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PART ONE


‘How that personage haunted my dreams, I need scarcely tell you. On stormy nights, when the wind shook the four corners of the house, and the surf roared along the cove and up the cliffs, I would see him in a thousand forms, and with a thousand diabolical expressions.’

TREASURE ISLAND,

Robert Louis Stevenson, 1883




It’s midnight when the woman begins her steep descent down Tregarthen Hill. Excitement washes through her system as she follows the rocky path, with the breeze warm against her skin, a kitbag slung across her shoulders. She pauses halfway to catch her breath, staring up at the granite cairn that lowers over the bay like a giant’s silhouette. When she drops down to the beach, she can feel someone’s eyes travel across her skin, but the sensation must be imaginary; if she had been followed, she would have heard footsteps pursuing her through the dark. The woman takes a calming breath, remembering why she must take this risk, as moonlight glances off the Atlantic’s surface. Her family need her help, there’s no other choice, and the tide is drawing closer. If she works fast there will be time to complete her task before the returning surge floods the cave.

She presses sideways through a chink in the granite, the temperature dropping with each step. A sense of awe overtakes her as the cave expands. Her torch traces a line of brightness over sea-scoured walls that soar like a cathedral’s nave. The smell of the place intoxicates her, reeking of seaweed, brine and ancient secrets. When she catches sight of the black water at her feet, the cave’s history fills her mind. Pirates were slaughtered here for stealing smugglers’ cargo, their ghosts hiding in the shadows. She has to suppress a shiver before retrieving the wetsuit and mask she hooked to the wall of the cave days ago, to prevent the tide from carrying them away. The woman checks the oxygen gauge on her aqualung, before clamping the regulator between her teeth. She takes the package from her kitbag, then lets herself fall backwards into the water. After diving alone hundreds of times, she knows how to avoid unnecessary risks. Nothing can disturb her now, except the measured rasp of her own breathing and her lamplight distorting the velvety blackness. She lets herself float for a minute, enjoying the solitude. Few other divers have experienced the beauty of this hidden fracture in the earth’s surface, extending far below sea level.

The woman understands that losing focus would be dangerous. She stops to check her pressure gauge at twenty metres, the beam from her headlamp catching grains of mica in the granite, glittering like stardust. She locates the familiar opening in the rock, then places the package in the crevice where it will be easy to find, her fingers gliding through clear water. She’s about to swim back to the surface when a light shines beneath her, then disappears again. It must have been a reflection; the depths seem to extend forever, the water a dense, unyielding black.

She kicks to the surface fast, relief powering each forceful stroke. It will be days before she must dive here again, and tonight she can rest easily, knowing she’s done the right thing. The woman is about to clamber back onto the rocks when something hits her so forcefully there’s no time for panic. The regulator is yanked from her mouth, a hand ripping away her mask. Her headlamp falls into the water, piercing the dark as it plunges. She lashes out, but someone has gripped her shoulders, her arms flailing as she’s pushed under again. A face looms closer, its familiarity too shocking to register. She fights hard, but the breathing control techniques she has practised for years are useless while her lungs are empty. The woman’s fists break the surface again, before something cold is rammed between her lips. Terror is replaced by a rush of memories. She pictures her daughter’s face, until a last flare of pain stuns her senses, and her body floats motionless on the water’s surface.
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Monday 11 May

My day off begins with a canine wake-up call. Something rough scrapes my cheek at 6 a.m., and when my eyes blink open, Shadow is sprawled across my pillow, his paw heavy on my chest.

‘Get off me, you hellhound.’

I jerk upright to escape his slobber, wondering how he managed to break into my room again. Shadow skulks away to avoid my temper, a sleek grey wolfhound with glacial blue eyes. A stream of curses slips from my mouth as I emerge from bed, my lie-in ruined by an unwelcome pet inherited from my old work partner. Loyalty would never allow me to abandon him at a dogs’ home but it crosses my mind occasionally, depending on how many rules he breaks. When I open the front door, it’s impossible to stay angry. The dog bowls across the dunes, the cottage filling with the cleanest air on the planet.

Bryher is at its best in early May, before the beaches are invaded by day trippers keen to photograph every bird, flower and stone. This morning there’s not a soul around. Sabine gulls spiral overhead, the Atlantic a calm azure, no sign of the storms that thrashed the western coastline all winter long. This is the view that summoned me home from my job as a murder investigator in London. I took the quality of light for granted as a kid; it’s only now that I appreciate the way it makes the landscape shine. There are no houses to spoil the scenery, except the square outline of the hotel on the far side of Hell Bay, ten minutes’ walk away. My own home is much humbler; a one-storey granite box built by my grandfather, with extra rooms added to the sides as his children arrived. The slate roof needs repairs since last month’s gales played havoc with the tiles, but my DIY plans will have to wait. I owe my uncle Ray a day’s labour in return for hours of dog-sitting, and an early start will give me time for a swim afterwards.

I glance at the letter that lies unopened on my kitchen table before I leave. My name and title are printed in block capitals on the envelope – Detective Inspector Benesek Kitto – and I already know what it contains. It’s a summons from headquarters in Penzance, telling me to report for a review meeting, to decide whether I can continue as Deputy Commander of the Isles of Scilly Police, now that my probation period is ending. I’ve spent three months fulfilling every obligation, but the judgement is out of my hands.

Shadow traipses behind when I take the quickest route through the centre of the island, my walk leading me eastwards over Shipman Head Down. The land is a wild expanse of ferns and heather, the fields ringed by drystone walls, with flowers rioting among the grass. If my mother was alive, she could have named each one, but I only remember those that are good to eat – wild garlic, parsley and samphire. No one’s stirring when I cut through the village, passing the Community Centre with its ugly yellow walls, stone cottages clustered together like old women gossiping. When I reach the eastern shore, I admire the repainted sign above my uncle’s boatyard. Ray Kitto’s name stands out in no-nonsense black letters, as clear and uncompromising as the man himself. I can hear him at work already, hammer blows ringing through the walls. The smell of the place turns the clock back to my childhood when I dreamed of becoming a shipwright, the air loaded with white spirit, tar and linseed oil.

‘Reporting for duty, Ray,’ I call out.

My uncle emerges from the upturned frame of a racing gig, dressed in paint-stained overalls. It’s like seeing myself three decades from now, when I hit my sixties. Ray almost matches my six feet four, his hard-boned face the same shape as mine, thick hair faded from black to silver. He looks less austere than normal, as if he might break the habit of a lifetime and let himself grin.

‘You’re early, Ben. Prepared to get your hands dirty for once?’

‘If I must. What happened to the boat?’ Its prow looks battered, elm timbers splintering, but its narrow helm is still a thing of beauty, just wide enough for two rowers to sit side by side. Gig racing has been a tradition in the Scillies for centuries, the vessels unchanged since the Vikings invaded.

‘It needs repairs and varnish before the racing season starts.’ He gives me a considering look. ‘Ready to start work?’

‘I’d rather have a full English.’

‘You can eat later. Bring the delivery in, can you?’

A shipment of materials has been dumped on the quay that runs straight from the boatyard’s back door to the sea. Three crates stand side by side, waiting to be carried into Ray’s stockroom. It takes muscle as well as patience to heft tubs of paint and liquid silicone onto a trolley, then shelve them in the storeroom, but the physical labour clears my mind. I stopped clock-watching weeks ago, no longer measuring hours by London time. Days pass at a different pace here, each activity taking as long as it takes, the sun warming my skin as I collect another load. My stomach’s grumbling with hunger, but the view is a fine distraction. Fishing boats are returning from their dawn outings, holds loaded with crab pots and lobster creels. Many were built by Ray years ago, when he used to employ shipwrights to help him construct vessels with heavy oak frames and larch planking, strong enough to withstand the toughest gales. I shield my eyes to watch them battling the currents that race through New Grimsby Sound, and an odd feeling travels up my spine.

One of the fleet is approaching the quay at full speed, black smoke spewing from its engine, while the rest head for St Mary’s to sell their catch. The boat is a traditional fishing smack called the Tresco Lass, with red paint peeling from its sides, skippered by Denny Cardew. The islands’ permanent population is so small I can name almost every inhabitant, despite my decade on the mainland. I don’t know Cardew well, but the fisherman’s son was a classmate of mine twenty years ago. I remember Denny as a quiet man, watching football at the New Inn, where his wife Sylvia worked as a barmaid, but his composure is missing today. He’s signalling frantically from a hundred metres as his boat approaches. As it draws nearer I can see that the decking is in need of varnish, and there’s a crack in the wheelhouse’s side window.

When I jog down the quay to help him moor, Cardew stumbles onto the jetty. He’s in his fifties with a heavy build, light brown hair touching his collar, skin leathered by a lifetime of ocean breezes. I can’t tell whether the man is breathless from excitement or because of the extra weight he’s carrying, banded round his waist like a lifebelt. Words gush from his mouth in a rapid mumble.

‘There’s something in the water, north of here. I saw it when I was collecting my lobster pots.’ His mud brown eyes are wide with panic. ‘A body, by Piper’s Hole.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘Positive. I went so close, I almost hit the rocks.’

His tone is urgent, but I’m not convinced. Last week a woman on St Agnes reported seeing a corpse on an offshore rock. It turned out to be a grey seal, happily sunning himself, but the tension on Denny’s face proves that he’s convinced. The coastguard would take an hour to get here, so my day off is already a thing of the past.

‘Come on then,’ I reply. ‘You’d better show me.’

Ray is standing on the jetty as I climb over bait boxes strewn across the deck. The dog tries to jump on board, but I leave him on the quay, whimpering at Ray’s feet. My uncle watches the boat chug away, his expression resigned. He’s grown used to our time together being cancelled at short notice, even though I’d like to repay him for his support since I came home.

Denny Cardew’s skin is pale beneath his year-round tan as he focuses on completing the return journey, the fisherman’s silence giving me time to watch the scenery from the wheelhouse as we sail through the narrow passage between Bryher and Tresco. Cromwell’s Castle hangs above us as the boat chases Tresco’s western shoreline, its circular stone walls still intact after four centuries. The bigger island has a hard-edged beauty; its fields are full of ripening wheat running down to its shores, but the coastline is roughened by outcrops of granite, Braiden Steps plunging into the sea like a staircase built for giants.

Cardew steers between pillars of rock at the island’s northernmost point, waves pummelling the boat as we reach open water, nothing sheltering us now from the Atlantic breeze. A few hundred yards away, Kettle Island rears from the sea. It earned its name from the furious currents that boil around it. I can see a host of gannets and razorbills launching themselves into the sky, then winging back to settle on its rocky surface.

‘Over there,’ Cardew says, as we approach Piper’s Hole. ‘I’ll get as close as I can.’

The fishing smack edges towards the cliff, with the shadow of Tregarthen Hill blocking out the light. From this distance, the entrance to Piper’s Hole is just a fold in the rock. No one would guess that the cave existed without local knowledge; it’s only accessible at low tide, when you can scramble down the hillside, or land a boat on the shore. Right now, the cavernous space will be flooded to the ceiling, my thoughts shifting back to a local woman who died there last year, stranded by a freak tide.

I peer at the cliff face again, but all I can see are waves breaking over boulders, a row of gulls lined up on a promontory. Several minutes pass before I spot a black shape rolling with each wave at the foot of the cliff, making my gut tighten.

‘Can you land me on the rocks, Denny?’

Cardew gives me a wary glance. ‘You’ll have to jump. I’ll run aground if I go too close.’

‘Lucky I’ve got long legs.’

My heart’s pumping as the boat swings towards the cliff. If my timing’s wrong, I’ll be crushed against the rocks as the boat rides the next high wave. I wait for a deep swell then take my chances, landing heavily on an outcrop, fingers clasping its wet surface. When I climb across the granite, the soles of my trainers slip on a patina of seaweed. I give Cardew a hasty thumbs up, then turn to the wall of rock that lies ahead, marked by cracks and fissures. Below it a body is twisting on the water’s surface, dressed in diving gear, too far away to reach. I can’t tell if it’s a man or woman, but the reason why the ocean has failed to drag it under is obvious. The oxygen tank attached to the corpse’s back is snagged on the rocks, anchoring it to the mouth of Piper’s Hole.

I dig my phone from my pocket and call Eddie Nickell. The young constable listens in silence as I instruct him to bring a police launch from St Mary’s; it will have to anchor nearby until the tide ebbs and the body can be carried aboard. The breakers cresting the rocks are taller than before, but the Tresco Lass is still bobbing on the high water, ten metres away. I make a shooing motion with my hands to send Cardew away before his boat is damaged, but he gives a fierce headshake, and I can’t help grinning. The fisherman is a typical islander, unwilling to leave a man stranded, despite risking his livelihood. I turn my back to the pounding spray, knowing the wait will be uncomfortable. It could take an hour for the tide to recede far enough to let me reach the body. When I lift my head again, the corpse is rolling with each wave, helpless as a piece of driftwood.
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Tom Heligan reaches Ruin Beach earlier than planned. He looks more like a schoolboy than a young man on his way to work, an overgrown fringe shielding his eyes, his legs spindly. He pauses on Long Point to catch his breath, images from the sea cave making panic build inside his chest. From here he can see the black outlines of Northwethel, Crow Island, and the Eastern Isles scattered across the sea. On an ordinary day he could stand for hours, picturing shipwrecks trapped below the ocean’s surface. Spanish galleons lie beside square riggers and tea clippers. He could draw a map of the wooden carcasses that litter the seabed with his eyes shut, but even his favourite obsession fails to calm him today. Tresco’s rocky shores have destroyed hundreds of boats, their precious cargo stolen by the waves, ever since Phoenicians sailed here to trade jewellery for tin. Now his own life is foundering. He drags in another breath, weak as a castaway stumbling ashore.

The boy crosses the beach towards the café at his slowest pace. How will he be able to work after what he saw? He should never have followed Jude Trellon from the pub last night; it was a pathetic thing to do, especially after spending the day in her company, but he hates letting her out of his sight. Tom comes to a halt, eyes screwed shut, trying to erase the memory. The shame of his cowardice will last forever. He saw a figure emerge from behind a rock in Piper’s Hole, but was too afraid to act: he hid in the darkness until the terrible cries and splashing ended, then ran for his life. Fields passed in a blur as he sprinted home to Merchant’s Point. Last night he convinced himself that everything he saw was a waking dream, but now he’s less certain. Surely the woman he’s obsessed with is strong enough to defend herself from any threat? There might be nothing to fear after all.
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Cardew’s boat is still bobbing in the distance. The lifebelt he has thrown towards me floats close to the rocks; at least I’ll be able to grab it if the next breaker drags me into the sea. I cling to wet granite for another twenty minutes with waves lashing around me, until the tide recedes, then scramble across to the diver’s body, still trapped by the cave’s entrance. Curses slip from my mouth when I see that it’s Jude Trellon, a local woman in her late twenties, employed at her father’s diving school. I remember her as an attractive dark-haired girl who attended my school with her older brother. When we were in our teens she was full of restless energy, but the sea has erased her beauty; the skin on her face and hands is blanched with cold, her cheek marked by a ragged tear. I know immediately that she’s been murdered. Someone has wedged her oxygen tank between two boulders, a rope bound tight around her thigh, tethering her body to the cliff.

When I lie the victim on her side, brine gushes from her mouth. I remember hearing that people can sometimes survive long periods of immersion, the cold slowing their metabolism. My first-aid training rushes through my head as I pull her tank free, then lift her body from the water. Something hard is lodged in her throat when I try to clear her airway, too deeply embedded to remove. CPR would be pointless while her throat is blocked. It’s clear that she drowned hours ago, face misshapen from being pounded against the rocks. She looks nothing like the woman I saw enjoying herself last summer in my godmother’s pub, surrounded by friends. All that remains is to work out how she met such a painful death. The mouthpiece from her aqualung is dangling at her side, but when I check her oxygen monitor, the tank is almost full. Such an experienced diver should never have drowned while she had access to a good air supply. It’s only when I straighten up again that I notice something else. A blue plastic bottle has been tied to her ankle with a piece of wire, but the object seems irrelevant, compared to the bigger questions. What made her risk diving alone, and who hated her enough to leave her body tied to a cliff face, to be tormented by the waves?

I scramble back over the rocks to peer through the narrow entrance to Piper’s Hole, but there’s no point in trying to go inside. The cave is still half full of water, thrashing against its walls. If Jude Trellon met her death there, any evidence will already have been claimed by the tide. I’m still muttering questions to myself when the islands’ biggest police launch arrives. It’s a powerful rescue vessel built from glass-reinforced plastic, with yellow and blue flashing marking its sides. The boat is capable of travelling at thirty-two knots, but it’s moving at a snail’s pace today. Constable Eddie Nickell is preparing to jump ashore, while my boss, DCI Alan Madron, steers the boat onto a newly exposed strip of sand. The men make an odd contrast. Eddie is pink-cheeked and excitable as a choirboy, face framed by blond curls; the DCI nearing retirement age, frowning with disapproval. They have taken an hour to cover the short distance from St Mary’s, but at least the ebb tide will make it easier to transport the body.

Denny Cardew finally swings his boat around, prepared to return to the harbour now my safety is guaranteed. I make a mental note to thank him, once the grim task of informing the relatives is over.

‘You took your time,’ I call out, as Eddie scrambles across the rocks.

‘Sorry, boss. The DCI said it was too dangerous to go round the headland at high tide.’

‘Great,’ I reply. It’s typical of Madron to observe health and safety protocols while I cling to the rocks like a drowned barnacle.

Eddie’s eyes turn glassy when he sees the body, and it hits me that he must know the Trellon family well, having grown up on the island. The woman’s parents are prominent members of the community – Jude Trellon’s father owns the local diving school and her mother manages Ruin Beach café.

‘How did it happen?’ Eddie mutters. ‘She’s got a four-year-old kid.’

‘Sit down for a minute, catch your breath.’

Nickell squats on the rock beside me, thin shoulders hunched, his face pale. His reaction proves that we’re chalk and cheese. A decade with the Murder Squad in London, witnessing many fatal stabbings, beatings and gun crimes, has dulled my sense of horror. Eddie is ten years younger than me; a smart, fresh-faced twenty-four-year-old. His fiancée is expecting their first baby in July, yet it’s deceptively easy to view him as a child. I’d like to give him more recovery time, but the DCI is beckoning urgently from the boat’s wheelhouse. I remove the plastic bottle from its length of wire and stow it in the pocket of my hooded top. Once Eddie has stumbled to his feet we carry the victim’s slim body over the rocks, the slick material of her wetsuit slipping from our hands. Madron is fuming when we clamber on board.

‘We haven’t got all day,’ he snaps. ‘The islanders mustn’t get wind of this before the relatives. How the hell did it happen, Kitto?’

‘She was attacked, then someone tied her body to the rocks. I think she died hours ago.’

‘You’re certain it wasn’t a straightforward drowning?’

‘Positive, sir. I took photos, showing how she was left.’

‘I’ll check them later.’

Madron’s face is pinched with fury, as if I had swum across to Tresco and killed the woman myself. Even at sea he looks immaculate, shielded from the cold by his smart black coat, grey hair cropped short, boots glittering with polish. He has managed the local force for eleven years with ruthless efficiency, but always reacts badly to crises, as if the population’s welfare was his sole responsibility.

‘She can’t have been gone long,’ he insists. ‘Someone would have reported her missing.’

I keep my mouth shut to avoid a row. I have only worked under Madron for a few months, but already understand that neither of us likes being contradicted. The ocean breeze sets my teeth chattering, penetrating my wet jeans, the sensation making me wonder what kind of hell the victim experienced before she died. I go below decks to grab a towel from the hold and rub brine from my hair, blotting the worst of it from my clothes.

‘You should change before you see the relatives,’ Madron says, when I return to the wheelhouse.

‘There’s no time, sir. Cardew will have told people about the body already. You’d better drop me at Ruin Beach.’

The DCI gives a curt nod of agreement, then heads the boat into Old Grimsby Sound. On an ordinary day it would be a scenic trip down Tresco’s eastern coast, passing unspoiled bays, covered in glittering sand. The sea here is studded with outcrops that make night-time sailing treacherous, even with state-of-the-art GPS, it’s hard to avoid the spikes of basalt marking the entrance to Ruin Beach. The harbour is a low expanse of shingle, guarded from storms by the long arm of its quay. The café resembles four large beach huts with picture windows overlooking the beach, and steps leading down to the shore. A handful of white dinghies and motorboats are moored to the jetty beside the diving school fifty metres away. Half a dozen houses lie further inland, on the far side of the track.

‘The ambulance will take the body to the mortuary when I get back to St Mary’s,’ the DCI says. ‘You can see Jude’s family together, but don’t tell them she was attacked until we’ve had the pathologist’s assessment. Scaremongering won’t help anyone.’

Madron’s reaction makes my temper rise. He always errs on the side of caution, even when victims deserve the truth, but I keep my irritation quiet. Eddie observes me closely as we walk up the beach. He seems to believe that the skills of first-class detection can be learned by tracking my every move, but I’m not looking forward to giving the Trellons the worst news imaginable, then repeating the performance for Jude’s boyfriend.

My breathing grows shallow as we approach the diving school, but judging by the sleek speedboats waiting to be hired, the place has prospered since I took my first diving lesson there as a teenager. An ocean-going cruiser with state-of-the-art satellite antennae bobs on the tide, with the name Fair Diane stencilled on its prow. The diving school is a modest two-storey brick building, its front room operating as a shop. When we step inside, wetsuits are hanging from the walls, shelves are filled with halcyon flares and wrist-bound computers, and a box of underwater cameras is waiting to be unpacked. Mike Trellon emerges from the stockroom as we arrive. He’s around sixty, medium height, with chiselled features. Mike hasn’t changed much since he taught me to dive two decades ago; he still carries himself with the authority of a Hollywood film star. It must be life experience that has given him such natural confidence. He’s been diving here since he was a child, and no one knows more about the local waters. The lines bracketing his mouth may be deeper, his hair a lighter shade of grey, but his voice is the same baritone grumble when he claps his hand on my arm.

‘You’re soaked, Ben. Did you fall off the quay?’

‘There’s been an accident.’ I keep my gaze steady when he meets my eye. ‘Is Shane with you?’

Mike shakes his head. ‘He’s taken a party out seal watching, they’ll be gone all morning. What on earth’s happened?’

‘We need to talk to you and Diane together.’

I consider advising him to lock the door, to protect thousands of pounds’ worth of stock, but security here is rarely an issue. Mike Trellon marches away from his shop without a backward glance.

Ruin Beach café is only a minute’s walk south along the shore. Its tall windows reveal a scrubbed wooden floor, and waitresses bustling between tables positioned to enjoy the immaculate view of the Eastern Isles strewn across the sea. Diane Trellon is serving breakfast to some early holidaymakers, her wavy chestnut hair tied back with a green scarf, her top the same rich emerald. She must be fifty-five, but looks years younger, famous for her warm welcome. Diane’s grin widens when she catches sight of us, then quickly vanishes. Two police officers arriving on your doorstep rarely means good news, even when you’ve known them all their lives.

‘Can we have a word, Diane?’ I ask.

I stand beside Eddie in her tiny office. The room should feel comforting, with its wood-lined walls and the soft hiss of waves landing on the beach outside, but it’s a tight squeeze for the four of us. The couple sit on hard plastic chairs, while Eddie and I stand by the door, like a pair of reluctant sentries. On the other side of the wall, strangers are laughing while they enjoy their breakfasts, the air salty with fried bacon, yet my appetite has deserted me. The couple watch me fumble for the right words, but there’s no good way to explain that their daughter has drowned. Mike collapses first, his face dropping forwards into his hands.

Diane’s green eyes are glassy with disbelief. ‘That can’t be right. Jude dropped in last night, on her way to the pub.’

‘What time was that?’

‘Eightish, the place was packed; we had a big party over from St Mary’s for dinner.’ Hope still burns in her eyes, like she’s praying for a miracle.

‘It happened later. Jude’s body needs to be identified, but I’m afraid we’re certain it’s her. She was in her diving gear, by Piper’s Hole.’

‘It’s my fault.’ Mike’s head rears back suddenly. ‘I should have stopped her night diving, the bloody idiot. I knew it would kill her in the end. She always has to do everything bigger and better than her brother.’

The statement strikes me as odd; there’s no clear reason why Mike Trellon should blame himself for his daughter’s death.

‘Shut up, for Christ’s sake,’ Diane snaps. ‘It’s too late for talk like that.’

‘Jude always has to break every rule.’ His fist smacks down on the table, sending a cup and saucer smashing to the floor.

His wife ignores the sound and turns to me. ‘Does Ivar know?’

‘We’re seeing him next. Will he be at home?’

‘He’s looking after Frida. I should be there when he hears.’

‘We’ll call you afterwards, or bring them to your house.’

I want to ask more questions about whether Jude had worked the previous day, and how her brother Shane spent the evening, but the couple are in no fit state. When we get up to leave, Mike Trellon’s fury has already turned to grief. He’s weeping into his cupped hands, Diane’s arm circling his shoulders, our visit shattering their peace with the force of a grenade. Eddie is quiet as we leave the café, his chatter silenced by the couple’s misery.

We walk towards the centre of the island at a steady pace. Tresco is dominated by the Abbey and its famous gardens, which attract thousands of tourists every year, yet the place has kept its tranquillity. There are no cars here, but the lane is wide enough to accommodate local traffic, which consists of horse-drawn carts, bicycles and golf buggies for the elderly. Dolphin Town sits in a valley lined with grassy fields, where goats and sheep are grazing. The village would only qualify as a town on an island two miles long, with a permanent population of less than 200. It consists of a row of photogenic cottages, the old vicarage beside St Nicholas’s church, and a one-room primary school. Jude Trellon’s property is a small whitewashed house at the end of the village. I come to a halt fifty metres away, to plan my speech to her boyfriend.

‘When did Anna Dawlish drown at Piper’s Hole, Eddie?’ The landlady of the New Inn died sometime last winter, while I was still living in London, but I remember hearing about her funeral.

‘Last November, she wasn’t much older than Jude. The tide caught her when she was taking an evening stroll.’

‘We’ll have to check the details.’ I study the victim’s cottage again, where a child’s red tricycle stands beside the front door. ‘We’d better break the bad news.’

‘Do you want me to do it, boss?’ Eddie asks. ‘At least I’m a familiar face.’

‘It’s my job. The senior officer always draws the short straw.’

I rattle the door knocker, but there’s no answer, so we approach the back entrance, and Ivar Larsson steps out to greet us. The dead woman’s boyfriend has a slim, tennis player’s build, his blond hair slicked back to reveal pale blue eyes and high Scandinavian cheekbones. His features are so flawless they look computer-designed. When I lived in London, I forgot about the lack of diversity here until I came home; most of Tresco’s permanent residents have been rooted in island soil for generations. But the reason why a Swedish academic would choose to live on a piece of granite barely two miles long is obvious. I fancied Jude Trellon too, back in the day, the woman’s good looks and high spirits making her hard to resist. I remember hearing that Larsson came here to do scientific research, but know little more about him. He’s dressed in faded jeans and a black T-shirt today, clutching some papers in his hand. The expression on his face is so resolute, I can’t imagine him taking orders from anyone.

‘If you’re looking for Jude, she’ll be at work by now.’ His voice has a strong Scandinavian inflection, its tone cool.

‘Can we come in, please, Mr Larsson?’

His daughter is kneeling on the kitchen floor, so focused on completing a wooden jigsaw puzzle she barely registers our presence. Frida must be around four years old, a wave of dark hair obscuring her face, and I feel a pulse of sympathy. Losing my father at fourteen was bad enough, but she’s far too young to make sense of her mother’s death. Ivar must have been working while the girl plays: a nautical map is spread across the table, the metre-wide sheet marked with dotted lines and small red crosses. He turns the paper over, concealing his documents. I’d like to know what he’s researching, but it’s the wrong time for curiosity.

‘I’m in the middle of something. Is this important?’ Ivar’s gaze shifts between Eddie’s face and mine.

‘I’m afraid so. Is it okay to leave your daughter here for a minute?’

‘If we keep the door open.’

When Larsson leads us to his living room, framed photos of his homeland stand on the mantelpiece: pine-clad mountains are outlined against clear skies, brightly painted cabins studding the foothills. Jude’s face beams out from a set of pictures taken on a local beach, her golden-brown eyes giving the camera a forthright stare. She is sitting with her daughter by an elaborate sandcastle. Larsson’s arm circles his girlfriend’s waist, while her dark hair billows in the breeze. Jude looks gorgeous and carefree, but even on a day out with his family, Larsson’s smile is reserved. When I look at the man again, his posture is rigid with tension.

‘There’s no easy way to say this, Mr Larsson. I’m afraid your girlfriend’s body was found a few hours ago, in the sea.’

His eyelids flutter rapidly. ‘You’re telling me she drowned?’

‘That’s right, I’m sorry.’

‘Is there someone we can call for you?’ Eddie murmurs. ‘Jude’s parents, maybe?’

He gives a fierce headshake. ‘I don’t need anyone. Just tell me what happened.’

‘We think Jude was diving, then ran into difficulties.’

‘At Piper’s Hole?’

‘You knew she was going there?’

His gaze slips from mine. ‘She was planning to stay at Shane’s overnight. We ate dinner together, before she went out.’

‘How did you spend the evening?’

‘Someone had to look after Frida, and Jude likes seeing her brother alone now and then.’ Ivar’s hands twist in his lap. ‘Someone killed her, didn’t they? We’ve dived together dozens of times, she knew her limits.’

‘We can’t be sure what happened yet. Did you leave the house at all last night, Mr Larsson?’

‘Of course not, I was looking after Frida.’ He rises to his feet suddenly, then stands there swaying, his veneer of toughness slipping away. ‘Leave us now, please. I want to be alone with my daughter.’

‘I’ll send someone round to help you later today.’

Shock is seeping through his composure as he retreats into the kitchen. Larsson stands with his back to the window, eyes glazed, clearly willing us to go. When I turn round, his daughter has appeared in the doorway, clutching a battered doll. She scurries past me to her father’s side, hiding her face against his hip, the man’s hand settling on her shoulder.

‘Finish your puzzle, Frida,’ he says quietly. ‘You don’t need to worry.’

Eddie and I step into the living room, to give him time on his own. The DCI calls my deputy a few minutes later, already requesting an update, his hectoring tone leaking from the handset. I put through a call to my friend Zoe Morrow, asking her to catch the ferry to Tresco immediately. Any of the islanders would keep Ivar company, the community drawing close during crises, but I have a feeling that Zoe’s presence will be easier for him to handle. He seems unwilling to face Jude’s parents’ distress, or questions from well-meaning friends. Zoe is around the same age, with a warm, no-nonsense manner. She seems like the right person to penetrate his frozen exterior and coax out details to reveal whether his girlfriend had enemies.

I take a quick look around the ground floor of the cottage on our way out. Books on shelves in the hallway provide the only evidence of the victim’s passion for diving. There are dozens of trade magazines featuring the latest breathing apparatus, glass-bottomed boats, and submersibles, beside marine surveys of the Great Barrier Reef. But her possessions can’t explain why she took the night dive that led to her death, or her boyfriend’s knowledge that she had been found at Piper’s Hole, before he was told. He could easily have left the house once his daughter was asleep, then walked to the sea cave to kill his girlfriend, after a bitter row.
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Offers of help flood in once the islanders hear of the fatality. The most useful one comes from Will Dawlish, manager of the New Inn Hotel. He’s in his mid-forties, with an unassuming manner, his shirt stretched tight over his paunch, bald head shiny in the overhead light. He looks more like an avuncular geography teacher than the landlord of a thriving inn. Dawlish’s voice is quiet as he offers us the hotel’s attic as our temporary headquarters. I ask to see it immediately, because public space on Tresco is hard to find, and the New Inn stands at the centre of the island, only five minutes from Dolphin Town. The place has expanded in recent years from a modest hostelry to a boutique spa with a swimming pool, yet the manager looks embarrassed as he presses the key into my hand.

‘We’re renovating this room next year. Sorry it’s such a mess, but it’s yours for the taking.’

‘Thanks, Will. If we use it, the room has to be secure. No one can enter without our permission.’

‘You’ll be left alone, I promise. I’ll get a table and chairs brought up.’

Dawlish’s manner is flustered as he hurries away, and I can understand why. Hearing about another death in the same place as his wife’s drowning must have triggered bad memories. Instinct tells me that two fatalities in the same location can’t be a coincidence, but I’ll need to find out more before drawing conclusions.

The room he’s offered us appears to be falling apart, but it’s better than nothing. Bare plaster is shredding from the walls, the floorboards are grimed with dust, and cobwebs shroud every corner, but the bird’s-eye view is a fine compensation. Through the smeared glass, I can see the sloping hills of Bryher, hazed by purple heather, and the Atlantic glittering for miles.

When I take off my hooded top, the blue plastic bottle from the crime scene falls to the floor. It was attached to Jude’s ankle by a length of green plasticised twine, of the kind people use to secure plants to frames in their gardens. I pick it up without worrying about leaving fingerprints; DNA evidence will have been scoured from the bottle’s exterior by seawater long ago. It’s a far cry from the romantic notion of messages in bottles, cast into the brine by lovesick mariners. This one would have held half a litre of drinking water originally, but now the plastic is scuffed, its label soaked away. When I hold it up for closer inspection, the slip of white paper inside is neatly folded. I unscrew the cap and shake it out onto an evidence bag. Eddie passes me some sterile gloves before we both peer down at the message, which is handwritten in square block capitals, as if the killer went to great lengths to disguise his writing style.


THE SEA GIVES, AND THE SEA TAKES,

NEVER MIND THE DANGER,

NEVER MIND THE CARE.

THE SEA GIVES AND THE SEA TAKES

YET TREASURES AWAIT FOR THOSE THAT DARE.



Eddie gives a low whistle between his teeth, but makes no comment. The message is as simple and repetitive as a lullaby, and it interests me that the killer has chosen such a practical method of communication. A glass bottle would have been smashed on the rocks by the first tall wave, but he has insured that his odd statement reaches us intact. I have no idea where the phrases come from, but the message seems to blame Jude Trellon’s death on the sea itself, with its elemental ability to give and take life. A quick internet search reveals that the words come from an eighteenth-century sea shanty. Sailors would have bawled the song at the top of their voices while they battled with the elements, the wind lashing their ship, aware that the ocean could wipe out their lives in an instant. But why did the killer attach an ancient rhyme to his victim’s ankle in a used water bottle, of the type that litters our beaches by the thousand every year? There’s no time to discuss the message with Eddie before our next distraction arrives.

A group of locals have appeared to enquire about Jude Trellon’s death, even though no formal announcement has been made. The people of Tresco have the same outlook as those on Bryher, where I grew up, always prepared to abandon petty conflicts in a crisis. Lives here are so tightly connected that weddings and funerals often last for days, the community celebrating and mourning together. The first person to approach me is Justin Bellamy, the vicar of St Nicholas’s church. He’s only lived on Tresco for a year, relocating from Birmingham, but he’s adapted well to island life. Apart from his dog collar, he looks like any other man in his late thirties; his lanky figure is dressed in jeans and a short-sleeved shirt, brown hair shorn into an ugly buzz cut that demonstrates his lack of vanity. The priest gives me a concerned look, as if he’s longing for opportunities to minister to his flock. His only distinguishing feature is a scar that bisects his cheek, running from his eye socket to his jaw, puckered by a dozen stitch marks. I’d love to know how a man of the cloth received such a savage wound but have never found reason to ask. Bellamy’s expression is earnest as he crosses the room.

‘I just heard the news, Ben. What can I do to help?’ His voice is a soft Midlands drawl.

‘The family are in shock, they’ll need all your support.’

‘I’ll pop round today,’ he replies. ‘It’s hard to believe. Jude was a force of nature; she’ll be missed by all of us.’

‘When’s the last time you saw her?’

‘Friday morning, she was teaching me to dive – it’s always been a fantasy of mine. We went out to St Helen’s for a few hours.’

‘Can we talk about that, when things settle down?’

‘Anytime, you know where I am.’ Justin peers deeper into my eyes, as if he’s checking the condition of my soul. ‘I hear it was you that found her. Are you all right?’

‘Fine, thanks. I’m trained to deal with it.’

He taps my arm. ‘But no amount of practice prepares us for the reality, does it? Call me, if you feel like talking.’

The vicar hurries away once we’ve said goodbye, leaving me envious of his ability to comfort people. My years undercover with the Murder Squad taught me to keep my emotions under wraps as effectively as Ivar Larsson, blunting my ability to show compassion. Eddie fulfils that part of the policing role much more easily. I can see him on the other side of the room, busy comforting Elinor Jago from the post office. She has been Tresco’s postmistress since I was a child, striding round the island delivering letters, cheerful even in winter’s storm-force gales. Her appearance is uncompromising, a big woman with grey hair cut into a mannish crop, her sturdy walking boots and jeans designed for practicality, but she’s one of the kindest people on the island. Her blunt manner disguises the fact that she’s always the first to help when someone is sick or in need. Jude Trellon’s death seems to have destroyed her unflappable calmness. She barely acknowledges me when I say goodbye, her face blank with shock as she listens to the few details Eddie can offer.

A child is skulking in the porch when I step outside. I recognise the boy’s face, but his name escapes me. He’s thin as a wraith, eyes half hidden by curtains of chocolate brown hair, dressed in a grey T-shirt and designer jeans. When his gaze connects with mine, I realise that he’s older than he seems, probably late teens. The look in his eyes is much too serious for a child.

‘Can I help you?’ I ask.

‘It’s nothing,’ he stammers. ‘I was just passing.’

‘Did you want to talk about Jude Trellon?’

The lad shakes his head. Before I can say another word, he’s hurrying away, hidden already by elder trees that line the track to Ruin Beach.

‘Nice to meet you too,’ I say under my breath.

The boy soon slips from my mind as I take the five-minute walk to New Grimsby Harbour. Warm air has glued my salt-encrusted clothes to my skin as I wait for the ferry. My uncle’s boatyard stands on the quay on the other side of the channel. I wish that I could strip to my boxers and swim home to Bryher, like my brother and I often did in high summer, pitting our strength against the currents, but the boat is already chugging across the water. Arthur Penwithick is steering the Bryher Maid towards the jetty. The ferryman has changed little in the twenty years since he carried me to school on the mainland, a navy cap is still glued to his frizz of brown hair, buck teeth protruding as he offers a smile of greeting. Penwithick is too shy to volunteer questions, even though he’s sure to know about the fatality, island gossip spreading like wildfire. Instead he focuses on collecting half a dozen passengers from the quay, before transporting us to St Mary’s at top speed. My fellow passengers are a party of French tourists, their faces pale as the small craft judders over choppy waves.

I hurry along the quayside once we reach Hugh Town Quay. St Mary’s is going about its business as usual, fishing boats beached on the shingle like rows of colourful fish, while gaggles of visitors loiter outside gift shops, with ice creams in hand. Cars are proceeding down Quay Road at a respectful pace, as if the drivers know how lucky they are to live on the only Scilly island where driving is permitted. When I check my phone, DCI Madron has left three voice messages, advising me how to do my job, but his nagging can wait until the day’s worst duty is over.

St Mary’s Hospital is one of the smallest in the UK. It doubles as a doctor’s surgery, with a basic operating theatre for emergencies and a handful of treatment rooms for patients too sick to be flown to the mainland. The room at the back of the building serves as a mortuary, a refrigeration unit built into the wall to accommodate the dead. Dr Keillor is drumming his fingers when I arrive. The pathologist is a portly figure, grey hair combed over his bald patch, dressed in a navy linen suit and Oxford brogues. The man’s black-rimmed spectacles magnify his eyes, making his stare inescapable. Keillor retired here after working for the Home Office, but still provides his services as a consultant whenever there’s an unexplained death. He gives me a brisk nod before pulling on his white coat.

‘Thanks for waiting,’ I say. ‘Sorry I’m late.’

‘Not a problem, but let’s begin, shall we? I’m missing a round of golf for this. The post-mortem can’t happen until the relatives have identified her, but I’ll try to establish cause of death.’

The pathologist’s words are addressed to me, but he already seems more interested in the dead than the living. He pulls on surgical gloves, then draws back the white sheet. Someone has removed Jude Trellon’s wetsuit already; apart from the superficial wounds on her face and bruising around her throat, the woman appears to have been in athletic shape when she died, no spare fat on her muscular frame. It feels invasive to stare at a woman’s naked body, but it’s the only way to find out how she died. The thing that strikes me immediately when the pathologist rolls her body gently onto her front is that her back is almost covered in tattoos. Even in an age when body art is the norm, so much of her skin is covered with illustrations, she must have spent days in a tattooist’s chair.
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