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Prologue
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Revenge began the night the storm tore open the cliff and gave the dead back their voice.

September 1990

Southeast of St. Catherine’s Point on The Isle of Wight, the boat bobbed in black water. The lighthouse beam swept the deck, then moved on, leaving the darkness to close again.

Grant Ainsworth glanced up. The sky was clear, the moon full, stars scattered thickly across it - ‘more than any man could count’, his father used to say. The thought came unbidden, as it often did out here, where the sea made room for old voices.

He lifted the hatch and checked the catch. Bass and cod lay iced and still, and beneath them was a tope shark he hadn’t expected. He shifted it slightly, then settled the ice back into place. He carefully closed the hatch. It had been a good night.

Grant set a course for Puckaster Cove. The breeze cooled his face, the engine’s steady thrum filling the wide stretch of dark water. This hour belonged to him - the space between work and home, between noise and stillness.

In a little over an hour, he’d be back. The house would be quiet. A hot shower. His wife breathing softly beside him.

His granddaughter’s door would be closed. It always was.

Grampa weekends were his favourite. He pictured her now - sprawled diagonally across the bed, one arm flung above her head, tangled in that pink duvet she insisted on bringing every time. The one with the blonde princess trapped high in a tower, the knight below locked in battle with a fire-breathing dragon.

He smiled.

By morning the dragon would be defeated, the knight victorious, the princess saved. She’d explain it all to him over cereal, solemn and certain.

Grant adjusted his course slightly, the bow cutting cleanly through the water.

He couldn’t wait to be home.

The shoreline rose ahead, darker now, the cliffs cutting the moonlight. As the cove came into view, he eased off the throttle, letting the boat drift.

Something felt off.,

Four figures stood near the waterline. Too still. Their voices carried across the cove, clipped and urgent, the sound wrong for this place and hour.

“You’ve got this wrong, Tommy,” Eddie Malkin said. His hands were out, palms showing. “You know me.”

Tommy didn’t answer. He stood with his back to the sea, eyes on Eddie, listening - not to the words, but to what sat underneath them.

“Where’s the fender?” he said at last.

“I don’t know.” Eddie swallowed. “Honestly. There are reasons it might not -”

“Frankie.”

The name cut through the air.

Eddie closed his eyes for a moment as a large man stepped forward. “I’ve been with you for quite a while now,” he said, forcing the words out. “We’re Southshore. We look after our own.”

A shape moved at the edge of the cove.

“Who’ve you been talking to?” Mick asked, stepping forward into the light.

Eddie shook his head too quickly. “No one.”

Frankie hit him. A single, hard blow to the stomach. Eddie went down hard, the breath driven out of him. He lay there coughing, sand clinging to his cheek.

Tommy waited.

“Get him up.” His voice was a low growl.

Frankie hauled Eddie to his feet and shoved him towards the yacht. It lay low in the water, nudging the shingle as the tide pulled at it.

Fenders hung along her starboard side, scuffed and greyed by use - each one weighted, each one placed with care.

One space along the rail lay bare.

Tommy nodded at Mick. “Count.”

Mick pointed, methodical. “One. Two. Three. Four.”

He stopped.

The silence stretched, broken only by the water against the hull.

Tommy smiled, thin and humourless. “And?”

“I don’t know,” Eddie said hoarsely. “I swear it.”

Tommy stepped closer, close enough now that Eddie could smell his aftershave, expensive and clean. “You see the problem,” he said quietly.

Eddie shook his head, panic rising. “I wouldn’t do that. Not to you.”

Frankie dragged him down, forcing him into the sand. Tape came out fast, efficient.

The pliers followed. He took Eddie’s left hand, one finger at a time.

The sound that came next wasn’t loud - just wet, desperate, and impossible to mistake.

When the tape was pulled away, Eddie was sobbing.

“Tell me,” Tommy said.

“I don’t know anything.”

The tape went back on. Frankie didn’t rush it.

A noise behind them - water against fibreglass.

Tommy turned.

A small fishing boat drifted in on the tide, engine ticking down. A man stood frozen at the helm, hands already raised, eyes wide as he took in the scene in front of him.

“And who the hell are you?” Tommy said.

“I - I’m Grant,” the man stammered. “I didn’t see - I was just coming in.”

Tommy crossed the sand in three strides, the gun already out. “Off the boat. Slowly.”

Grant did as he was told. Eddie shook his head violently, trying to speak through the tape.

“I don’t know him,” Eddie said when it was pulled free. “I swear. I’ve never seen him before.”

Tommy looked at Grant. Then at the boat.

“Check it.”

Mick climbed aboard. He lifted the hatch, glanced inside, and poked once with his boot. A moment passed.

“Just fish.”

Grant let out a breath as Mick’s boots hit the sand, relief loosening his shoulders. 

Tommy didn’t share it.

“On your knees,” he said.

Grant hesitated - just a fraction - then dropped beside Eddie, sand biting through his trousers. Eddie was already shaking, hands taped, head bowed.

Tommy stepped in front of them, unhurried. He raised the gun, pressed the barrel gently to Eddie’s forehead. Not hard. Almost careful.

“You were warned,” he said quietly.

Eddie opened his mouth - whether to plead or explain, they never found out.

The shot cracked across the beach. Eddie collapsed sideways, body folding before it hit the sand.

The second shot followed almost immediately.

Tommy lowered the gun, exhaled once, and wiped his hand on his jacket as if brushing off grit.

“Push the boat out,” he said. “Let it drift.”

He turned away before anyone answered. The tide would do the rest.

Tommy paused, glanced back at the two shapes in the sand.

“Bury them,” he said. “Separate. Deep enough that no one comes looking.”
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Sunday 14th June 2020

The lift was clean this morning - smooth and reliable - carrying him higher than he’d planned. Martin Hale let the paraglider take him, legs loose in the harness, hands light on the brakes. Below, the downs stretched out in muted greens and greys, softened by the torrential rain that had lasted all night.

From up here, everything looked settled. Solid. As if the ground had made up its mind centuries ago and wasn’t about to change it now.

He drifted south, following the line of the ridge, the sea opening out beyond it. The air was cold and clean, washed clear by the night’s rain.

He breathed it in and smiled. Weekends were his - especially breezy Sundays like this. Just him and the birds, and a morning that didn’t involve bright lights or being asked to look into another mouth.

This is why he came early. Before the paths filled. Before the day made demands.

A movement caught his eye.

A runner had appeared on the path below, moving steadily along the crest, head down, arms pumping. From this height, the figure looked small, almost toy-like, the hi-vis vest bright against the damp grass.

The runner stumbled.

At first, it was nothing - a misstep, a slip on wet ground. Martin chuckled; the sound was lost immediately to the wind.

Then the ground beneath the runner shifted.

Not a fall. Not quite. Something slower. Something different.

He tightened his grip on the controls, circling back, eyes fixed on the path. The runner had gone down on one knee now, hands out, trying to steady themselves.

And the land was still moving.

He banked gently, losing a little height, the wing responding cleanly. Below him, the runner tried to stand.

The path no longer held its line. What had been a clean curve along the crest had softened, sagging in the middle, as if someone had pressed a giant thumb into it. Grass tore away in slow strips, exposing pale earth beneath.

The runner slipped again - not forward this time, but sideways. He heard what he thought might be a muted scream. Female.

The smile left Martin’s face.

A section of ground slid - no more than a few feet at first - carrying the runner with it. There was no sudden drop, no drama. Just movement. Steady and implacable, as the land eased itself downhill.

For a moment he lost sight of the runner entirely; the angle was wrong, the ground folding in on itself.

He circled once more, heart thudding now, eyes fixed on the place where the path had been.

The runner was gone.

In their place lay something else - a smear of darker soil, torn grass, and lower down the slope, a shape that hadn’t been there moments before. Pale against the churned earth. Unmoving.

He hovered, watching, waiting for the figure to move.

It didn’t.
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Dave had over catered, as usual. Cameron could tell from the way the long folding table bowed faintly under the weight of food no one was touching yet - bowls of crisps, half-unwrapped platters, paper plates already threatening to lift in the breeze.

Paper lanterns had been strung between the fence posts, bright splashes of colour against the greying afternoon. They sagged slightly, tugged at by the wind, their thin wires chiming together when the gusts caught them just right. Somewhere behind the house, music thudded - too loud, too fast, and chosen, Cameron suspected, with the express intention of repelling adults on principle.

He stood near the edge of the garden, a mug of tea warming his hands, watching the girls move in loose, laughing packs. They filled the space with noise and motion, careless and unselfconscious, their energy spilling into every corner in a way adults no longer quite managed.

“That’s deliberate,” Dave said, appearing at his shoulder. “If they don’t acknowledge us, we can’t embarrass them.”

Zoe shot past at speed, her hair streaked with colours Cameron didn’t remember seeing the last time he’d been here.

“Uncle Cam,” she said, barely slowing. “Have you seen Mum?”

“Kitchen,” Cameron replied.

She was gone almost before he’d finished speaking.

Dave watched her disappear, something unreadable flickering across his face before he smoothed it away. “Fifteen,” he said quietly. “I swear they were ten yesterday.”

Cameron nodded. “Goes quickly.”

“What does?”

“Time.”

Dave gave a soft snort. “You’re not wrong.”

Amanda, Dave’s wife appeared beside them, hands dusted with flour, her sleeves rolled up. “And what are you two doing, hiding out here?”

“Nothing,” Dave said easily. “Just observing.”

She followed his gaze across the garden - the noise, the movement, the mess of half-lived moments. “I know,” she said.

For a moment, they stood together without speaking, watching as one of the girls laughed so hard, she had to stop and bend double, clutching at her sides.

Dave shook his head. “I don’t remember us being this loud.”

“That’s because you were the noise back then,” Amanda said, smiling.

Before Dave could respond, Cameron’s phone rang.

“Ward.”

“Guv, it’s Raich. I’m just leaving the office - there’s been a landslip at Down Lane.”

Cameron frowned, the sounds of the garden dimming slightly around him. “Why are you heading to a landslip?”

“It’s not just a landslip. There’s a body down there.”

“On my way,” Cameron said, and ended the call.

Dave turned, reading his face. “What’s happened?”

“Landslip,” Cameron said. “Body involved. That’s all we know.”

“I’ll get my coat.”

“No,” Cameron said quietly. “You’re staying here. Raich and I will deal with it.”

Dave hesitated, then nodded. “You sure?”

Cameron met his gaze. “Absolutely.”

He set the mug down on the table, the tea untouched now. As he stepped away from the noise and colour of the garden, Cameron couldn’t help thinking that Sundays had a habit of pretending to be quiet - right up until the moment they weren’t.

Cameron headed south with the familiar, unsettled sense that came with any first look at a scene - the quiet knowledge that whatever waited for him would already be altered, fixed in time, beyond remedy. His thoughts flickered briefly to the evening ahead. Ellie. Their first proper date.

The thought surfaced uninvited: her smile when she laughed, the way she tilted her head as she listened, as though what you were saying actually mattered. He’d seen it often enough across the bistro counter - seen it and looked away.

Tonight, would be different.

It felt... tentative. Promising.

And therefore, something he didn’t entirely trust yet.

He pushed the thought aside. There would be time for that later. If the day allowed it.

Thirty minutes later, he pulled in behind a line of emergency vehicles. Fire & Rescue. Coastguard. Ambulance. More than a simple slip, then.

Raich spotted him and raised a hand.

The wind cut hard across the clifftop, relentless and persistent, carrying the damp, metallic smell of disturbed earth. Cameron ducked under the tape and joined her at the cordon, taking in the broken path, the raw gouge in the hillside.

“This looks more than a landslip,” he said.

“It is,” Raich agreed. She nodded towards one of the ambulances. A woman sat wrapped in a foil blanket, her trainers muddy, speaking quietly to a paramedic. “That’s Sally Jones. Out for her morning run - St Boniface Down towards Ventnor. She was on Down Lane when the ground gave way.”

“You said there was a body.”

“There is.”

He waited, letting her choose her words.

“The slip took her with it,” Raich continued. “She lost her footing, slid with it. Grabbed for something to stop herself.”

Cameron looked back to the woman

“When it settled, she realised she was holding a jacket. Leather. Still zipped.”

Cameron’s expression remained neutral, but his eyes gave him away. 

“It was on a body,” Raich said quietly. “Looks like it’s been there a long time.”

Cameron looked back across the cliff path - narrow, exposed - then to Sally, small and wrapped in silver against the grey.

“It must have been terrifying.”

“I’ll say,” Raich replied.

“Who called it in?”

“Martin Hale.” She passed him a statement. “Paraglider. I took his details and let him get off home.”

Cameron skimmed the page, already hearing the shape of it in his head as he read.


I was out paragliding that morning. I’d launched from St Boniface Down - it would have been just after seven, maybe ten past. The weather was fine. There’d been rain overnight, but visibility was good, light wind.

I was flying south along the ridge when I noticed a runner on the path below me. I didn’t recognise them, and I’d had no contact with them before that.

I saw the runner stumble, and I assumed they’d just slipped on the wet ground. It didn’t seem unusual at first.

A short time later - seconds, not long - I noticed the ground itself moving beneath the path. It wasn’t a sudden drop. It was more like it moved, then slid. The runner went down again and then disappeared from view as the ground moved with them.

I circled back to look properly. The path was broken up, and there was exposed earth further down the slope. I could see something pale that hadn’t been visible before, lying at an odd angle.

That was when I realised it wasn’t just a fall - the ground itself had moved. I didn’t go any closer. I couldn’t tell where it was safe to stand. I landed as soon as I could and made the call, then waited where I was until help arrived.

I didn’t see anyone else in the area at the time.


The statement was clear, matter of fact. No drama. Just observation. A runner. A stumble. Then the ground itself gave way - slow, inevitable. Cameron could picture it too easily. The wrongness of it. The helplessness.

When he finished, he handed the paper back.

“Good work,” he said. “Clear sequence. Let’s speak to Sally.”

Sally looked up as they approached, her eyes red-rimmed but alert.

“Sally,” Cameron said gently. “I’m DCI Ward. Are you injured?”

She shook her head. “Just... shaken.”

“Take your time. Tell me what happened.”

She swallowed and drew in a steadying breath.

“I was out running. Headphones on. Just minding my own business.” A small, embarrassed shrug. “I stumbled - but I don’t know why. There was nothing there.”

Cameron nodded for her to continue.

“When I tried to get back up... everything started moving.” She hesitated, frowning at the memory. “I know this sounds stupid, but for a second, I thought - an earthquake. Not that I’ve ever felt one.”

“It doesn’t sound stupid,” Cameron said quietly.

She glanced at him, grateful, then went on.

“It wasn’t a jolt. It was slower than that. Like the ground was sliding. Towards the sea.” Fear flicked across her face. “I thought I was going over.”

Cameron noticed the mud caked beneath her fingernails, the small cuts across her knuckles.

“I was grabbing at anything,” she said. “Grass. Roots. Nothing held.”

She looked down at her hands as if seeing them properly for the first time.

“Then I reached again. And I caught something solid. I thought it was a bag. I felt a zip.”

Her throat worked.

“When it stopped moving, I looked up - it wasn’t a bag.”

She lifted her eyes to his.

“It was a jacket.”

Words stuck in her throat.

“And there were bones inside it.”

Cameron nodded. “All right. You’ve done brilliantly. We’ll let you rest.”

They walked back towards the cordon.

“Got sentry duty covered?” Cameron asked.

“Oh, yes,” Raich said, a glint in her eye. “Keen as mustard.”

As they rounded the corner, Cameron did a double take - then nodded, approving.

PC Doyle stood rigid by the tape, immaculate, notebook ready.

“Morning, sir.”

“PC Doyle,” Cameron said, taking in the turnout. “How are you finding the job? You’ve been out of the academy a few months now. And how’s your mum doing?”

Doyle blinked, then straightened further. “Very well, sir. And Mum’s doing much better - thank you.”

“And please stop with the ‘sir’. Guv will do.”

Doyle hesitated, then squared his shoulders. “Understood. Guv. And... I know - I know who you are, but I’ll need to see your warrant cards, please.”

Cameron smiled faintly. “Don’t apologise for doing your job.”

He and Raich produced their cards, ducked under the tape.

Cameron paused, looking back along the path - familiar, overlooked, used daily by walkers and runners alike.

Someone had chosen this place carefully.

And trusted the land to keep its secrets.
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“That’s far enough.”

The voice carried easily across the wind, firm without raising itself. Cameron turned to see a man roughly his own age in blue overalls, standing just beyond the cordon.

“We haven’t designated this as a safe area yet.”

Cameron caught the Coastguard insignia on the man’s sleeve and immediately ducked back under the tape.

“Right. Of course.” A flicker of self-reproach passed through him. He should have known better.

“Mark Ellery,” the man said, holding out his hand. “Ventnor Coastguard Rescue Team.”

Cameron took it without hesitation. “DCI Cameron Ward. This is Detective Sergeant Raich Carter. We’ve been called out following reports of a body.”

Ellery drew in a slow breath. “There is one. I was the first on scene.”

“Where is it?” Cameron asked.

“Still out there.” Ellery nodded towards the broken ground beyond the cordon. “I’ve already spoken to Chief Superintendent Kay.”

Cameron nodded once.

“We’ve treated this as two separate operations,” Ellery continued. “First priority was Sally Jones - getting her out safely. Once that was done, I made the call. Second is retrieval of the body.” He paused, letting the reality of it settle. “The ground’s too unstable for your forensic team to walk in. We’re setting up a rope rig.”

Raich glanced at Cameron. He returned the look - both of them picturing Bill Banham clipped into a harness.

As if summoned, Bill’s soft Scottish brogue drifted across the wind.

“Morning, Cam. This one’s... unusual.”

Cameron gave a thin smile. “So I’m hearing.”

“They tell me there’s abseiling involved,” Bill added.

“There is.”

“Well,” Bill said, eyes glinting, “that’ll brighten my day.”

Another member of his team joined them - Jess Taylor - already wearing a full-body harness over her forensic overalls, looking entirely untroubled by the terrain.

“Botanical Gardens,” Cameron said, pointing as recognition clicked.

Jess grinned. “Correct. Though I’d say this one’s a bit more exciting.”

She moved towards Ellery as his team finished rigging the ropes.

Jess breathed harder than she’d intended as she began her descent. It had been a while since she’d last abseiled - forensics rarely demanded much in the way of fitness - but muscle memory soon took over. By the time she reached the bottom, her breathing had steadied.

She found the body moments later.

Above, Cameron, Raich, and Bill stood close together as Jess’s voice came through the radio - calm, stripped of expression.

“Body located. Skeletal remains. Forensic evidence is going to be limited - the ground’s been disturbed.”

“Any idea how long they’ve been there?” Cameron asked. “Is this one for us, or archaeology?”

He paused, recalibrating. “No - Sally mentioned a jacket. So not ancient.”

“Not ancient,” Jess confirmed. “But not recent either. Significant skeletal exposure. The body’s wearing a PVC jacket.”

She hesitated.

“One thing I can say for certain.”

Cameron didn’t hurry her. “Go on.”

“There’s a gunshot wound to the skull. Frontal bone.”

“Single shot. Close range.”

“Execution?” Raich said quietly.

“Yes,” Jess replied. “That would be fair.”

A moment later, Bill’s phone chimed. They clustered around as the image loaded.

A skull filled the screen. The bullet hole was unmistakable.

Later that afternoon, once Jess and Ellery’s team had carefully recovered the rest of the bones, the remains were secured in a Bell rescue stretcher and hauled back to the top. From there, they were transferred into a body bag and laid gently on a gurney.

The private ambulance waited at the edge of the car park, engine idling.

Jess walked over, unclipping her harness. “There’s more going on here than just a shooting.”

Cameron glanced at Bill. “Mind if we take a look?”

“Be my guest.”

Bill eased back the zip.

Inside lay what they’d expected - skeletal remains, a PVC jacket remarkably intact, cheap trainers made from synthetic material that had resisted decay.

“So?” Bill asked, stepping aside.

Jess lifted the left hand carefully, exposing the finger bones.

“These are fractured,” she said. “Multiple breaks.”

She paused.

“I recovered the others as well. The damage looks perimortem.”

“So, around the time of death,” Cameron said.

“Yes. No evidence of healing. Pathology will narrow it down.”

Cameron studied the remains, letting the details settle. “At least we’ve got teeth. Dental records might give us something.”

Jess reached into her pocket and produced an evidence bag. Inside, a wallet - worn, but intact. The cards were faded, but readable.

“I think it’s Edward Malkin,” she said.

Cameron straightened slowly.

He looked back towards the broken path - the quiet ground, the ordinary place people passed without thinking.

That was a grave.
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Gabby Kay crossed to the front window, her heels making a soft knock against the bare bedroom floorboards. Late afternoon light pooled across the pale walls, catching dust motes in the air.

It was quieter than she’d expected.

She stood there a moment longer than necessary, looking out over the garden - the low stone wall, and in the distance, the stretch of sea beyond it, grey-blue and steady.

She moved back onto the landing, pausing at the spare room. She could see it furnished already - not guests, but files. A desk. Space to think.

The bathroom next. A deep roll-top bath, unexpectedly indulgent. The sort you lowered yourself into and didn’t rush out of.

Downstairs, she took the steps slowly, fingertips grazing the worn Victorian oak banister. The house opened out at the bottom - a wide farmhouse kitchen, high ceilings, corners that felt private rather than empty.

It felt... anchored.

When she’d first transferred to the island, she’d rented a flat. Practical. Temporary. Boxes never fully unpacked. She hadn’t committed to the place because she hadn’t been sure it would commit to her.

The island had a way of deciding that for you.

She’d sold her house in London last month. Signed the papers without ceremony. No second thoughts.

Gabby turned from the window.

“I’ll take it.”

The estate agent’s smile arrived a fraction too quickly, relief poorly disguised as charm.

Outside, the air felt different. Lighter.

She walked back to her car with a steadiness she hadn’t expected. The thought surfaced, not triumphant but settled: she was staying.

Properly.

An Islander, as her grandparents had been. Even if some would always call her an overner. A DFL. Down From London.

She didn’t mind.

Maybe belonging wasn’t about birthplace at all.

As Gabby thanked the estate agent and left the property her phone rang.

Gabby checked the screen and answered. “Ward.”

“Chief, sorry to bother you on a Sunday,” Cameron said, “but the body from Down Lane - it’s a murder.”

The pause on the other end told him enough.

“I see.”

“Gunshot to the head. Broken fingers - likely around the time of death. We’ll know more once pathologies finished. We may have a name.”

“That was quick.”

“Wallet inside the jacket. Bank cards intact.”

Gabby glanced at her watch. Quarter to five. Sunday.

The house behind her felt suddenly further away.

“There’s nothing we can action until reports are in,” she said evenly. “Go home. We’ll reconvene in the morning.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The line went dead.

Gabby stood for a moment longer beside the car.

Belonging, she thought, had its price.

She got in and started the engine.

Charles Bovington stood over the remains of Edward Malkin.

“Well then,” he murmured, adjusting the overhead lamp until the skull sat precisely in its light, “let’s see what you’ve been keeping from us.”

He activated the recorder with a practised flick of his thumb.

“Entry wound to the frontal bone. Internal bevelling present, consistent with a gunshot injury. Extensive radiating and concentric fractures.”

His tone was clinical, precise - carefully controlled.

“Given the duration of burial, no viable brain tissue remains for examination. The bullet exited through the occipital bone, producing a larger defect. External bevelling confirmed.”

He leaned closer, inspecting the left hand.

He studied the left hand in silence for a moment longer than protocol required.

“Secondary injuries. Left hand only. Every finger fractured. No evidence of healing.”

He straightened, considering.

“Pain compliance prior to death.”

He paused the recorder and studied the fractures in silence.

For a moment he examined the left hand again, turning it fractionally beneath the light, as though reassessing a detail that hadn’t quite settled.

Then he resumed.

“Pattern consistent with deliberate infliction. Sequence undetermined at this stage.”

He stopped the recording and removed his gloves slowly, peeling them away one finger at a time.

The hand lay where he had placed it.

He looked at it a moment longer than was strictly necessary.

“Unnecessary,” he murmured at last.
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Ellie Lockwood stood in front of the full-length mirror, her reflection stubbornly unimpressed.

Nothing looked bad.

Nothing felt good either.

She smoothed the fabric at her waist for the third time, then stepped back, arms folded, assessing herself like a stranger.

Alice watched from the doorway for a moment before crossing the room and pulling her into a quick, decisive hug.

“Right,” she said briskly. “Kitchen. Sit down.”

Ellie let herself be steered, dropping onto a chair while Alice filled the kettle.

“I don’t know where he’s taking me,” Ellie said once the mugs were out. “So, I don’t know what to wear. And it’s been so long since I’ve dressed up properly... everything feels off.”

Alice slid a coffee across to her. “You look amazing.”

“That’s not the same,” Ellie said. “You know it isn’t.”

“It is,” Alice replied calmly. “You’re just panicking.”

Ellie exhaled, some of the tension leaving her shoulders.

“Every time he’s seen you, you’ve been in flour-dusted jeans and an apron,” Alice added. “And he still couldn’t take his eyes off you.”

Ellie smiled despite herself.

Twenty minutes later she was ready - hair loosely pinned, makeup light, dress simple but flattering. Not overdone. Not armour.

Just her.

“Alice Blakely,” Ellie said, meaning it, “what would I do without you?”

“You’d cope,” Alice replied. “You always do.”

Ellie hesitated. “I bet he’s not half as worked up as this.”

Not too many miles away, one very capable DCI was proving her wrong.

“Cam,” Dave said, leaning against the doorframe, “it’s just a date.”

Cameron tugged at his jacket sleeve. “I’m aware.”

“Yes, she’s out of your league,” Dave went on mildly. “But she said yes. That’s the important bit.”

Cameron glanced at him. “You are enjoying this, aren’t you?”

“Immensely,” Dave said, pleased with himself.

“Where are you taking her?”

“The Hut. Colwell Bay.”

Dave nodded, impressed. “Good choice. So tonight, you’re underdressed, outmatched, and eating somewhere you’ll pretend you go all the time.”

Cameron sighed. “Have you quite finished?”

“I think so,” Dave said, grinning. “Taxi’s waiting.”

Ellie had asked to be picked up outside The Snug -neutral ground, sensible, and easier on her nerves.

Alice waited in her car further down the street, watching Ellie check her watch for the umpteenth time, then glance up again.

The taxi pulled in exactly on time.

Cameron stepped out, straightened - and saw her.

For a second, the world narrowed.

“Wow,” he said, before he could stop himself.

Ellie laughed softly, a little self-conscious.

Cameron leant forward and opened the door for her.

“A gentleman,” she said lightly.

“I try,” he replied.

“You look amazing,” he said, quieter this time, as the taxi pulled away.

Ellie was grateful for the shadowed light in the back of the cab. It hid the familiar flush he always seemed to bring on.

“Thank you,” Ellie replied genuinely. It had been a very long time since anyone apart from Alice had paid her a sincere compliment. “You look really nice, too.”

She immediately regretted it, convinced it sounded lame. Cameron, now equally grateful for the dim light, smiled anyway. For a moment neither of them quite knew what to say next.

The cabbie, sensing it, rescued them.

“Have you been to The Hut before?” the cabbie asked. “Great place. I take my wife there now and again.”

With his interjection, the rest of the journey passed quickly.

“Here we are,” the cabbie said as he pulled up.

Colwell Bay opened out in front of them, the sea darkening into evening blues. The Hut sat low against the shoreline, glass catching the last of the light, warm and welcoming against the darkening water.

Cameron paid, and the cabbie gave a cheerful, “Enjoy,” before pulling away.

Ellie slowed as they approached, taking it in.

“It’s beautiful,” she said quietly.

Cameron nodded. “I thought you might like it.”

Inside, the air was calm, the sound of the sea threading through low conversation and clinking glasses. They were shown to a table near the window.

Ellie rested her hands lightly on the edge. “Before we order,” she said, meeting his eye, “I just want to say - I’d like to take this slowly.”

Cameron didn’t hesitate. “Me too.”

Something eased between them. Ellie bit her lip - a small, unconscious gesture that had an effect on Cameron he hadn’t expected at all. Then she asked, “What made you decide to ask me out on a date?”

Cameron winced, briefly considered a carefully evasive answer - then decided truth was the safer option.

“Honestly,” he said, “I’ve wanted to ask you out for a while. But I’m not very good at that sort of thing. You probably noticed.”

Ellie smiled.

“Do you remember ponytail guy with the flowers?”

Her eyes rolled. “Unfortunately.”

“Well... I can’t remember if it was Dave or Raich who said if I didn’t get my backside into gear and ask you out, someone else would.”

“Well,” Ellie said, smiling, “I’m glad you did.”

“I’m glad you said yes.”

The rest of the meal passed more easily. Conversation found its own rhythm - work acknowledged but left alone, other things filling the space instead. Cameron caught himself watching her more than he meant to, listening as much to the pauses as to the words, quietly astonished by how little effort it all took. He couldn’t quite believe he was sitting there with her - that this was real.

When Cameron asked for the bill, Ellie felt a familiar knot of worry. She hadn’t expected somewhere so extravagant like this.

He noticed immediately. Paused. Met her gaze. “I’ve got this,” he said gently.

She nodded, relief and guilt tangling together as he paid.

Outside again, the sea breathed steadily against the shore.

“Thank you,” she said.

“For dinner?”

“For not rushing, and for dinner.”

Cameron smiled. “We’ve got plenty of time.”

And for the first time that day, Ellie believed it.
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Chapter 6
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Pike Hills Care Home Dorset

Rose Malkin sat in her room, four magnolia walls pressing inward, the white door fitted with reinforced glass like something borrowed from a place you didn’t leave without permission. The television murmured behind her - a game show she’d watched too many times before; the answers arriving before the questions had finished.

She wasn’t watching.

Her fingers drifted to the sore patch on her arm where the syringe driver sat beneath the skin, tender and bruised. The medication dulled some things. Never quite enough. Everything ached. She had complained. Nothing had changed.

Her body was failing fast. Her mind, infuriatingly, was not. Rose had decided months ago how this would end. She would leave on her own terms.

The door creaked.

She turned as a familiar figure stepped inside, and for the first time in days, her mouth lifted into a small, genuine smile.

“Hello, Mum.”

“Hello, son,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting you today.”

“I know.” He hesitated. “But I have something to tell you. I didn’t think it could wait.”

Her brow creased. “You’re not ill, are you?”

“No, nothing like that.” He paused. “There was a landslip on the island this morning. They uncovered a body.”

Rose went very still.

“There’s no easy way to say this,” he continued quietly. “It was Eddie.”

Her hand flew to her mouth. The sound escaped her before she could stop it. Tears followed, unrestrained, slipping down her cheeks before she could marshal them.

He sat beside her, perched on the edge of the bed, taking her hand.

“I know you always suspected,” he said gently. “But now we know. Now there can be closure.”

“No.”  The word was immediate. Unyielding. “I know who did this.” Her voice didn’t shake. “And they will answer for it.”

He frowned. “How do you know?”

Before she could answer, the door opened again. The district nurse stepped in, professional and efficient. The conversation died where it sat.

“And how are we today, Rose?” the nurse asked.

Rose gave a thin smile. “If I were fine, I wouldn’t be here.”

The nurse checked the driver and nodded. “I’ll pop back tomorrow, just to be sure everything’s still all right.” Then she was gone.

“How do you know?” he asked again.

“I’ve always known.” Rose glanced at the door, then back at him. “Eddie was a good man. Just in the wrong company. A few days before he disappeared, he was jumpy. Said the crew felt different. Said something had changed.”

“Crew?” he frowned. “A ship?”

She shook her head. This was the conversation she’d always known would come. Hoped wouldn’t.

“Work dried up,” Rose said. “Recession. Eddie took whatever he could - labouring, removals, anything. Sometimes he’d be gone for weeks at a time. But the money always came in.”

She looked down at her hands.

“Then Portsmouth. Someone introduced him to a man named Tommy. At first, it was simple: drive over to the island, collect parcels, bring them back.” She met her son’s eyes. “It never stays simple. Not with men like that. By the time Eddie realised it, he was in too deep. He was part of the Southshore Crew.”

The pain surged then, sharp enough to steal her breath. He saw it and waited.

“I know Eddie wasn’t your biological grandfather,” she said when it passed. “But he married your grandmother. He loved you like his own and treated me like a daughter. That’s what matters.”

She watched his face harden. Something old stirred there - not noise, not fury. Something colder.

“Fetch my suitcase,” she said quietly. “Top of the wardrobe. There’s a wooden box.”

He did as she asked. She took the key from around her neck, opened the box, and lifted out a worn journal. “Eddie gave me this when he started to worry,” she said. “They all kept one. Everything written down. If anything happened to him... said this was what I’d need.”

She placed it in his hands. “It’s in code. I never tried to break it. I kept thinking he’d come home.”

He traced the cover carefully, reverently. At the door, he stopped. Turned back. Held the journal up once. “For Eddie.”

The door closed behind him.
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Chapter 7
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Monday, 7.00 a.m.

Jon ‘Fitz’ Fitzpatrick stood by the front door while Denise adjusted his tie for the third time.

“There,” she said finally, smoothing it flat against his shirt. “That’s as straight as it’s getting.”

He let her fuss. He didn’t trust his hands not to betray him.

“Have a good first day, Detective,” she added, stepping back to admire him.

“Trainee Detective,” he corrected automatically.

Denise rolled her eyes. “Still a detective.”

The word sat differently this morning.

Fitz had imagined this moment more times than he’d ever admit - pictured saying it out loud, over and over. For years he’d watched others make the leap, telling himself his time would come. Now it had.

Izzy padded into the hallway in dinosaur pyjamas, hair sleep-soft and sticking up at the back.

She squinted at him.

“Why you not policeman, Daddy?”

Denise crouched beside her. “He is, sweetheart. Just a very special one now.”

Izzy considered this carefully, then nodded, satisfied. “Like superhero?”

“Exactly like that,” Fitz said, scooping her up.

She wrapped her arms around his neck, warm and small and completely trusting. He held her a second longer than usual, breathing her in - baby shampoo and toast.

He hadn’t realised until now how much he’d needed this.

As he opened the car door, Denise called his name. He turned to see her standing in the doorway, Izzy perched on her hip, morning light catching in her hair.

“I’m
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