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PART 1


‘If I must die,

I will encounter darkness as a bride,

And hug it in mine arms.’

Measure for Measure (Act 3, Scene 1), William Shakespeare






Saturday 3 August

Sabine finishes her shift at midnight. She’s glad to serve her last drink, leaving the hotel guests lingering over their liqueurs, while the night porter replaces her behind the bar. The young woman slips outside into air scented by roses in the walled garden, their sweetness clashing with salt rising from the sea. When she looks back at the hotel, it’s easy to imagine how it looked five hundred years ago, its thick walls defending St Mary’s from invasion, the castle perched high above the shore. She crosses the grounds to the staff accommodation block at a rapid pace, but disappointment hits home when she gets there. No one is waiting for her; just the bare corridor, echoing her footsteps.

Her mood lifts when she finds a note pushed under her door. It contains a message, scrawled in urgent red capitals:

MEET ME AT THE LIGHTHOUSE.

Sabine wastes no time changing into her favourite summer dress. The night is still warm when she takes one of the hotel’s bicycles from a rack by the entrance. Her happiness builds as she weaves through Hugh Town’s narrow streets, with the breeze tugging her dark hair from its ponytail. She’s imagining her university friends’ reactions, back home in Riga, when she tells them about the island’s beauty and her summer romances. The street lights fade as she pedals harder, her journey illuminated only by stars as she freewheels down to Peninnis Head. This part of the island has its own stark beauty, with a tumble of rocks strewn across deserted moorland, and the lighthouse blinking at the dark.

She abandons the bike on the grass then stands still, absorbing the silence. This is her first moment alone since she ate breakfast with her friend Lily and the other hotel staff. The headland is the most romantic place on St Mary’s, cleansed by the Atlantic tide. Huge rock formations loom above the coastline, resembling the outlines of giants, but the scenery will be forgotten when her new man arrives. They’ll drink wine, or go skinny-dipping, then make love on the beach, like last time. She knows he’s a bad choice, but the attraction is too strong to ignore. Sabine closes her eyes to imagine him holding her, while the lighthouse casts its gleam across the ocean.

Sabine is still dreaming when a voice whispers her name, in a tone she doesn’t recognise. Light sears her retinas when she opens her eyes.

‘Stop it,’ she laughs. ‘You’re blinding me.’

There’s no reply before something hard batters against her head, then the glare fades and her thoughts splinter into silence. She’s barely conscious when her body is dragged across the moor.

Sabine can’t tell how much time has passed when she comes round. There’s a dull pain in her temple, but no sense of panic. She knows nothing bad could happen on such a small island, yet when she tries to open her eyes, the darkness remains. Fabric has been bound tight around her waist, making it hard to breathe. There’s so little air in her lungs it feels like she’s drowning. She summons all her strength, but her arms fall useless at her sides, then a muffled voice hisses in her ear.

‘Keep still. You’re spoiling my work.’

‘Let me go, please. You’re hurting me.’

‘Be brave, sweetheart. Your hair needs to be beautiful for your big day.’

A comb drags through her curls, like when her mother brushed her hair each morning before school, but these movements are savage, yanking the roots until her scalp burns. Sabine’s voice is shrill with pain when she cries for help, but the only reply is an ugly snarl of laughter.
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Sunday 4 August

It’s 9 a.m. when I reach my uncle’s boatyard on Bryher’s eastern coast. I can see the island of Tresco across New Grimsby Sound, green and shimmering in the early sunlight, and my newly varnished boat, moored to the jetty, filling me with pride. Ray designed it for me last spring, but I did all the joinery and hard labour. The bowrider is cut from prime cedar, twenty feet long. It took all my savings, spare time and annual leave from my job as Deputy Commander of the island police, but the result has been worth every back-breaking minute. I used it every day last month, the scorching summer heat turning my daily commute to St Mary’s into a pleasure. The boat is bobbing on the incoming tide, small and nimble, straining its mooring ropes for a new adventure.

My dog appears when I step onto the jetty. He’s been missing from home since dawn, his tendency to run away just one of many bad habits. Shadow is a three-year-old Czechoslovakian wolfdog, full of restless energy, with a low boredom threshold. He chases ahead at the sight of Ray climbing on deck with a cardboard box in his hands. My uncle spent years at sea, before coming home to the Scillies to build boats. He’s in his sixties now, almost as tall as me, with the athletic build of a professional sailor, his thick grey hair ruffled by the breeze.

‘What are you putting in the hold?’ I call out.

‘Sandwiches and energy drinks; you’ll need them later. Three hours of open-water swimming is a strange way to spend your day off.’

‘I’m a born masochist.’

‘You must be.’ He straightens up to face me. ‘Have you chosen a name for your boat yet?’

‘I’m still thinking.’

‘Don’t wait forever, Ben. It’s bad luck to leave a vessel unnamed.’

‘I didn’t know you were superstitious.’

‘It’s you that should worry.’ He gives a slow-dawning smile. ‘She’s your boat, not mine.’

‘Can you steer while I put on my wetsuit?’

Ray leans down to start the engine. Shadow is already standing on deck, sniffing the sea air. The dog’s glacial blue eyes give me a long stare, blaming me for the delay in casting off.

‘Strong currents this morning; you’ll have to swim hard around the headland.’ My uncle shouts to make himself heard above the engine’s noise as the boat edges into St Mary’s Sound. ‘How many of you are training today?’

‘Six, unless you fancy joining us?’

‘Not a chance in hell. You lot are gluttons for punishment.’

‘At least we’re getting fit.’

The short journey unfolds in amicable silence. Sunlight glitters on the water as we pass Tresco’s western coast, where dinghies are moored in New Grimsby’s harbour, before the pale sand of Saffron Cove comes into view. Our pace quickens as the current drags us past the deserted island of Samson, where abandoned houses stand on the hillside, their roof tiles stolen by winter gales a century ago. Shadow seems to enjoy our sudden burst of speed. He’s standing on the boat’s prow with his paws on the rail, tongue lolling, his grey fur ruffled by the wind.

The outline of St Mary’s fills the horizon as we sail due south. It’s the biggest island in Scilly, almost five miles long, and a metropolis compared to Bryher, where I was born. The island used to make its living from flower growing and fishing, but most people’s jobs depend on tourism now. Day trippers arrive by the thousand in summer, to admire the island’s archaeological sites and sunbathe in small coves overshadowed by granite cliffs. Its ragged coastline is closer now and I realise that my uncle was telling the truth; I must be crazy to enter the island swimathon for the first time. The brutal competition takes place every August; its route circles St Mary’s coastline, beginning with a noisy send-off from Hugh Town harbour. My small team has been training all summer, hoping to complete the circuit in less than five hours. There’s plenty of camaraderie right now, but when the starter’s whistle blows in two weeks’ time, we’ll take no prisoners.

The spray is cool on my face as the boat passes Garrison Point, where the Star Castle peers down from its rocky promontory, and I’m already itching to be in the water. I’ve loved wild swimming since my childhood. I know its dangers, yet I’m still keen to dive in when we reach Porthcressa Bay. The beach is one of the prettiest on St Mary’s. Its wide horseshoe of sand will soon be scattered with tourists, tanning themselves mahogany, or drinking cappuccinos in the café that overlooks the shore. Right now it’s deserted apart from four other swimmers, pulling on goggles and doing warm-up routines.

‘Get moving then,’ Ray says. ‘It’s too shallow to moor.’

‘Hang on to my phone, can you? My whole life’s in there.’

I drop the mobile into my uncle’s hand then plunge into the water. The Atlantic chill bites hard, even though this summer is shaping up to be the hottest on record; the ocean’s saline tang fills my mouth, its thunder silencing every other sound. My carthorse build works to my advantage once I’m submerged. My movements are heavy and lumbering on land, but my strength proves useful as I swim for shore, enjoying the power behind each stroke. The swimmers waiting for me on the beach include two other police officers: my deputy, Sergeant Eddie Nickell, and our newest recruit, Constable Isla Tremayne. The other two men are Steve and Paul Keast, a pair of local farmers. The brothers are old friends of mine, in their thirties like me. We used to play rugby together and have met regularly for a pint since I returned to the islands. They could almost be twins, sharing the same lanky frame, messy brown hair and dark eyes, yet their personalities are chalk and cheese. Steve is two years older and a real extrovert, while Paul is dragged along in his brother’s slipstream. Both men are lifeboat volunteers, but Paul’s the weaker swimmer. He’ll need extra training sessions to help him over the finishing line.

‘Where’s Sabine?’ I call out. ‘Isn’t she coming?’

‘Stuck at work, I bet,’ Steve replies. ‘The hotels are packed.’

The girl will be disappointed to miss our training. Sabine is only here for the summer, but she’s thrown herself into preparing for the race, swimming whenever she gets free time. Eddie looks like a blond-haired sixth former as he greets me, beaming with excitement about the challenge ahead. Isla Tremayne seems less enthusiastic. The local girl is twenty-one years old, a tomboy with an athletic build, black hair cut shorter than mine, with a serious air. She has worked hard from day one, but is still finding her feet. Isla observes every procedure then takes notes, like she’s cramming for an exam. I was surprised to see her name on the list of volunteers for the swimathon, but she’s got plenty of stamina, and tall waves don’t faze her whenever we hit a swell.

‘I’m on duty later. Maybe I’ll skip training and sunbathe instead,’ she says, her face deadpan.

‘No chance,’ Eddie replies.

The young sergeant grabs her wrist, and the rest of us splash into the water behind them. At least the tide is in our favour, carrying us north as we leave the harbour’s protection. When I look back at the land, the coastal path unwinds like a thread of pale brown wool, separating the trees and wildflowers from the shore. Ray is sailing fifty metres behind as a safety measure, in case anyone runs into trouble during the two-hour swim to Pelistry Bay. The rescue boat allows me to focus on my own performance without worrying about the others. I concentrate on finding my rhythm, hands slicing through the water’s chill, but exhilaration only sets in when I’ve been swimming hard for ten minutes.

The ocean sings in my ears and endorphins flood my system as we pass the black outline of Nicholl’s Rock, a stone cathedral rising from the sea. I’ve swum this stretch of coast so often, its inlets and crevices are imprinted on my memory. Ray knows the waters well enough to keep his distance. The seabed contains hidden spikes of basalt, sharp enough to rip a boat’s hull to shreds. The shore here is beautiful but vicious, covered with car-sized granite boulders.

I concentrate on building my pace, shifting through the waves at a steady crawl, until my hamstrings burn. We’re heading for Dutchman’s Carn, a rocky outcrop that comes into view as the cliffs soar to my left. The rest of the team are lagging behind, except for Eddie. The sight of him thrashing through the water brings a smile to my face. My deputy would love to beat me, and he’s got a ten-year advantage, but I’ll use every trick in the book to stay in front. The lighthouse appears as I round Peninnis Head. Gulls are scrapping for food on the rocks below, their screams blending with the ocean’s noise.

Someone is calling my name when I surface for a break. Ray waves at me from the boat, arms flailing like he’s performing semaphore. One of the other swimmers must be in trouble. But when I look back, they’re keeping pace. Eddie is ten metres away, followed closely by Isla and Steve, with Paul working hard to catch up. The boat is rising and falling with each breaker, but my uncle is intent on catching my attention. When he points at the shore I glimpse a pale outline against the black cliff face. It could be a kite tangled on the rocks, but when I swim closer my vision clears. The shape is swinging from left to right, slow and heavy as a pendulum. It looks like a doll dressed in white, suspended from a piece of string, with a swathe of fabric flailing in the wind.

‘A bloody suicide.’

I hiss out the words, then yell for Eddie and Isla at the top of my voice. I cut through the water at my fastest pace, even though nothing is waiting for us, except the loneliest form of death.
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Lily searches for her friend in the staff block at 10 a.m. She’s been hard at work for three hours already, changing beds and scouring toilets for today’s new arrivals. The hotel is so warm, a trickle of sweat runs down her backbone, but she’s got no complaints. Her job at the Star Castle has freed her from the misery of her past, providing a living wage and new friends. There’s a smile on the girl’s face when she trots down the corridor. Sabine should be back from her swim by now; there will be time for coffee and gossip before her break ends.

The girl’s movements are tentative when she taps on her friend’s door. It’s still hard to believe that Sabine has singled her out. The older girl is beautiful and popular, yet she’s chosen Lily as her closest ally. Maybe it’s because they’re both outsiders. Lily moved to St Mary’s from Plymouth five years ago, and Sabine is a Latvian student, only here for the summer. When she knocks again, the door swings open, taking her by surprise. Her friend always keeps it locked, even though no one would steal anything here. Sabine says old habits die hard – burglaries happen often in her part of Riga.

Lily is puzzled by what she sees. It doesn’t look like her friend slept in her room last night, the bed neatly made. Her uniform has been thrown across the back of a chair, her shoes abandoned in the corner. Sabine promised to meet her here, and she’s never let her down before. Maybe her mysterious new boyfriend is to blame. Lily is about to leave when she spots a scrap of paper on the floor, the bright red words catching her eye. Someone must have left it for Sabine, but who would invite her to meet him at the lighthouse at midnight?

A ripple of shock runs through her when she reads the cryptic message again – the handwriting is familiar. She drops the note into her pocket in case anyone visits the room before Sabine returns. The management are obsessed by maintaining the hotel’s excellent reputation; they frown on staff keeping late hours, particularly if their work suffers. Lily is about to leave when she spots her friend’s bright pink phone, flashing with messages. One of the numbers on the screen belongs to Lily’s brother. It looks like Harry has been lying through his teeth. He put the note under Sabine’s door and sent her three texts yesterday. Her friend is probably with him now, planning to bunk off work. Anger makes her shove the phone into her pocket so she can hand it to Sabine this afternoon when her shift ends. There’s still no sign of her friend, the corridor empty. Lily’s heart is beating too fast when she pulls the door shut and hurries back to her room.
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My eyes fix on the woman’s body dangling from Pulpit Rock as I scale the narrow path to the cliff top, her face covered by a white veil. The soles of my feet are raw from climbing the wall of basalt, but the pain doesn’t register. I’m more interested in why her life ended with so much drama. What kind of desperation made her leap into thin air? I’ve got no way of identifying her yet. My first task will be to haul her corpse back onto solid land. I stop for a moment at the top, looking around for potential witnesses. Peninnis Head is a stretch of moorland, covered in grass and heather, studded with boulders, but there are no walkers in sight. The island’s automated lighthouse stands on the highest peak, fifty metres away. It’s the only man-made object in sight, and its construction is basic, just a rotating lantern raised from the ground by a black metal frame. When I gaze down from the cliff’s edge, the crown of the woman’s head is visible, and her lace veil fluttering in the breeze. The crooked angle of her neck is so unnatural it must be broken.

I can see my boat drifting on the tide while Ray drops anchor a safe distance from a line of exposed rocks. Luckily, the shipping channel back to the mainland is clear, no vessels sailing near enough to catch sight of the victim. Eddie is scrambling up the cliff face, the others swimming ashore, but responsibility for finding out what happened to the woman rests on my shoulders alone. My decade in the Murder Squad in London never cured my squeamishness; my guts twist into a knot when I assess the scene again. We’ll have to set up a cordon fast, so no dog walkers pollute the scene.

Eddie is panting for breath when he reaches my side. ‘Do you know who she is?’

‘We’ll need photos before we find out; I should take one from up here. I’ll get Lawrie to bring a camera from the station.’

‘No need, I’ve got my phone.’

I watch in amazement as he fishes a waterproof bag from the sleeve of his wetsuit, his phone tucked inside. ‘You must have been a great boy scout, Eddie.’

He looks embarrassed. ‘I always carry it, in case Michelle calls about the baby.’

Eddie has been the world’s most committed dad since his daughter Lottie arrived last year, greeting fatherhood with the same enthusiasm he brings to his job. He even twisted my arm into becoming her godfather, but today I’m just grateful for his vigilance. He stands close to the cliff edge, taking photographs for the coroner’s report, while I walk over to the other swimmers. Isla’s bent double, hands pressed against her knees, catching her breath. Steve is a few metres behind, but Paul is still struggling up the path, forcing me to wait for him. I persuaded both of my friends to become special constables so they could act as stewards during the islands’ festivals and help out in emergencies.

‘I need you two in Hugh Town,’ I tell the brothers, once Paul arrives.

‘Ray can take us back to Porthcressa,’ Steve replies.

‘Rest first, then swim out to the boat. I want you to guard the coastal path, please. Don’t let anyone up here.’

‘Do you want Ray to drop your clothes at the station?’

‘Thanks, Steve, that would be great.’

He remains composed while I hand out more instructions, but his younger brother’s eyes are glassy while he stares down at the woman’s figure hanging from the cliff face. Paul was always sensitive when we were kids, quick to empathise with anyone in trouble. It doesn’t surprise me when he turns his back abruptly, stumbling away before spewing his breakfast into the heather, the brothers’ reactions at opposite ends of the spectrum. People often succumb to shock on witnessing a fatality, but I can’t worry about anyone except the victim today. Steve will have to take care of his brother by himself.

Time is passing too quickly; it’s mid-morning already, and everything must happen in the right sequence. When I call the pathologist, Dr Keillor, he sounds reluctant to sacrifice his golf game for such a miserable purpose. I’m lucky that my boss, DCI Madron, is on holiday in France for another ten days. The man keeps promising to retire, then changing his mind at the last minute; he seems obsessed by creating a spotless legacy. His insistence that every task be recorded in minute detail would only slow us down – there will be time for paperwork once we know why this woman died.

I realise how Pulpit Rock gained its name when I scramble over granite boulders to retrieve the victim’s body. One huge rock balances on another, like a fire and brimstone preacher leaning on his lectern, delivering his sermon to a reluctant congregation. The priest seems to be addressing the Atlantic’s vastness, the rock formation jutting out across the sea. I use Eddie’s phone to photograph the noose that ended the woman’s life, but my concerns are growing. How many suicides are composed enough to wind a rope three times around a boulder, then secure it with a double reef knot, before hurling themselves to a certain death? I try to ignore the rocks below, gaping at me like rows of broken teeth. The next gust of wind brings the rope close enough to grab, but Eddie and I need three attempts to haul the woman’s dead weight up the cliff. Her form is cold and lifeless as I carry her to the nearest piece of level ground.

When I lay the body on the grass, the woman’s identity remains a mystery, her face obscured by layers of thick white lace. Only her feet and hands are exposed, her nails painted a delicate shade of pink.

‘Shall I lift the veil?’ Eddie asks.

‘I need one more photo first.’

She looks like an archetypal bride when I step back to capture the image, her slim form dressed in an ankle-length gown. Dark curls spill out from behind the opaque veil; poppies and cornflowers have been threaded through her hair, but they’re already wilting.

Eddie and Isla are standing close by when I pull back the lace. The woman looks familiar, but the picture doesn’t make sense. Her face has been carefully made-up, eyelids coated with pale grey shadow and lashes darkened by mascara, her twisted mouth glossy with lipstick. It’s her tortured expression that makes me replace the veil fast. I’m hoping that our newest recruit hasn’t seen enough to identify the victim.

‘We should wait for the pathologist,’ I say. ‘Keep your distance, both of you.’

Eddie follows my instruction but Isla steps closer. Her face is oddly calm when she whispers a few words.

‘I recognise that tattoo on her foot; the sun symbol’s meant to bring good luck. It’s Sabine, isn’t it, boss?’

‘You’re right, I’m afraid.’

It goes without saying that the vivid orange design on the girl’s skin has failed to do its job. Guilt washes over me when I think about her death. I’ve trained with her a dozen times and never spotted signs of depression, but suicide is hard to predict. My old work partner in London took her own life, after pretending to be fine right to the end.

I push my feelings about the girl’s death aside before using Eddie’s phone to call the station in Hugh Town. My voice resonates back from the handset while I instruct Lawrie Deane to pick me up immediately. When I straighten up, I catch sight of a distinctive yellow bicycle lying on the grass by the lighthouse. The Star Castle’s name is painted on its frame. Why would Sabine dress up in full bridal regalia, then ride here in the middle of the night, instead of swallowing a handful of pills in the privacy of her own room? The sun burns the back of my neck as I return to her body, until a sudden breeze rises from the sea. It sends the veil billowing upwards, and the girl’s face greets me again, her tortured stare impossible to avoid.
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Lily has changed out of her maid’s uniform, dressed now in black trousers and a crisp white blouse. It took just ten minutes to transform herself from a chambermaid into a waitress. Some of the other staff complain about having to perform many different tasks around the hotel, but Lily enjoys the variety. She will serve guests their late-morning coffee until her shift ends, then be free to look for Harry. Lily tries to focus on her work, instead of worrying about confronting her brother this afternoon.

The restaurant is her favourite place in the hotel, the ancient stones in its exposed walls revealing the Star Castle’s origins. One of the porters told her that it was built by Elizabeth I; the castle has remained hidden behind its star-shaped perimeter walls for five centuries. Lily often visits the room when the last guests have gone to bed, to touch the walls and marvel at their permanence, yet she’s too annoyed for the hotel’s long history to give her pleasure today. Two other waiters are on duty, but Sabine still hasn’t arrived.

The girl keeps busy, slipping between tables with a coffee jug in hand. She refreshes a woman’s cup and acknowledges her murmured thanks with a smile, before a male guest beckons her closer. She would rather avoid him, but it’s too late. The man’s name is Liam Trewin; he’s in his early forties, and Lily can’t explain why he makes her uncomfortable. Maybe it’s the directness of his mid-blue stare; his gaze so invasive she feels like a specimen in a laboratory. Everything about him reeks of money. Even his blond hair looks expensive, falling neatly across his forehead, framing features that aren’t quite handsome enough for Hollywood. His eyes are a fraction too close together, thin lips adding an edge of cruelty to his smile.

‘How are you today, young lady?’ His voice is a slow American drawl.

‘Fine, thank you, sir.’

‘What are you called again?’

‘Lily.’

‘Pretty name for a pretty girl.’ His glossy smile looks unnaturally bright. ‘Where’s our friend Sabine this morning?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘I thought she’d be on duty.’ A frown line appears between his eyes. ‘I’m hoping to tour the island with her later, if she’s free.’

‘Sorry, I don’t know where she is.’

‘Ask your manager for me, can you?’

‘Yes, sir.’

Lily can feel Trewin’s gaze tracking her as she hurries away. She knows Sabine would never agree to spend time alone in his company. Only yesterday she joked about the man’s pathetic attempts to lure her back to his room with gifts and bottles of wine. The girl’s throat goes dry when she approaches one of the hotel’s managers. Lily has developed a crush on Tom Polkerris, despite him being married and almost twenty years her senior. The man has always treated her kindly, but she doesn’t want to get her friend in trouble, even though she warned her that Harry’s flings never last long. It’s easier to tell her boss a lie than admit Sabine’s probably with her brother.

‘Sabine’s not here, sir. Mr Trewin’s asking where she is.’

‘Is she in her room?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Has the guy been bothering you?’ Polkerris glances around the room, as if he’s only just realised that a staff member is missing.

‘Not really, he just wanted to know.’

‘Tell him she’s off duty, please, Lily. I’ll find her now.’

Trewin seems irritated when she returns to his table, a muscle twitching in his jaw. ‘My hire car will go to waste.’ His eyes skim her body again. ‘Unless you fancy taking a drive instead?’

‘Sorry, I’m busy this afternoon.’

The man’s gaze is sharp with anger when she backs away.
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I’d like to guard Sabine’s body until the pathologist arrives, but the luxury of honouring the dead isn’t an option. I’m Commander until the DCI returns, and I can’t attend a crime scene dressed in a wetsuit with a pair of goggles dangling from my hand. Eddie and Isla remain at Pulpit Rock to wait for Dr Keillor when Lawrie Deane collects me at midday in the island force’s only van. The sergeant is a curmudgeon, in his mid-fifties, face set in a permanent scowl, his red hair cropped close to his skull. He gazes straight ahead as the van trundles across rutted ground to King Edward’s Road, while I focus on the five-minute journey back to town, instead of imagining the girl’s misery before she died.

The area’s beauty is undeniable as the fields of Peninnis slip past, yellow with ripe wheat, the Atlantic unfurling in the background. The lane narrows as we near Hugh Town, edged by drystone walls. A group of tourists is clustered round Buzza Tower, photographing the old windmill from every angle. All of St Mary’s hotels and holiday cottages are packed to capacity, the population swelling to over two thousand, which will make our lives more difficult.

Once we reach town, grey buildings faced with local stone press in on us. The shopping area by the quay is crawling with humanity. People are dressed in shorts and flip-flops, wandering through the narrow lanes, browsing in Mumford’s for books and magazines, or buying picnic ingredients from the Co-op. The island’s carefree mood will soon be broken by the announcement of Sabine’s death.

‘Are you okay, boss? Eddie said the girl was done up in bride’s clothes.’

‘None of us saw it coming. She must have been suffering in silence.’

‘You’re sure it was suicide?’

‘I think Sabine cycled there, on a Star Castle bike. We won’t know until tomorrow if anyone else was involved.’

‘None of the islanders would hurt a young girl like that.’

‘We’ve had violent crime here before, Lawrie. We can’t be certain of anything till the pathologist gives his verdict. It looks like suicide, but she may have been targeted.’

‘Our very own psycho killer,’ Deane mutters. ‘Just what we need.’

‘Don’t share details, even with your family. If this gets out it’ll be all round the island in five minutes.’

The sergeant gives me an old-fashioned look for questioning his loyalty. Deane knows St Mary’s better than any of us; he’s lived here for decades. There’s a difference between the people here and those on the off-islands, where there are few cars and even less amenities. Most of St Mary’s inhabitants enjoy being surrounded by neighbours, with a hospital, sports centre and societies to join. They’re less reserved than my neighbours on Bryher, who can avoid leaving its shores for weeks at a time. I can’t forecast how a young woman’s bizarre death will affect the island’s upbeat personality.

We’ve arrived at Garrison Lane already, the pebble-dashed walls of the police house rising up to greet me. It’s one of the smallest stations in the UK, with a reception area, a couple of offices and two holding cells. On days like this I yearn for the state-of-the-art building in Hammersmith where I spent a decade working as an undercover murder investigator for the Met, with every type of specialist kit under one roof, but there’s no turning the clock back. Serious crime in the Scillies is so rare, anything more than the bare minimum would be a waste of resources. St Mary’s is like the land that time forgot, with no CCTV, and little violent crime, except the odd drunken brawl.

‘Can you ask one of our special constables to deliver the crime scene kit to Eddie and Isla at Pulpit Rock? They’ll want clothes too. We can’t leave them out there, sweltering.’

‘I’ll get it sorted.’ He gives me a long-suffering look.

‘Then phone the forensics lab in Penzance, please. Ask Liz Gannick to fly over straight away.’ I’m living dangerously by requesting help from the county’s Chief of Forensic Services. She doesn’t suffer fools gladly, but I want to know every detail behind Sabine’s death, before evidence is lost.

Ray must have arrived at the station before us; I spot Shadow tethered outside as we park. The clothes I left on the boat have been placed inside the porch, neatly folded, my phone in the pocket of my jeans. It’s a relief to change out of the clammy neoprene of my wetsuit once we get inside, but I know it’s only a matter of time before people start asking us why the coastal path is blocked.

‘Answer the phone while I’m out, can you, Lawrie? I’m going to the Star Castle – I’ll leave the dog with you.’

The sergeant parks himself behind the reception desk with a sour look on his face, giving me a grudging nod when I leave.

Sabine’s place of work lies on the Garrison, a five-minute walk from the station. The rocky stretch of land owes its name to the British army’s repeated attempts to use the island as defence against foreign invaders. The Star Castle has become a deluxe hotel and is a magnet for tourists, who flock to admire its architecture. Aerial photos make it look like a Christmas decoration, its star-shaped boundaries perfectly preserved. I pass through the town’s narrow lanes, then walk up the steep hill to the archway, where soldiers on horseback once entered the compound. Sentries would have manned the lookout points centuries ago, enjoying a long view over land and sea. St Mary’s was vital territory back then, but when I look east now, there’s little to defend except an unspoiled landscape, shaped by centuries of farming. Hugh Town’s picturesque jumble of fishermen’s cottages would be called a village back on the mainland.

I’m still struggling to process Sabine’s death when I enter the hotel’s foyer, the quiet hitting me immediately. The castle’s metre-thick walls block every external noise. All I can hear is a buzz of conversation drifting from the restaurant, where guests are gathering for an early lunch, the air scented by a huge floral display. The receptionist offers a serene smile, as if nothing could disturb her inner calm, before summoning her manager. Tom Polkerris arrives soon after she drops the phone back onto its cradle. I have to quell my dislike when he shakes my hand. He was the class bully in my year at Five Islands School, devoted to making other kids’ lives miserable. I remember getting a detention for slamming him against a wall, after he yelled taunts at a friend of mine. He was an overweight teenager, using his bulk to intimidate, with rampant acne and frizzy brown hair. Today his appearance matches his role as joint manager of a high-class hotel. He seems unsettled by my arrival, but that goes with the territory: there’s no escaping your past on an island this small.

Polkerris is six inches shorter than me, but must be following a rigorous exercise regime, his sharp suit revealing a lean physique. His hair is carefully styled, jaw covered with designer stubble. There’s a note of concern in his voice when he finally greets me.

‘This is unexpected, Ben. How can I help?’

‘I need to see you and Rhianna in private, please.’

‘Come this way. She’s in our office doing paperwork.’

I follow him down a windowless corridor that cuts through the heart of the castle, until we enter a well-lit room with a view of the gardens. Two desks face each other across metres of plush grey carpet. Polkerris’s wife is staring at her laptop. Rhianna is a native islander too, but we didn’t socialise as kids. Her parents sent her to an exclusive boarding school on the mainland, and I’ve never seen her slumming it in the local pubs. Rhianna’s appearance is even more stylish than her husband’s when she rises to her feet: blonde hair flows over her shoulders in a sleek ripple, a tight grey dress accentuating her slimness. Her features remind me of a china doll with porcelain skin, green eyes open a fraction too wide. Tom Polkerris has met his match: there’s no way this ice maiden would allow anyone to bully her. She barely raises a smile before pointing at a seat by the window, as if I’m being sent to the naughty step.

‘I’ve got some news about Sabine Bertans,’ I tell them.

‘Not in trouble, is she?’ Rhianna looks surprised. ‘She’s got the right paperwork. We’ve hired plenty of Latvian girls over the years; they’re hard workers, nice manners too.’

‘When’s the last time you saw her?’

‘Sabine was serving in the bar last night,’ Tom replies. ‘She volunteered for an extra shift this morning, but never showed up.’

‘Why didn’t you say?’ his wife snaps. ‘I’m in charge of staff.’

The couple glare at each other with such animosity it looks like a war might erupt at any moment, but domestic squabbles are irrelevant now.

‘We know Sabine left the hotel after her shift ended.’

‘That’s hard to believe,’ Rhianna says. ‘She didn’t finish till midnight. Please just tell us what’s wrong.’

‘Her body’s been found by Pulpit Rock. I can’t reveal any details, but we’re certain it’s Sabine. I’ll do a formal identification later today for the records.’

‘Are you saying she was killed?’ Tom Polkerris’s voice vibrates with shock.

‘I can’t share anything at this stage, I’m afraid.’

His face drains of colour, before he drops into a chair, collapsing like a house of cards. There’s no sign now of the kid who loved to goad his classmates. Polkerris is open-mouthed with shock, but his wife’s calmness remains intact.

‘When did it happen?’ Her tone is irritable, as if the girl’s death is a minor disruption to her plans.

‘We don’t have a clear picture yet; I’ll need to search her room before I leave. Did she seem distressed in the last few days?’

‘Not at all, she was loving her time here,’ Tom Polkerris replies.

His wife’s composure vanishes suddenly. ‘Our guests can’t hear about this. They come here for peace and quiet.’

‘Shut up, Rhianna,’ Polkerris mutters. ‘Didn’t you hear what Ben said? One of our staff’s been killed; nothing else matters.’

‘Tell that to our shareholders if we get bad reviews on TripAdvisor.’ Her lips purse into a tight line, making me question what emotions exist inside that glossy shell.

‘Would it be okay to hold a public meeting here later? I want to announce Sabine’s death before gossip takes hold. Your restaurant would be ideal.’

‘It’s busy,’ Rhianna snaps. ‘The church hall’s your best option.’

Tom looks set to argue, but keeps his mouth shut. Our conversation has revealed the couple’s differences: they seem to be falling apart in the face of this crisis instead of pulling together. Polkerris’s walk is unsteady as he leads me through the hotel’s internal garden to the staff accommodation block. It looks like he’s spent the morning knocking back booze, but fresh air seems to help. By the time we reach the single-storey building his gait has steadied.

‘Sabine was in room eleven,’ he mutters. ‘It was unlocked when I looked for her earlier.’

I pull on sterile gloves before touching the door handle. If anyone else turns out to be involved in Sabine’s death, I could be trampling all over primary evidence, so it pays to take care. The air carries the synthetic odour of cheap perfume when I enter. A narrow bed is shoved against the wall, and the room could belong to any young woman, with hairclips, sunglasses and loose change scattered across the dressing table. She must have left in a hurry: her uniform lies in a crumpled heap, as if she was desperate to escape. If she left a suicide note, there’s no sign of it here. My eyes catch on a red dress hanging inside her wardrobe. Sabine will miss out on a lifetime of parties for reasons I can’t explain. I ignore the anger swilling around in my gut; there’s no place for it on an investigation. Regrets are fine in your down time, but while you’re on duty, they only trip you up.

It doesn’t take me long to check under the mattress, behind furniture and in the pockets of her clothes, with no luck at all. I need her phone urgently to understand the context of her death, but all I find is a plastic wallet containing some letters, Sabine’s passport and travel documents, which I drop into an evidence bag. Polkerris is still leaning against the wall outside, his head sagging as if the weight of his skull is a heavy burden.

‘Are you okay, Tom?’

The man’s eyes blink shut. ‘Do you think she suffered?’

‘It’s too soon to tell.’

‘She was nineteen years old.’ A sheen of perspiration has erupted on his pale skin.

‘Let’s focus on tasks, shall we? I have to find Sabine’s phone. I saw her using it recently; the case is bright pink, decorated with flowers. Can you ask your staff to look for it in the hotel?’

‘Of course.’

‘Did Sabine have a boyfriend?’

‘I wouldn’t know, I’m afraid.’

‘What about close friends? Who did she hang out with on her days off?’

‘I can’t say.’ He hesitates before speaking again. ‘We don’t pry into our staff’s private lives.’

‘How did she seem to you last night?’

‘Relaxed, as usual, joking with the waiters. I was on duty from six till after midnight, circulating between the restaurant, bar and reception desk. We said good night when her shift ended.’

‘Do you know any personal details?’

‘Only that she was Catholic; she asked if there was a church nearby.’

‘I’ll check that out. My team may need to come back, today or tomorrow.’

‘Any time, one of us is always here.’

I close the door to Sabine’s room, then ask Polkerris to lock it and hand over the key, so no one tampers with her belongings. Just as we’re leaving I spy a figure at the end of the corridor, little more than a shadow, vanishing before her face is exposed. It’s a reminder that rumours will already be flying around St Mary’s, unless we provide accurate information.

Polkerris is too preoccupied to notice our eavesdropper as we cross the gardens, my gaze scanning the flowerbeds. The roses make an ideal backdrop for the lavish weddings that form the mainstay of the hotel’s business, with couples paying thousands to say their vows in such a historic setting. My old classmate’s calm has returned when we finally reach the exit, making me wonder where he’s buried the aggression that fuelled him as a boy. His expression is sober as I tell him not to inform his staff of Sabine’s death until after the public briefing at 3 p.m.

Lawrie Deane is still trapped behind the reception desk when I get back to the station, but Shadow jumps to his feet, clearly hoping for a run along the beach. Lawrie is on the phone to the airport, which brings the day’s first good news: Liz Gannick’s flight from Penzance will touch down soon. I’ll accept all help on offer, if it gets us nearer the truth.

I’m about to head for the airport when I spot a brown line under the doormat. A manila envelope has got stuck there and been overlooked until now; my name and title are written on the front in ragged black capitals: DI BEN KITTO. I consider chucking it on my desk to deal with later, but instinct makes me peer inside. The envelope contains a single Polaroid photo, and the image tightens the knot in my stomach. Sabine stares back at me, her face framed by the veil she wore this morning. This time she’s very much alive. No make-up has been applied to her face yet – she’s still the natural beauty I remember – but the expression in her eyes is one of abject terror. If she took the picture just before committing suicide, it’s a macabre type of selfie. It’s possible she delivered the envelope last night, before cycling out to Peninnis Head.

Suddenly it hits home that the girl I swam with has been wrenched from this world, no matter how she died. When I stare at the photo again, it gives no clues about timing or location. I can’t tell whether it was taken minutes or hours before her death. When I turn it over, someone has used a white marker to scrawl The bride in her glory will ever be fair on the black plastic. I don’t know where the phrase comes from, but I need to find out. Sabine could have written it herself, certain that dying young would preserve her beauty forever, but she never struck me as vain. If she was murdered, the words have a different meaning. The killer wasn’t content with the brutal murder of a vibrant young woman: he’s taunting us, and the bastard may be less than a mile away, already planning his next attack.
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I drive east to the airport at one o’clock with Shadow on the back seat, the photo burning a hole in my pocket. I’ll need to get the handwriting identified, depending on the pathologist’s news. I follow the coast road north, past Town Beach, where fishing boats lie stranded by the low tide. When I reach Porth Mellon, tourists are dawdling along the pavement with cameras slung from their shoulders, ice creams in hand. They look like members of a parallel universe, oblivious to all forms of danger. I drive through farmland on the Lower Moors, where sheep are sheltering from the sun’s glare below tall elm trees. Flower fields line the airport’s approach road, currently lying fallow, the soil a dull brown. It’s easy to forget that the entire landscape glittered with daffodils and narcissi just a few months ago.

I reach the car park in time to watch Liz Gannick’s ten-seater plane taxi down the airstrip after a perfect landing. Once it’s stationary, the site manager lets me walk across the landing strip. The pilot, Jade Finbury, jumps down onto the runway, leaving her passenger locked inside. The brunette is in her early-thirties, with a round, appealing face that seems designed to smile. She moved here from London five or six years ago, straight after qualifying as a pilot. Jade has adapted well to island life, finding a partner and making friends among the community. I don’t know her well but she’s good at her job. I’ve been her passenger plenty of times, when I fly to the mainland for training events.

‘Your guest’s got plenty of luggage, Ben. Shall I get one of the porters?’

‘That would be great, thanks.’

‘Has something happened while I’ve been away?’

‘A young woman died. You’ve just flown Cornwall’s chief forensics officer over to help us.’

Her smile vanishes. ‘Is it someone from St Mary’s?’

‘We’re holding a public meeting at the church hall at three this afternoon to announce the news.’

She shakes her head in denial. ‘Nothing bad ever happens here.’

‘Come to the briefing, Jade. We’ll have a better picture by then.’

‘I’ll be there.’

The pilot’s professional manner returns when she grabs her flight manual and heads for the airport building at a brisk march, leaving me to welcome Gannick. A small mountain of boxes and crates fill the front seats, hiding the chief forensics officer from view. Her loud northern voice starts yelling instructions before we’ve even said hello.

‘I’ve brought our mobile lab with me. Don’t just stand there, this kit weighs a ton.’

‘Great to see you too, Liz. Thanks for coming over.’

‘Why in God’s name do you need help with a suicide?’

‘The girl was nineteen. Her parents will want every detail, and I need to know if anyone else was involved.’

Gannick scans my face for signs of panic, already making assessments. I fight my impulse to help her down the steps, watching as she manoeuvres onto the airstrip with ease, wielding her crutches like an acrobat. She told me about having spina bifida, but her condition rarely seems to slow her down. She looks more like a student than a senior crime scene investigator, her petite form clad in tight jeans and a scarlet T-shirt. The last time we met her short hair was peroxide blonde, but now it’s raven black, with a few neon pink spikes for added interest. Her pixie-like features are so small and angular, they could belong to a twelve-year-old, but her gaze is world-weary.

‘Let’s hope it’s worth my while.’ She’s already twitching with impatience. ‘What are we waiting for? The scene’s getting corrupted as we speak.’

‘It’s only five minutes away.’

‘Have you got that bloody dog in the van?’

‘He’ll be overjoyed to see you.’

Gannick’s loathing for Shadow is part of her act. She grumbles about him, yet slips him expensive dog treats when she thinks no one’s looking. I’ve only worked with the chief forensics officer on one previous investigation, but her style is unchanged. She’s good company off-duty, but works at breakneck speed, her brusque communication style harsh enough to terrify the faint-hearted. She scowls with irritation while the porter helps me load her equipment into the police van, as if the boxes should transport themselves.

The forensics officer sits in the back with Shadow, firing out questions during our short drive around the island’s western coast, past Old Town’s horseshoe bay, but she falls silent as we approach Peninnis Head. The area has been cordoned off with crime scene tape, a sterile white tent erected over Sabine’s body. Gannick makes me put on a white Tyvek suit, and overshoes, even though my footprints are already scattered liberally across the grass. The synthetic fabric is punishing on a hot day – sunlight blasts the rocky landscape, bleaching the granite from grey to white. I catch sight of the pathologist walking back to his car, just as Gannick reappears at my side.

‘I’m glad you’re working with us, Liz. The victim was an acquaintance of mine.’

‘Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing. They gave me the top job for a reason.’

I’d forgotten Gannick’s tendency to turn compliments into insults. She ducks under the cordon while I walk over to speak to the pathologist. Gareth Keillor retired from Home Office duties several years ago, but is still licensed to act as the islands’ consultant. His small eyes observe me through tortoiseshell glasses, scant grey hair unsettled by the breeze. He slings his medical case into the boot of his car, as if he can’t wait to escape.
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