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  PART 1

  
    ‘To be silent and consumed by fire is the worst punishment on earth.’

    ‘Blood Wedding and Yerma’,

    Federico García Lorca

  

  


  

  
    The sun is rising when Jimmy Curwen sets out on a cold November morning. He passes the lighthouse first, its tall form looming over St Agnes like a winter ghost. The building is one of his favourites, even though its light was removed years ago, but there’s no time to stop and admire it. Jimmy’s friends are waiting and he can’t disappoint them. He takes his usual route to the lake, with his binoculars hidden in his pocket.

    He walks north through Middle Town, where the stone faces of a dozen houses observe his progress, keeping his head down to avoid the blank stares of shuttered windows. He only relaxes once he reaches open country, where no one will disturb him. The meadow is crisp with frost, grass crunching under foot, his heart lifting when he spies the Big Pool. Today, the expanse of water is as flat and shiny as polished glass, tinted pink by early sunlight. Yet none of his friends have come to greet him: the sky is empty, not a single cry of welcome.

    Jimmy is about to return home when seagulls descend suddenly in a swirling cloud. The flock circles overhead, close enough to touch, bawling out raucous greetings. When he throws scraps of bread into the air, they battle for each crumb. He can smell brine on their wings, wet feathers caressing his cheeks. The birds stay long after the food supply is exhausted before disappearing back into the sky, leaving few of his favourite creatures behind. Oystercatchers wade towards him through the shallows, absorbing his attention.

    His fingers are numb with cold by the time he slips his binoculars back into his pocket. There’s an odd smell on the air – a stench of burning fuel mixed with a sweetness he can’t identify. Now that the birds have gone, he notices smoke billowing from Burnt Island, as if someone is sending him a signal. He leaves the pool and picks his way across the sandbar that stretches from Blanket Bay.

    Jimmy’s pace slows as he scrambles uphill, towards the source of the fire. The smell is stronger now, its sickly taste irritating the back of his throat. He’s panting for breath by the time he reaches the top. The sight that greets him makes little sense at first: a mound of charred sticks glowing a dull red, paraffin cans abandoned on the grass nearby. When he looks again, small flames surround a blackened mass at the heart of the bonfire. His stomach rolls with nausea. A face leers up at him from the ashes, melted flesh hanging from exposed cheekbones, empty eye sockets fixing him with a direct stare. The dead body appears to be begging for help and Jimmy can’t refuse. Another life slipped through his fingers years ago; this is his chance to make amends.

    ‘I’ll find out who hurt you,’ Jimmy mutters. ‘I promise.’

    He can’t even tell whether the corpse is male or female. The sight sends him reeling backwards, desperate to escape, but his conscience keeps him rooted to the spot. His fingers catch on a rocky mound as he steadies himself. Letters have been scratched into the stone beside the bonfire, but he has never learned to read, forced to rely on the instructions of others. His gaze soon returns to the embers. Jimmy recalls something his mother used to say: always leave something for the dead, to show respect. His eyes smart with smoke and tears as he throws his sheepskin coat over the body, extinguishing the last flames. Jimmy recites the start of his mother’s favourite prayer. Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. His words vanish in the smoky air, his grey hair flying on the breeze as he stumbles towards safety.
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  Friday 5 November

  My thirty-fifth birthday arrives without fanfare. It’s a work day like any other, with an evening duty to complete. The winter air chills my skin as the ferry struggles to land on St Agnes at 6 p.m., tonight’s riptide too fierce to dock near Higher Town. The island releases its familiar smell of woodsmoke and freshly turned earth as I step onto the old quay at Blanket Bay. Granite boulders are littered across the long horseshoe of sand, beside piles of razor shells and seaweed from the last high tide. St Agnes is the wildest and most secretive place in all the Scillies: just two miles long and half a mile wide, it lies furthest from the mainland with dozens of hidden coves and a pair of small islets clinging to its coastline. There are no cars or motorbikes to disturb the peace. The only vehicles here are a handful of tractors, golf buggies and rusting bicycles.

  My dog Shadow seems happy with his new surroundings, even if I could use some more excitement. The hectic pace of my old job working undercover for the Murder Squad in London has been calling to me lately, but my dog is in his element, sniffing every stone and refusing to follow instructions. Shadow is a two-year-old Czechoslovakian wolfdog with pale grey fur, eyes the colour of sea mist and a strong sense of mischief. He only materialises at my side again when I head inland, our walk bracing enough to dispel my reluctance to spend my birthday overseeing the island’s firework display.

  St Agnes appears deserted this evening, steadying itself for an influx of visitors in a few hours’ time. I walk uphill towards the hamlet that lies at the heart of the island without seeing a soul. Middle Town is home to most of the community’s eighty permanent residents; the village so picturesque that it often features in the tourist board’s glossy brochures, advertising the joys of Cornish holidays. The island’s lighthouse still dominates the settlement from the top of a low hill, despite being decommissioned years ago.

  It’s only when I drop down to Covean Beach that I catch sight of a gang of people building a bonfire on the rocky shore, hurling pallets, logs and driftwood onto a six-foot pile, their laughter rising from the darkness. Another party is rigging fireworks to a metal platform, and more volunteers are slaving over a lavish barbecue. My arrival dampens the atmosphere by a few degrees. Despite having known most of the islanders all my life, they are still adjusting to my new role as Deputy Commander of the Scilly Isles Police, their chatter quietening as they register my presence. Just seven officers oversee the islands, but some inhabitants view us with suspicion, preferring to solve disputes by themselves.

  I’m surprised to see one of the island’s newest residents, Naomi Vine, helping with preparations. Vine is a sculptor with an international reputation. She moved to the island just over a year ago, but tonight she’s using her hands for less glamorous purposes: breaking up pallets for firewood. Her slim figure is swaddled in a winter coat, most of her short red hair tucked under a woollen cap, her face animated. The community buzzed with gossip when they heard she was buying the island’s old mansion house, but the sculptor’s abrasive behaviour has caused controversy ever since. The crowd are keeping their distance from Vine, apart from one islander who seems unmoved by her reputation as a troublemaker. Rachel Carlyon is a native of St Agnes, a tall, ungainly woman who prefers to stay in the background, but tonight she looks relaxed while chatting with her new friend. The only common ground the two women appear to share is that they’re both in their early forties, but odd allegiances can spring up when you live in a minute community at the edge of the world.

  Sergeant Eddie Nickell stands on the far side of the crowd, dressed in full uniform, epaulettes gleaming on the shoulders of his coat. My deputy hasn’t missed a single opportunity to wear formal regalia since he was promoted last month. He’s just twenty-five, but making faster progress than me in his private life. The sergeant has got a two-month-old daughter with his fiancée Michelle, and seems happy in the flat they’re renting in Lower Town. Wind has teased a few blond curls from under his cap, his choirboy face blanched by the cold. Eddie is perfectly capable of managing a family event on a winter evening with a good-natured crowd, I just need to check that safety measures are on track. We walk further up the beach so that we can hear ourselves over the buzz of conversation.

  ‘You’re putting me to shame, Eddie.’ His pristine uniform makes my donkey jacket, jeans and walking boots look shabby by comparison.

  He grins in reply. ‘If you’ve got it, flaunt it, boss. It took me two years to earn these stripes.’

  ‘Are we all set for tonight?’

  ‘It’s looking good. We’ve got twelve marshals and two safety officers with St John’s ambulance training.’ His voice is so earnest it sounds like he’s expecting a royal visit.

  ‘Great, I’ll go down and thank them.’

  My godmother, Maggie Nancarrow, appears at my side as I trudge across the shingle. She’s come over early from her home on Bryher, never one to miss a party. I feel like a giant beside such a petite woman, her small face framed by a cloud of grey ringlets as she gazes up at me through wire-framed glasses.

  ‘Happy birthday, you handsome devil.’ She bounces up to kiss my cheek. ‘I’ve got a present for you.’

  ‘You cook for me all the time. There’s no need.’

  She presses a small package into my hand. ‘This was my dad’s. Why not see if it fits?’

  The box contains a vintage Rolex, undamaged, apart from a few scratches on its handsome steel casing. It slips onto my wrist like it was designed for me to wear.

  ‘This is too much, Maggie.’

  ‘It’s only gathering dust at home. Read the inscription for me.’

  I flip the watch over. ‘Time waits for no man.’

  ‘Remember that, Ben, or you’ll get left behind.’ Maggie’s grin sweetens the cryptic message before she scurries away, her super-charged energy blazing a trail through the crowd.

  I catch up with the party’s organiser, Steve Tregarron, as strings of lights are hung from posts on the beach. Tregarron has been landlord of the Turk’s Head for decades, but looks more like a roadie after a lifetime of hard tours. His grey hair is tied in a ponytail, deep lines bracketing his mouth, his leather jacket made characterful by dozens of scratches and stains. The landlord is courteous but keeps our conversation brief, soon marching away to help his wife Ella stack crates of beer by the safety cordon.

  I watch the islanders carry out a last check on the fireworks before spotting a familiar face: Liam Poldean is hauling wood for the bonfire across the beach. He’s a local builder, around my age, with scruffy brown hair and a friendly, capable manner. I got to know him last spring when he came over to Bryher to fix my leaking roof. He drops an armful of logs onto the woodpile, smiling as I approach.

  ‘I thought you’d be running the fireworks, Liam.’

  ‘No chance, DI Kitto,’ Poldean uses my title with friendly mockery. ‘Those rockets can maim someone if they’re lit wrong. I don’t want that on my conscience.’ His face grows serious as he scans the crowd. ‘Have you seen my kids running around?’

  ‘Maggie’s entertaining them.’

  ‘That’s good news. Gunpowder and small boys don’t mix.’

  ‘They’re fine; the safety barrier’s up already. I hear the display’s even bigger than last year.’

  ‘Fingers crossed,’ he replies with a relaxed shrug. ‘Fireworks are unpredictable bastards, but Steve’s spent a fortune, so this lot should be okay.’

  The crowd expands as ferries deliver partygoers from neighbouring islands. People stand in gaggles outside the pub, others drifting towards the beach, eager for the display to start. The bonfire is roaring already, brightening the darkness with orange flames. Three giant straw figures stand beside it, propped against hay bales, their stiff forms decorated with black cloaks, broomsticks and painted grins. Each one is around fifteen feet tall, the wind tugging at their woven limbs. It’s an island tradition to destroy bad spirits each year before the winter deepens. The bonfire is growing fiercer by the minute, its flames brighter and more powerful than before, the crackle of burning logs carried by the breeze. The smells drifting towards me trigger memories of every Guy Fawkes party I attended as a boy: saltpetre, beer and excitement.

  I’m about to warn Eddie to keep the fire under control in case sparks fly into the crowd, when someone taps me on the shoulder. A tall brunette beams up at me, her heart-shaped face so attractive it takes time to collect my thoughts.

  ‘Zoe?’

  ‘Have you forgotten me, big man? Pity, I flew all this way for your birthday.’

  ‘Your hair’s changed. I didn’t recognise you.’

  ‘Is that your best welcome?’

  I grab her in a rapid hug. ‘I wasn’t expecting you till next month.’

  ‘It was cheaper to come now than at Christmas. Let’s stand by the fire, I’m bloody freezing.’

  ‘Okay, but I’m on duty; the display starts in ten minutes.’

  She wrinkles her nose in disapproval, the ease of a friendship that’s lasted since childhood still intact, even though she bears little resemblance to the blonde bombshell that ran her parents’ hotel on Bryher until six months ago. Her dark eyes are more watchful than before, but her new life in India seems to be suiting her well. Zoe’s skin glows with health, and she’s put on a few pounds, making her hourglass curves harder to ignore.

  I squash my attraction back into its box as she shows me a photo on her phone of her new workplace. The school in Mumbai is a square concrete box with no trees to camouflage its ugliness, but the pupils lined up in the playground are all grinning for the camera. They’re street children, thrilled to live in clean dormitories and receive three meals a day. It’s Zoe’s job to teach them music and rebuild their confidence. In the past six months she has campaigned alongside the other staff to keep the place open for another year. My own job seems much less worthwhile. All I’ve done recently is hand out a few cautions for anti-social behaviour and arrest a teenager for setting fire to a neighbour’s barn.

  ‘Stay there, Zoe. I’ll get the ball rolling then buy you a drink. Steve’s gone to light the first flare on Burnt Island.’

  The event always starts with a nod to the past. Centuries ago, the women of St Agnes climbed to the highest point on its northern coast, carrying burning torches to guide local fishermen back to the harbour. Zoe and I are still chatting when a man barrels towards us through the dark. One of the few advantages of being six foot four is the ability to scan every face in a crowd, and this man’s distress is obvious as he flails past bystanders, not caring who he shunts out of his way. Steve Tregarron’s leather jacket is flapping in the wind, his skin reddened by exertion, but it’s his eyes that worry me. They’re so wide open it looks like he’s forgotten how to blink.

  ‘Something’s wrong,’ he splutters, his voice a rough smoker’s growl. ‘I saw it on Burnt Island just now, on top of the hill.’ He’s heaving for breath as shock overtakes him.

  I lead him away from the crowd to talk without being overheard. ‘What did you see, Steve?’

  ‘Human remains, or what’s left of them. It can’t be a stray animal.’

  ‘Are you sure? Things can look different in the dark.’

  He shakes his head vehemently. ‘Come and see for yourself.’

  I make a snap decision based on the information in front of me: the crowd are growing restless, impatient for the night’s entertainment. If I cancel the display, over 300 people will wander round the island, polluting a potential crime scene. It’s better to corral them here, keeping warm by the bonfire. I instruct Eddie to start the event in ten minutes and not allow anyone off the beach, before following Tregarron inland.

  The sky is pitch-dark as we jog north, our torch beams drawing white lines across uneven ground. The path takes us round the Big Pool, where kids sail model boats every summer, but tonight it looks ghostly. Its surface reflects clouds chasing overhead and the moon’s blurred outline. Tregarron seems too distressed to speak; I can hear his breath rattling, and my concern grows. If he has a coronary I’ll have two corpses on my hands, but he ignores my advice to slow down. I’m still not fully convinced that he’s found a body. It’s more likely that a lone sheep has scrambled up the hill then broken its neck in a fall.

  ‘Hurry,’ he calls over his shoulder. ‘Before someone else finds it.’

  We’ve reached the north-western coast of St Agnes, with the black outline of Burnt Island rising from the sea before us. Moonlight spills onto the narrow causeway – later tonight the islet will be cut off by racing currents, until the tide drops again at dawn. The path seems to be afloat on the water’s surface already, as the currents rise.

  Tregarron scrambles up the rocky hill so fast his boots release a stream of shale. The man finally comes to a halt at the peak, but I can’t see anything suspicious, just a granite cairn built so high it could tumble with the first strong wind.

  ‘It’s over there,’ the landlord says. There’s a tremor in his voice and I can tell he’d love to be wrong. I don’t know whether it’s a failing or a strength, but ten years with the Murder Squad in London have dulled my sense of horror; my first reaction when confronting a new crime scene is curiosity. Whatever I’m about to witness can’t be worse than finding a Russian gang member’s body crammed inside the boot of his car after being left to fester throughout a long hot summer.

  Tregarron keeps his face averted as I shine my torch onto a heap of blackened wood. I realise immediately that he was right – we’re witnessing a murder scene. My first concern is for the landlord; the man’s skin is paler than before, his hands shaking.

  ‘You did well bringing me here, Steve. Are you okay to walk back alone?’ He gives a rapid nod. ‘Don’t tell anyone about this until I make an announcement tomorrow.’

  The landlord rushes away without a backwards glance, clearly desperate for safety. Once he disappears I examine the scene again. It looks like the killer prepared the fire, then laid the body on top while the flames raged. No distinguishing features are left, except a layer of blackened flesh covering the poor creature’s skull. My guess is that someone returned to the scene to lay fabric over the fire, damping the flames so no one would see the smoke. The poor sod must have died hours ago; the embers are cool when I touch the charred wood at my feet. When I straighten up again, the sky ignites with colour. The wind carries a muted cheer from Covean Beach as rockets blaze gold and silver trails across the night sky. There’s nothing I can do for the time being, so I turn my collar against the wind and watch Catherine wheels spin in dizzying circles until darkness returns. Whoever took the victim’s life could be miles away by now, sailing towards calmer waters, or mingling with partygoers on the beach below.

  I call Eddie to explain what’s happened before contacting the only pathologist in travelling distance. Dr Gareth Keillor retired to St Mary’s after his Home Office job ended, but he’s still licenced to act as our consultant when required. He doesn’t answer when I ring his home number so I leave him a voicemail. My final call is to the county forensics team in Penzance. I’m expecting another answering machine, but someone picks up immediately, even though it’s after 10 p.m. The woman at the end of the line introduces herself as Liz Gannick, Cornwall’s newly appointed Chief of Forensic Services. She listens in silence as I ask for assistance. Her northern voice is crisp when she promises to catch the first plane over tomorrow, then abruptly hangs up. It surprises me that she will visit the scene herself, rather than sending one of her minions. I’ve never met Gannick before, but she’s known as a tough operator; her expertise could make or break my investigation into how the victim died.

  I hunker behind a boulder, aware that my birthday this year will be memorable for all the wrong reasons. But being stranded here is nothing compared with the victim’s suffering. When I look back at St Agnes, the fire on the beach is still burning at full strength, a patch of gold against the sky’s blackness. The revellers stand in huddles, watching the ritual sacrifice; burning the straw men is meant to sear away bad spirits on a night of revelry, but seeing the effigies go up in smoke only adds to my discomfort. Flames ravage the cloaks swathed around the witches’ bodies while my eyes return to the funeral pyre at my feet. The victim’s death must have been lonely as well as agonising, and the killer clearly enjoys symbolism. It looks like he wanted the burned remains found at the very moment the island tried to rid itself of evil.

  ‘Who are you?’ I mutter under my breath.

  I can’t believe that a passing yachtsman would drag a corpse up a steep hill instead of dropping it into the sea with no questions asked. Whoever did this planned to add a vicious threat to a popular local festival. It’s likely to be an islander, even though no one from St Agnes has been reported missing, in a place where nothing goes unnoticed.

  I leave Zoe a voicemail asking her to look after Shadow until tomorrow. We should be enjoying the party together, but I can’t leave a murder scene unattended. By now the tide has almost covered the path leading back to St Agnes. If I requested help a boatload of volunteers would arrive immediately, but they’d trample over valuable forensic evidence, and it’s too late for me to risk returning by foot. The churning waters between Burnt Island and St Agnes have claimed the lives of several holidaymakers who misjudged the tides. The darkness seems thicker than before when I crouch beside a granite mound, wishing I’d worn thicker gloves. I’m starting to regret my desire for more excitement at work as the cold sinks deeper into my bones.
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    Jimmy stays at home in his bedsit, avoiding the crowds. At fifty-three years old, he’s reliant on charity for the roof over his head, because no one has ever offered him a job. An old-fashioned gas fire keeps the place warm, yet tonight it’s impossible to relax. He stares at the objects on his windowsill: bundles of glossy white egrets’ feathers, an abandoned swallow’s nest and the broken shell of a hawfinch’s egg. But even his favourite possessions fail to calm him tonight.

    When he peers outside, the bonfire is still blazing on Covean Beach, so he draws the curtains to avoid the spectacle. The flames remind him too strongly of the corpse he found this morning, his window sealed to banish the smell of smoke. Conscience tells him to honour his promise to the figure he saw in the fire, because the death he witnessed as a boy still haunts his dreams. But speaking to the police would terrify him. He can recite the names of every bird species on the island when he’s alone, yet words escape him when people are listening. He will have to find the killer without help from anyone.

    Jimmy paces around the room, too agitated to relax. He turns on his radio, but strangers’ voices discussing things he can’t understand set his teeth on edge. Only one thing will settle his mind, so he stuffs a bag of seed in his pocket and hurries downstairs. The air in the yard is freezing, but he doesn’t care. The enclosure he built is made from chicken wire and driftwood, the frame rattling as he pulls open the door of the first compartment. Birds caw loudly as he drops food into their bowls, a juvenile puffin pecking at his hand.

    ‘Don’t be afraid,’ he whispers. ‘I won’t hurt you.’

    An Atlantic gull lets him stroke its wing, his touch slow and cautious. The bird’s broken leg is mending and the starving kittiwake will soon be strong enough to release. Jimmy shuts the door of the enclosure, in case one of the injured birds tries to escape before it’s healed. He kneels on the mud to watch his friends settling down to sleep on piles of clean straw. The gull’s black eyes assess him without judgement, settling Jimmy’s nerves for the first time since he fled from Burnt Island. He concentrates on the birds’ quiet movements until the corpse’s ruined face slips from his mind.
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  Saturday 6 November

  I catch a few hours of sleep on the rocky ground, metres away from the corpse, the cold breeze waking me at 5 a.m. My bones ache as I rise to my feet. The sea has become an expanse of silver, ridden by an armada of choppy waves. It feels like I’m standing at the edge of the known world, with nothing except Bishop’s Rock lighthouse to interrupt the Atlantic before it laps America’s shores. The huge bonfire on Covean Beach is still smouldering, even though the last revellers went home hours ago. The straw effigies have left no trace behind and the tide has receded at last, leaving me free to escape Burnt Island on foot until the next high tide arrives tonight.

  When I turn to assess the murder scene again, the sight is worse by daylight. The victim appears to be offering me a broad grin, facial tissue burned away, exposing rows of pure white teeth. The scale of the body makes me assume that it’s a man. I can’t guess whether he was frog-marched up the hill or came here voluntarily. A sheepskin coat covers his remains from the neck down, burned through in places where fire has scorched it. Two paraffin cans lie beside the pyre, abandoned in a hurry as if the killer feared being caught in the act. The victim’s left hand protrudes from under its sheepskin covering. His fingers look like blackened twigs, but it’s a relief to see a metal band glinting in the early light: the man’s wedding ring could help with identification.

  The morning light reveals that shallow marks have been made on a boulder close to where the victim lies. Each capital letter is an inch tall, etched by a knife or chisel, the sentence written in a foreign language. It’s possible that some kid was experimenting with a secret code, months or even years ago, but I take a photo of the granite surface just in case, then drop my phone back into my pocket.

  When Eddie finally toils up the hill, he’s followed by DCI Alan Madron. My boss is a small man with formal manners, always immaculately dressed. Today his boots are polished to a mirror shine, his mackintosh neatly buttoned, the parting in his salt-and-pepper hair so straight it looks like it’s been precision-engineered. Eddie looks stricken when he sees the victim, but Madron barely reacts. The DCI’s grey eyes scrutinise me with cool detachment.

  ‘I hear you guarded the body all night, Kitto. Admirable commitment, but you should have requested backup.’

  ‘Evidence would have been destroyed, sir. I’d have needed a boat back to St Agnes and birds could have disturbed the scene if it was left unprotected.’

  Madron surveys the victim’s remains with distaste. ‘The press mustn’t get wind of this. Don’t announce anything until the pathologist gives his verdict. What do we know about the victim?’

  ‘No one’s been reported missing. The body could have been left here by a passing boat, but it’s unlikely. I’ve rung the harbourmaster on St Mary’s for a list of vessels on local waters and he’s seen nothing unusual. The only identifier we’ve got right now is the wedding ring.’

  ‘We can’t touch it until forensics arrive.’ The DCI releases a loud sigh. ‘Breakfast’s waiting for you at the pub, Kitto. Go and warm up then collect our visitors from the quay. Have you met Liz Gannick before?’

  ‘Not yet.’

  ‘She’s an ex-cop, easily riled. Last time I saw her she was in a wheelchair. Make sure you treat her with kid gloves.’

  Madron’s clipped tone irritates me, but I follow his instructions. The DCI is close to retirement, with little experience of murder investigations, yet loves to draw rank. Our working relationship has remained tense ever since I joined his team earlier this year, my position only recently made permanent. My teeth are still grinding as I walk back to Higher Town. The night’s vigil has left me hungry to know the victim’s identity, yet my boss has dismissed me from the scene like a naughty schoolboy. There’s no one in sight as I walk through the village, only the pristine white lighthouse looming overhead. The place still looks like a rural idyll, an unlikely setting for such a vicious murder.

  The back door of the Turk’s Head is ajar when I arrive. Ella Tregarron doesn’t notice me at first, the landlady keeping her back turned as she labours over the stove in the pub’s large kitchen. A cascade of black hair ripples down her back as she pours oil into a frying pan, and the smell of toast wafts on the air. When I clear my throat to catch her attention she spins round in a hurry.

  Ella is in her early forties, with a slim build and striking features. Her high cheekbones, pale green eyes and bee-stung mouth look good from a distance, but up close her skin is dull with tiredness. She was a stunner in her youth and her air of mystery remains, but now she carries an aura of quiet disappointment, as if life has failed to match her dreams. I fancied her madly as a boy, but there’s no reason why she’d have noticed, when every man on the islands must have felt the same. Ella doesn’t fit the stereotype for a pub landlady, her manner contained rather than outgoing.

  ‘Come in, Ben. You must be hungry.’ Her voice has such a thick Cornish accent it sounds like she’s never travelled past county limits.

  ‘You’re a lifesaver, I’m starving.’

  ‘Cold, too, I’m guessing, after your night outside.’

  She gestures for me to sit at the steel-topped table, loading my plate with more fried eggs and toast than two men could consume. Ella remains silent as she pours coffee into a pair of white mugs, then sits down opposite, her gaze lingering on my face. She’s so watchful that I feel certain her husband must have told her what happened.

  ‘What did Steve say when he got back from Burnt Island?’

  ‘Nothing, he just bolted upstairs. I couldn’t get a word out of him.’

  ‘Is he okay now?’

  ‘He’s been ill, so I made him a hot toddy then helped him into bed,’ she replies, setting down her mug. ‘Steve doesn’t scare easily. Something bad must have happened up on that hill.’

  ‘We’ll make an announcement later today.’

  Her eyes widen. ‘Someone’s been killed, haven’t they? It’s written all over your face.’

  ‘You’ll hear soon enough, Ella, I promise.’

  ‘All the villagers from Middle Town were at the party.’ She shakes her head in disbelief. ‘It can’t be a local.’

  Ella looks unsettled so I keep the talk general, and she seems calmer by the time I thank her and say goodbye. She waves away my offer of payment, as if a free breakfast is a just reward for trying to keep the island safe.

  The hot food and shot of caffeine help me to think more clearly as I follow the path along the beach to Porth Conger Quay. Whoever killed the victim must have spent time and effort preparing for the murder. They gathered piles of driftwood and hauled paraffin up the hill before it took place. I’d like to know whether the killer chose Burnt Island to set the victim alight as his idea of a joke, or as a symbolic location. My walk takes me past Helston Farm, where green shoots are defying the wintry conditions in the nearest field. The rest of the land seems to be lying fallow, but appearances are deceiving. A legion of bulbs is hidden below the surface, waiting to bloom next spring when the island’s famous daffodils will be shipped all over the world. The ground seems unlikely to blossom with colour today; all I can see are acres of tilled loam, raked smooth to keep weeds at bay.

  The police launch is nowhere in sight when I reach Porth Conger Quay, but the delay doesn’t surprise me. They were a fact of life during my childhood, with ferry crossings cancelled frequently due to unpredictable weather. I’m still standing on the jetty when the vessel finally appears, looking worse for wear, blue and yellow flashing peeling from its sides. I’m expecting Dr Gannick to be a grim-faced battleaxe, but there’s no sign of a female passenger or a wheelchair when the speedboat approaches the quay.

  Sergeant Lawrie Deane is skippering the launch, a middle-aged officer with cheeks glowing from the hard breeze, ginger hair combed back from a face that generous observers would describe as plain. He’s a trusted member of DCI Madron’s team and was furious not to win the job as his deputy, but his resentment towards me appears to be fading at last. Dr Keillor is seated beside him, the pathologist’s expression sombre as he gives me a nod of acknowledgement, his eyes shielded by thick spectacles.

  Once the boat moors I spot a small figure hiding in the bow, clad in a black leather jacket, skinny jeans and red wellingtons. Liz Gannick is tapping out a message on her phone, oblivious to my stare. I can’t imagine her in white overalls crawling over crime scenes, but she must be outstanding in her field to win the job of running the county’s forensics service. Her appearance is elfin, with short hair dyed platinum, a few longer wisps falling across her brow. Gannick has the physique of a twelve-year-old child, but fine lines around her eyes suggest that she’s in her early forties. Her pale brown stare is penetrating enough to measure my flaws in a couple of blinks. She offers a rapid handshake, but remains in her seat as I thank her for making the journey.

  ‘Rough seas don’t bother me, Inspector. I know the islands well.’ Her tone sounds even more brusque than it did on the phone, her northern accent broader than before. ‘Help me out of here, can you?’

  I could lift her onto the jetty in moments, but the woman’s spiky manner indicates that she prefers independence. She uses crutches to lever herself out of the vessel, only grasping my hand for a second as her matchstick-thin legs land on solid ground. She looks annoyed to catch me observing the manoeuvre.

  ‘It’s rude to stare, DI Kitto. Didn’t anyone teach you?’ She makes the statement in a breezy tone, but it’s clear I’m being tested.

  ‘I was told you’d need a wheelchair. We’ll be crossing some rough terrain. Is that okay?’

  ‘I’m fine on foot.’

  ‘Good to hear. Shall we get moving?’

  ‘Let me give you some advice first.’

  ‘Go ahead.’

  ‘Treat me like a fully functional human being. If we’re working together, it’ll make life easier for us both.’

  ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to insult you.’

  Now she can see me squirming there’s a glint of amusement in her eyes. ‘Believe me, I’ve had worse. There are overshoes and Tyvek suits in that box. I’ll grab my kit, then you can give me the details along the way.’

  Dr Keillor waits in silence as Gannick gathers her equipment, his expression world-weary, as if examining corpses is a waste of valuable leisure time. He walks ahead with Deane while I accompany the forensics officer. The pair of us must make an odd spectacle: a lumbering giant carting a case full of equipment for a minute woman wielding her crutches at a rapid pace. The scientist’s questions are laser-sharp; she absorbs my answers in silence, storing away facts to analyse later.

  When we reach Burnt Island, Gannick makes no complaint about the steep climb. Dr Keillor marches ahead while she navigates between boulders with deft agility. By the time we reach the top, I’m embarrassed to have doubted her strength. The chief of forensic services isn’t even out of breath when she greets DCI Madron and Eddie, who are still guarding the body. My boss offers her and Dr Keillor a formal welcome; he’s a stickler for protocol, and their seniority has put him on his best behaviour. Gannick ignores the DCI’s old-fashioned courtesy, remaining in the background while Keillor approaches the murder scene, but I can tell she’s itching to get started.

  The pathologist focuses on the victim’s face when he lowers himself to a crouching position. ‘Someone’s made a mess of you, haven’t they, my friend?’ he mutters under his breath.

  Keillor draws on sterile gloves, then peels back the sheepskin carefully. Eddie is swaying on his feet, eyes glassy as he observes the corpse, but at least he remains upright. Fire has melted the victim’s flesh, arms fused to his torso where fragments of bone are visible, shreds of blackened muscle still clinging to the legs and ribcage. Dr Keillor is too busy studying the remains to pass comment. Silence thickens around us and I’m about to request his verdict when he turns to face me.

  ‘The victim was male with an average build. It’s too soon to tell his age.’ He leans forward to study the skull more closely. ‘There’s a fracture in his parietal bone, but the blow could have been inflicted posthumously.’

  ‘Can you give us any more details?’ Madron asks.

  ‘I’ll need to do a full post-mortem first. His arms and legs must have been bound or else the heat would have forced the muscles to flex at right angles. The lab will have to analyse the embers to explain how the fire started, but you’d need petrol-based firelighters as well as paraffin and solid fuel to create such intense heat. It would have taken a minimum of three hours to destroy so much tissue. The coat was thrown over the body after the event. If everything goes to plan, I’ll do the post-mortem this afternoon and will take X-rays for a dental records match.’ He turns to face Liz Gannick. ‘I’m afraid you’ll struggle to find the killer’s DNA; we’ve had rainfall since the man died.’

  ‘I can work miracles, Dr Keillor, didn’t you know?’ The forensics officer’s grin is a direct challenge to anyone who questions her ability. ‘Put a sterile tent over the body immediately, please. I’ll get started before my colleagues arrive.’

  ‘Thanks for coming all this way, Dr Gannick,’ Madron offers. ‘You’ve had a long journey.’

  ‘No problem, Chief Inspector. I’ve got relatives on St Mary’s; this gives me a chance to visit them.’

  The DCI and Lawrie Deane escort Keillor back downhill to the waiting boat, leaving me and Eddie to find the white polythene tent in Gannick’s box of equipment. My deputy’s expression stays blank as he studies the remains again, as if he can’t believe that a murder has been committed half a mile from his flat in Lower Town. Once the canopy is securely in place, I use sterile gloves to ease the victim’s wedding ring from his blackened hand then drop it into an evidence bag. The design is unusual – white gold, etched with stars and crescent moons.

  ‘Take a picture, Eddie, then see if Marie can identify it.’ His older sister works as a goldsmith in the only jeweller’s shop on the islands.

  The young sergeant looks relieved to be given a specific task. His fingers are white when he grips his phone, as if he’s clutching a lifeline. I call some of the islanders while he’s busy speaking to his sister, asking them to spread the word that there will be a public meeting in the old lifeboat house at two o’clock. Liz Gannick is on her hands and knees beside the corpse, running a UV light across the ground, its blue beam tracing every rock and pebble. When I ask what she’s expecting to find she offers a look of barely controlled irritation.

  ‘Blood spatter, obviously. Contrary to popular opinion, rain doesn’t destroy all trace evidence. The torch picks up microscopic splashes, and blood’s thicker than water, as they say. It often clings to the undersides of stones.’

  I let her continue in peace, noticing that Eddie’s face is sober when he finishes his call.

  ‘Alex Rogan commissioned that ring last summer, with a matching one for his wife. But someone could have stolen it off him, couldn’t they?’

  ‘Possible, but unlikely, I’m afraid.’

  My thoughts race while I gaze down at the ring, amazed that it survived the flames intact. Professor Alex Rogan was in his late thirties; he’d moved to St Agnes two years ago to marry an old school friend of mine, who now owns the island’s shop. The man wore his intellect so lightly I had no idea he was a well-known astronomer until I saw him on TV making a guest appearance on a science programme. When I spent a few evenings in the pub with him and Sally, he came over as a gentle, mild-mannered academic, happy in his relationship, with a wry sense of humour.

  Now that he’s been reduced to the disfigured skeleton at my feet, a wave of anger is swilling around in my gut. Alex Rogan was newly married, and well-liked here. Why would someone set out to kill him?
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  Forensics specialists bear no resemblance to ordinary human beings. The two scenes of crime officers who help Liz Gannick prepare the victim’s remains for transfer to St Mary’s Hospital seem fascinated by the corpse’s injuries, while I’m more interested in why Alex Rogan met such a terrible death, but I still need to confirm his identity. It bothers me that no one has reported him missing. My thoughts drift as the men in sterile white suits toil over the body, following Gannick’s instructions to the letter. One is a portly fifty-something, speaking in monosyllables as he wields his trowel. The other is younger, with a trainspotter’s haircut and a gap-toothed smile. He carries a huge camera, stopping to take pictures from every angle. They are working at such a slow pace that I have time to study the letters scratched into the stone beside the murder scene:

  
    AN TIR SANS MA YW DHYN NO AGAN HONAN, GWITHYS GANS MOR HAG EBRON. YNHERDHYORYON OMMA A VEROW YN SERTAN.

  

  I recognise a few Cornish words, so I type the message into a translation website and the result convinces me that it’s from the killer:

  
    This sacred land is ours alone, protected by the sea and sky. Intruders here are bound to die.

  

  Eddie says nothing when I show him the translation, his reply a low whistle of disbelief. The killer planned the murder with a cool head – scratching letters into the rock so neatly would have taken hours. Whoever killed Rogan is showing us their deep roots in local soil, and familiarity with a language that was declared extinct ten years ago. Only around 600 people still speak it fluently; Cornish survives now in local place names, although a minority of schools and societies are trying to revive it. The message is surprising too: St Agnes welcomes visitors all summer long, and conflict between islanders and tourists is rare, but someone must be concealing a hatred of incomers.

  It takes two hours for the remains to be dug from the ashes and placed in a body bag. The younger SOCO appears ecstatic to discover something inside the pocket of the sheepskin coat. He lays a ruined pair of binoculars on an evidence bag for yet another photo, while I study the fractured lenses and melted plastic. It’s not yet clear why an apparently organised killer would leave an obvious clue to their identity at the scene. The younger man gives us a jovial wave as he disappears back down the hill, as though discovering the grim remains has been the highlight of his year.

  ‘Freaks,’ Eddie mutters as the SOCOs disappear.

  ‘I couldn’t agree more.’

  Gannick is too far away to hear, busy scraping soil samples into an evidence bag before levering herself upright with one of her crutches in a single deft move. My respect for the forensics chief has risen throughout the morning; her appetite for work appears to be limitless.

  ‘Over here, Inspector,’ she calls out. She’s standing near two slabs of granite that tilt together, forming a natural shelter. ‘There are blood traces running back to the bonfire. Your victim lay between these rocks. If the blood’s his, a superficial wound must have shed droplets as he was dragged along; there’s a bigger patch at the base.’

  Gannick switches on her light beam again and a fifteen-centimetre-wide smear of blood becomes visible a foot above ground level.

  ‘How did it get there?’

  ‘He probably tried to free his hands by scraping them across the rock.’

  I step back to observe the slabs again. They’re tall enough to conceal a man’s body from local walkers who might venture up the hill on a cold winter’s day. ‘The poor sod must have been terrified.’

  ‘His state of mind isn’t my concern, I just want to know how he died. I’ll have the blood samples sent to the lab today. I’m taking leave on St Mary’s for a few days; let’s talk again when they email the results.’ Her pale brown gaze assesses me for an uncomfortably long time. ‘Feel free to consult me, Inspector. Once a case starts, I like to get a result.’
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