later. "What was that?"

Demelza, momentarily stunned, could only stare as flames licked the surface of the sea, curling hungrily around the fractured remains of the yacht. Panic rippled through the crowd, a wave of gasps and shouts as spectators surged toward the harbour’s edge, desperate to see what had happened.

Jess tugged at her again. "Demelza, say something! Was that... did someone actually...?"

"It wasn’t an accident," Demelza said, her voice tight. The words escaped her before she had time to second-guess them. Deep down, she knew. Explosions like that didn’t just happen during regattas. Not unless someone wanted them to.

Boats still in the race swerved wildly to avoid the growing debris field, their sails suddenly seeming fragile against the ominous backdrop of black smoke. On the dock, the harbour master’s voice rang out as he bellowed orders, his normally jovial tone replaced with sharp authority. Sirens wailed from the coastguard station, their urgency cutting through the chaos.

Demelza shook herself free of her trance, her instincts surging to the forefront. She needed to focus. This was a scene out of a nightmare, but people needed help, answers, something to hold on to amidst the chaos.

"Stay here, Jess," she said, her gaze fixed on the harbour.

Jess’s eyes were wide with fear. "Like hell I will! You’re not going out there!"

Demelza glanced at her, the corner of her mouth twitching. "Fine, but if you faint, I’m not carrying you."

Together, they pushed through the throng, reaching the edge of the pier. The acrid smell of burning wood and fuel hit them like a slap. Out on the water, smaller boats were converging on the wreckage, rescue efforts already underway.

"Simon’s yacht," Jess whispered, her voice shaky. "He was on board, wasn’t he? And Felix too..."

Demelza’s stomach churned. The idyllic regatta had transformed into a scene of destruction, the once-lively harbour overshadowed by smoke and fear. She swallowed hard, a familiar sense of determination bubbling beneath her unease.

She’d promised herself she was done with investigations.

But as she watched the remnants of The Serendipity sink into the sea, she knew there was no way she could walk away from this one.
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Chapter 8 - Rescue Efforts
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The marina, usually a cheerful hub of chatter and gulls, had descended into chaos. The acrid smell of burning wood and fuel hung thick in the air, mingling unpleasantly with the salty tang of the sea. Spectators crowded along the quay, their faces pale and their excited murmurs replaced by panicked whispers.

Demelza and Jess elbowed their way through the throng, the urgency of the moment sweeping aside any pretence of politeness. The crowd surged and shifted like a living thing, craning for a glimpse of the rescue boats speeding toward the plume of black smoke staining the bright horizon.

"Simon Penhaligon and Stephen Hawthorne were on that yacht," a voice said nearby. The words hung in the air like a firecracker waiting to go off.

Jess, clutching Demelza’s arm in a grip that spoke of sheer adrenaline, turned her wide eyes toward her friend. "Did you hear that? Both of them?"

Demelza nodded grimly, her green eyes scanning the scene. The boats were returning now, their movements brisk and efficient. Coastguard officers leaned over the sides, pulling survivors from the water. But so far, none of the figures brought ashore matched the distinct profile of Simon Penhaligon or the unmistakable air of Stephen Hawthorne.

Jess’s voice wavered. "Do you think... do you think someone did this on purpose?"

The question echoed in Demelza’s mind, heavy and oppressive. Her instincts—so carefully honed by past disasters she’d vowed not to repeat—kicked into gear. The yacht’s destruction was too violent, too calculated, to feel accidental. But was this the act of someone with a grudge, or something far worse?

"I don’t know," she replied, though her gut told her otherwise. Demelza’s gaze flicked to Jess, whose usual rosy complexion was now ghostly pale. "Are you okay?"

Jess shook her head slightly, a nervous laugh escaping her lips. "I’m not built for explosions, Demelza. Give me a good fudge-related emergency any day."

Demelza smirked despite herself, but the weight in her chest wouldn’t lift. Around them, the crowd was a sea of anxious faces, each one straining to understand the scale of what had just happened. The cheer and brightness of the regatta had evaporated in an instant, replaced with smoke and sirens.

Closer to the dock, Demelza overheard snippets of conversation from the returning rescuers. The words "wreckage," "debris," and "no sign" floated toward her, each one striking like a hammer blow.

"Still no Simon or Stephen," Demelza murmured, her heart sinking further. She could feel the shape of the story forming in her mind, as unwelcome as it was inevitable. This wasn’t just a tragedy—it might be murder. A tangled web of motives was already starting to take shape, but she hesitated, the weight of her own promise to avoid trouble pressing against her like a leaden anchor.

Jess, sensing her friend’s internal struggle, squeezed her arm. "You’re thinking about it, aren’t you?"

Demelza let out a long breath. "I promised myself I’d stay out of this sort of thing."

Jess gave her a pointed look. "You and promises. Let’s just hope the coastguard finds someone soon. Otherwise, you might not have a choice."

And as the horizon remained ominously empty of Simon or Stephen, Demelza couldn’t shake the feeling that this was only the beginning.
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Chapter 9 - The First Confirmations
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The quay, once a lively scene of chatter and ice cream cones, had transformed into a sombre makeshift rescue station. Paramedics moved briskly among survivors swaddled in scratchy-looking blankets, their expressions a mix of professional focus and thinly veiled sympathy. The acrid scent of smoke still clung to the air, mingling with salt and something heavier—fear.

Demelza and Jess hovered near the edge of the activity, the buzz of the crowd muffled as though someone had turned the volume down. Conversations rippled with the same refrain: What happened? Who was on board? Was it an accident?

The harbour master’s voice cut through the murmurs, his weathered face grave. "It’s confirmed," he said, addressing a small knot of town officials and curious onlookers. "Simon Penhaligon and Stephen Hawthorne were on the yacht when it exploded."

A collective gasp ran through the crowd, punctuated by a woman nearby clutching her chest. "That poor wife of his, Emily," she murmured to no one in particular. "And Stephen, too... such a tragedy."

Demelza caught the name like a fish on a hook: Emily Penhaligon. Her brain, always keen to make connections, churned. Emily, Simon’s wife—Jack Rundle had mentioned her earlier, hadn’t he? Something about her being tied up in Stephen Hawthorne’s affairs. A subtle nudge of suspicion began to worm its way into her thoughts.

Jess, meanwhile, was visibly shaken. "This isn’t happening," she muttered, gripping Demelza’s arm like a lifeline. "Things like this don’t happen in St Merryn’s Cove. Explosions? Dead authors? It’s like a bad novel."

Demelza winced at the unintended irony. "It’s real enough," she murmured, her eyes scanning the scene for Emily Penhaligon, though she wasn’t sure why. Was Emily involved somehow? Or was she another victim, unaware of the storm brewing around her?

Before she could explore the thought, a ripple of motion near the water’s edge drew her attention. Two coastguard officers carried a stretcher ashore, their movements careful and deliberate. The crowd shifted, holding its collective breath. On the stretcher lay Simon Penhaligon, his lifeless form unmistakable even beneath the foil blanket.  The sight sent a murmur of shock through the onlookers, some turning away, others pressing closer to see. Jess gasped softly, her hand flying to her mouth. "Oh no," she whispered, her voice trembling.

Demelza’s stomach clenched, her emotions a tangle of dread and determination. The regatta was no longer just a picturesque seaside event—it had become a crime scene. She could feel the weight of it pressing down on her, threatening to pull her in, despite every promise she’d made to herself to steer clear of trouble.

Jess clung to her, her eyes wide with disbelief. "Demelza, you’re not thinking of getting involved, are you?"

Demelza hesitated. She should comfort Jess, step back, let the professionals handle this. But the cook-turned-amateur-sleuth in her was already whispering questions. Why had the yacht exploded? Why had Simon, of all people, been targeted? And what role, if any, did Emily Penhaligon play in this tangled web?

With a heavy sigh, she met Jess’s worried gaze. "I’m just... thinking," she said, though they both knew that was only the beginning. The threads of a mystery had been laid out, and Demelza couldn’t resist pulling them, one by one.
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Chapter 10 - The Wreckage
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The charred remains of The Serendipity were unceremoniously towed into the marina, a ghostly shadow of the sleek yacht that had once cut through the water with effortless grace. Now, its hull was blackened and warped, the proud name barely visible beneath the soot. The acrid smell of burnt wood lingered in the air, and the crowd that had gathered along the quay murmured in hushed tones, speculation running rampant.

Demelza and Jess stood at the edge of the marina, the scene holding them in a macabre sort of fascination. Jess wrinkled her nose. "Well, that’s one way to ruin a perfectly good regatta."

Before Demelza could reply, a familiar voice interrupted. "What are you two doing here?"

She turned to see Adam Pascoe, her brother, striding toward them with his usual purposeful energy. His sharp blue-gray eyes, so much like their late grandfather’s, locked onto hers with a mix of exasperation and caution. He was already wearing his detective face, all business and no nonsense.

"Morning to you too, Adam," Demelza said lightly. "We’re just... observing."

Adam’s expression darkened. "Observing, or poking your nose into something that doesn’t concern you?"

Jess, ever the diplomat, raised a hand. "For the record, we haven’t poked anything yet."
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