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Prologue
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Even love has a body count

May 1998 – Mary Kelly’s Cottage, River Foyle, Northern Ireland

The morning light filtered through the old cottage windows, turning dust into gold, as the sun’s tendrils silently crept over the work surfaces. Mary Kelly leaned against the porcelain sink and watched the dust motes dancing in the light, the gentle warmth of the sun on her back a rare comfort in these northern latitudes. Outside, the River Foyle meandered like a ribbon through the landscape, its surface catching light like glass.

The stone cottage was rough-edged and weathered by time, but none of that mattered. It had been more than a home. It had been their sanctuary, their bastion, their special place. Mary and Albi had found it twenty-three years prior, when love between a Catholic and a Protestant could be dangerous. Friends vanished, wedding plans nearly dissolved, but Albi never wavered. In his eyes, the world narrowed to only her and no further.

He’d promised to build them a life, and he had. With his own hands, he toiled night and day, weekends and every spare moment, just to keep his promise to Mary - his Mary. He had crafted their world - starting with the oak table and chairs that stood proudly in the centre of the kitchen, each joint a testament to his devotion both to his craft and to her. She traced her fingers along the table’s edge, a bittersweet smile curving her lips.

Upstairs, laughter spilled through the floorboards, drifting down like perfume on a summer breeze - familiar, comforting, and threaded with memory. Mary paused, listening. The sound of Nadine’s voice - light, excitable - sent a ripple through her, catching somewhere deep. Her daughter was having her final wedding dress fitting today in Londonderry, with best friend and chief bridesmaid Shannon fussing over hairpins, mascara and lipstick, as if they were back in the days of sleepovers and glittery magazines.

The house was full of that old, forgotten kind of happiness - the breathless excitement of beginnings. It reminded Mary of birthday mornings, wrapped presents, and the scent of chocolate cake still warm from the oven. And now, here they were, grown women, laughing upstairs like girls again. She should have felt joy. She almost did.

Her gaze slipped to the kitchen chair by the window, where Albi’s leather jacket still hung, untouched. She crossed the room without thinking, fingers finding the frayed seam of the lapel, worn smooth from a lifetime of his warmth. Two years, and still the grief sat heavy. A single, senseless moment snatched him from her two years ago. In a case of mistaken identity, someone shot her soulmate, the love of her life, in the back. An assassin in the wrong place. A name confused. A life ended not by fate, but by someone else’s carelessness.

“You’d be proud of her, Albi,” she whispered. “She’s marrying a good man.”

Shannon’s voice carried down the stairs, teasing, loud, and full of life. Mary wiped her eyes quickly. Just then, footsteps came on the stairs, and Shannon popped her head around the banister.

“Are you ready, Mrs Kelly?”  

“Yes,” replied Mary, excitement stirring in her stomach again. “And now,” Shannon continued, “I present to you the future Mrs Nadine...”

“Stop!” Nadine shouted. “It’s bad luck to say it before we are married.”

“Okay, okay,” Shannon laughed. “Mrs Kelly, I present to you your beautiful, heart-stealing, heart-stopping, heart-breaking daughter Nadine!” she said with so much gusto it was like an audition for panto.

“Over the top,” Nadine said, grinning as she walked past with a playful nudge. Her hair was in a voluminous updo with long blonde curls tumbling loose to frame her face.

Mary’s smile returned as Nadine descended the stairs, radiant as the first rays of a spring morning. “Mum,” she said, spinning slowly, “what do you think?” For a moment, Mary could only stare. It was as if she were looking at a vision - the past, present, and future all folded into one. 

“You look like an angel.” Her voice caught in her throat.

Nadine smiled, sorrow flickering briefly in her gaze. “He’s here, Mum. I feel him.”

Mary pulled her daughter close, breathing in the soft scent of jasmine. “Then she was smiling too.”

“Come on, you two, we need to get a wriggle on,” Shannon chimed in.

Minutes later, they were in Nadine’s sky-blue Ford Fiesta XR2. She gave the engine a cheeky rev, knowing her mother would disapprove. But just as the car rolled forward, Nadine paused. She pulled the handbrake with a firm click and turned, her face angled back toward the house. Toward Mary. Tears, unfallen, reflected in her eyes, brimming with profound affection - all unspeakable sentiments, all unneeded ones. “Mum, I just wanted to say thank you.”

“For what?” Mary asked softly. She already knew.

“Everything you and Dad did: sacrifices, affection, memories.”

Mary felt the tears threaten for the second time that morning. She waved an imperious hand, forcing a smile.

“Away with you ... there’s no need for talk like that. You’ll ruin my makeup.”

As they headed down the A5, Mary scolded the engine’s roar out of habit, quoting Albi: Better to be ten minutes late in this life than forty years early in the next. Laughter followed, warm and easy.

They drove along the river, swapping stories like old photographs. Albi diving into the Foyle to save a woman’s dog - that swam better than he did; visits to the Guildhall, where he waxed lyrical about the craftsmanship as the girls sneaked off for coffee. Memories etched into every bend of the road.

In Londonderry, the streets buzzed with midday life. Nadine was nervous, Mary was proud.

“It feels strange, Mum,” Nadine said, voice tinged with emotion, “to think in a couple of weeks I’ll be married and moving away. Walking different streets. Crossing different bridges.”

“Hey now,” Mary soothed. “You’ll still walk these streets when you visit. Think of it as a new chapter. A new adventure. Perhaps even some grandchildren to spoil?”

“Mum!” Nadine groaned, nudging her with embarrassment.

As they continued down the street, soaking up the atmosphere and immersing themselves in every moment for posterity, they walked at an unhurried pace, linked arm in arm, singing along with a busker who was belting out Boyzone’s latest song No Matter What. As they turned the corner, they passed a police officer having his lunch in his car. He looked up, smiled and gave a friendly wave. The bridal boutique was just two doors away now, and for Nadine, nerves and excitement coursed through her veins like a raging torrent during a storm.

They slowed outside the bridal boutique - a quaint shop with bay windows displaying silk and lace dreams. Photographs of smiling brides. Nadine took deep breaths, muttering, “In, two, three. Out, two, three” before pushing open the door. Inside, Siobhan greeted them like old friends and ushered Nadine into the changing room.

Behind the curtain, Nadine viewed herself wearing the gown, using the full mirror. A tiara glinted on her head, delicate and regal. She turned slightly, drinking in the ivory silk, the Bardot off-the-shoulder neckline, the subtle lace overlay trailing towards the floor, and the scatter of tiny diamantés that caught the light like stars. Her eyes brimmed with tears of joy. “I feel like a princess,” she whispered.

“And you absolutely look like one,” Siobhan said warmly, before stepping back out. 

“Are you ready, ladies?” she asked. Mary and Shannon nodded, hands clasped.

Then the curtain swept aside. Nadine stepped forward, radiant, the silk catching the sun as if she carried the light with her. Mary let the tears fall freely. Shannon mouthed a breathless, “Wow.” At long last, the dream was real for Nadine. She felt every inch the princess she had once imagined as a little girl. The smile was still blooming on her lips when the world tore itself apart. A thunderous crack split the air. The ground convulsed. Glass shattered and wood screamed. Then the world exploded.

Nadine soared through the air, weightless in the detonation’s wake. Lights above flashed, and vanished into merciless dark. When the silence fell, only the dead and dying remained. Mary lay still beneath the rubble, a peace settling over her face. She was ready. She’d always said she would know when it was time. “I’m coming, Albi,” she whispered, believing he would be waiting.

Nadine stirred faintly. The ringing in her ears was relentless, like a hundred church bells. Blood flooded her mouth. Smoke and burnt flesh clawed into her lungs. She blinked through grit and pain, searching. Siobhan was gone. Shannon lay pinned and broken. Then she saw her mother’s eyes. Lifeless, the spark within them extinguished. A scream tore from her throat, raw and broken.

Her gaze dropped to the huge, jagged shard of glass embedded in her torso, her wedding dress now a gown of crimson. As death pulled a blanket of darkness over her, she clung to one thought. The man she would never marry.

Twenty-Two Years Later – Outskirts of Freshwater, Isle of Wight

The moon sat high over the Isle of Wight, casting its silvery light across the sleepy village of Freshwater. Shadows shifted in the wind, brushing the hedgerows like old ghosts passing through.

Arthur Wescott stirred in his recliner, the cracked leather creaking beneath him. He blinked at his watch, the luminous hands pointing to 4.45 a.m. Moonlight slipped between tired curtains, falling across the room in pale bars. The silence inside the house was vast, broken only by the tick of a wall clock and the distant hoot of an owl.

He stretched with a groan, old bones crackling like dry twigs, then pushed himself upright with effort and let out a long breath. It had been just over a year since Joan passed, and he hadn’t slept upstairs since. Her absence left too much emptiness in their bed, in the rooms, and in his world. So, he’d taken to the chair, the downstairs bathroom, and the long, lonely nights. The rest of the house felt like a mausoleum.

Arthur shuffled to the sink, his joints protesting in every direction. “I remember when Snap, Crackle and Pop was a cereal. Now it’s my soundtrack,” he muttered with a wry smile. He made a strong cup of instant coffee and, as always, his thoughts drifted back to Joan.

With mug in hand, he stepped out into the garden. The darkness wrapped itself around him like a worn blanket, the early breeze carrying the scent of sea salt and summer grass. An owl landed on the fence post. “Good morning to you, Mr Owl,” Arthur said, lifting his mug in a salute. Above, the sky glittered with a million diamonds. “Which one are you, my love?” he whispered.

He could still see her in the garden, fussing over roses, finding beauty in small things. Oh, how he longed for just one more day, or even just one more hour with his Joan.

A noise broke the reverie - a low thud, muffled but deliberate. Arthur stilled, listening. Then a grunt, a curse, from somewhere beyond the fence. But the neighbour’s house was in darkness. Was his hearing playing tricks? Another sound. Not a crash, but a heavy whumpf - something dropped. Arthur’s unease sharpened. He stepped forward, squinting into the half-light.

A figure emerged from the shadows, clad in black, a balaclava concealing their face. Draped across their shoulder was a bundle - a heavy one, wrapped in bed linen. Adrenaline surged. Burglary? Or something worse?

Arthur fumbled for his phone, the old Nokia weighing down his dressing gown pocket. “Oi! Stop! I’m calling the police!” he shouted, holding it aloft like a badge. The figure paused, turning slowly. Even from across the garden, Arthur felt the stare - cold and measured. The figure dropped the bundle to the ground with a sickening thud and vaulted the fence with terrifying ease.

Fear gripped him. “Shiiiit,” Arthur hissed, spinning back toward the house. His heart hammered, his feet stumbling against the flagstones. He slammed through the kitchen door and into the living room, fingers jabbing frantically at the keypad. 9...9...9...

He was just about to hit the call button when it came - a sharp, blinding crack to the back of his skull. White light burst behind his eyes. The phone clattered from his hand, skidding under the heavy sofa. Arthur collapsed. He never felt the second blow. Or the third. Or the fourth. By the time the stars blinked out, Arthur Wescott was gone.

The intruder hoisted the bundle again and slung it over his shoulder, and its shape sagged in the half-light like a terrible secret.

The village still slept, unaware that death had passed through in the early hours - quiet, efficient, unseen.
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Sandown, Isle of Wight – Monday, 7.00 a.m.

Ellie Lockwood walked at an unhurried pace down Station Avenue, her boots tapping against the worn pavement. The morning air, crisp and laced with salt, brushed her cheeks like a half-forgotten memory.

Shopfronts were still shuttered; the town was not yet fully awake. Gulls cried in the distance, their calls threading between buildings like whispers from the coast. Spring clung to the island, but summer was stirring at the edges. Pale gold light stretched across the horizon, bathing the quiet streets in an ethereal warmth.

She stopped outside the newly refurbished bistro on High Street. The Snug, the sign read in elegant gold lettering against slate-grey paint. It was Alice Blakely’s dream made real - once Ellie’s childhood friend, now the proud owner of a place that had replaced a failing cafe with charm and polish.

Alice stepped outside, her smile luminous. “Well? What do you think?” 

Ellie took in the floor-to-ceiling anthracite windows, the gleaming interiors, and the cosy maritime charm. “It’s perfect.” A smile touched her lips. “It feels like it belongs here.”

“I know.” Alice grinned. “I feel like I have to pinch myself. Come on ... I’ll show you inside. The contractors nailed it.”

As they stepped in, Alice’s husband, John, arrived in the van. He kissed his wife’s cheek, pride radiating from every inch of him. “You did it, love. Everything you dreamed of ... and more. I couldn’t be prouder.”

“I couldn’t have done it without you,” she replied.

“We did it together. We’re a team.”

Ellie watched their easy affection, smiling with genuine happiness, though a slight ache twisted beneath. Would she ever discover such affection? Deep down, she doubted it.

An hour later, with the final touches in place, the grand reopening was ready. As Ellie wiped down a table, her reflection caught in the polished surface. She looked calmer these days. Settled.

It had been two years since she escaped life with Gareth - a charming liar turned drug dealer. Seven years of bruises, fear, invisible chains. He’d died not by justice but by his own excess. On the day he overdosed, she fled back to the island. Back to her mother. Back to peace.

Her mother had passed ten months later, but Ellie found purpose when Alice offered her a job. Now, the bistro felt like a second home.

“Do you think they’ll come?” Alice asked.

“Who?” Ellie teased.

“The customers.” Alice said arching a brow. “We closed for three weeks. Everyone knows it was for the refurbishment.” Then her grin sharpened. “Or is it one customer in particular?”

Ellie feigned innocence. “Who?”

“TDR,” Alice said, eyes glinting. “Tall, Dark, and Rugged.”

Ellie rolled her eyes, though a blush crept up her cheeks. She knew exactly who Alice meant. For months, Detective Chief Inspector Cameron Ward had appeared and while it wasn’t frequently, it was enough.

And right on cue, Alice hissed, “TDR alert. Heading this way.”

Ellie looked up as he appeared in the doorway, pausing outside momentarily to study the new sign. At six foot five, with a broad, solid build, he didn’t walk into a room - he occupied it. There was a casual precision to him - worn boots, dark jeans, an open-neck shirt beneath a slate-grey jacket. Salt-and-pepper hair framed a strong face, and amber eyes that missed nothing.

Ellie glanced, then looked away, heart tripping. Christ, how long have I been staring? Heat flushed up her neck. She felt like a schoolgirl with a crush.

Ward stepped inside, gaze sweeping the room.

“Very nice. Very nice indeed,” he said in a soft Yorkshire accent, Sean Bean brought to life.

“Well?” Alice asked. “Marks out of ten?”

“Five out of five for décor.”

“And the other five?”

“Service and product. Still to be judged.”

She pulled out a box of Yorkshire Tea.

His smile deepened. “Perfect.”

As Alice brewed his usual - strong, two sugars - she observed, “You’re in a good mood today.”

“I’m about to make a young lady very happy.”

Alice grinned. “Ohhh. A proposal, then?”

Ellie froze mid-wipe, her stomach plunging. Of course he’s taken.

Ward laughed, warm and genuine. “Hardly. Promotion. Well-earned one, at that.” 

Ellie let out a quiet breath, though the fluster in her chest remained.

His phone rang. He checked the screen, answered. “Yup.” 

On the other end, Detective Inspector Dave Shaw’s voice was grim. “We have a body. Freshwater. I’ll text the address.” 

Ward’s expression hardened. “On my way.” He set his cup down, reaching for his wallet.

Alice waved him off. “First customer’s on the house. And take this.” She handed over a paper bag.

He raised a brow, amused. “Even better.”

“Lemon drizzle. Ellie made it.”

He took a bite, closed his eyes. “That’s a twelve.” 

Ellie flushed hotly again.

At the door, he paused, chuckling. “Proposal. Who on earth would have me?”

Ellie said, too soft for anyone to hear, “I would.” The door shut behind him.

Alice smirked. Your expression when I inquired if he planned to propose.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Yes, you do. I’ve seen the way you look at him. He looks at you too. Operation TDR starts today.”

Ellie groaned, “Oh God.”

“You’ll thank me later.”

Outside, the day had begun in earnest. But far from the light and laughter of the bistro, a murder waited in silence. And DCI Ward was heading straight for it.
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Wellow, Isle of Wight – Monday, 8.00 a.m.

The West Wight sun filtered through wispy clouds as Detective Constable Raich Carter stood still, locked in a silent stand-off. The creature in front of her blinked slowly, lashes fluttering over comically soulful, chocolate-brown eyes. If not for the tension crackling in the air, she might’ve called it tender. But the llama - named Dolly of all things - was plotting an escape. Raich could feel it.

“Bloody marvellous, absolutely bloody marvellous,” muttered the farmer, Phil Davies, arms folded across his broad chest, eyes scowling under the brim of his battered cap. “One minute the fence is up, the next it’s flat as a kipper, and my llama’s halfway to bloody Newport. Someone’s gonna get an earful ... and my boot up their arse when I catch who did it.”

Behind Dolly, DC Adam Lochlan - Locky to his friends - hesitated, his boot narrowly missing a fresh pile of llama beans.

“Locky, stay where you are. You’re on rear-guard,” Raich ordered.

“Rear ... ?” He looked scandalised. “Why do I get the business end?”

“Because you’re taller. And I outrank you in common sense.”

Phil jabbed a finger at the animal. “Treat her like a fool and she’ll make you regret it. She’s not stupid.”

Raich smirked. “You getting this, Locky?”

“Heyyyy,” he shot back. Locky rubbed the back of his neck, already certain of one thing - police training had never, in all of its scenarios, covered llama wrangling. And at four feet to the shoulder, Dolly was a big bugger.

“Any chance we could, I don’t know, not wrangle livestock today?” he asked. “I’ve wrangled nothing. Well ... apart from Mrs Miggin's cat, but that doesn’t count. What exactly am I supposed to do?”

Phil sighed. “You grab her, we shove her through that gate” - he pointed - “then you keep her calm while I fetch the trailer. Simple.”

Locky blinked. “Simple?”

“Do llamas spit?” Raich asked.

“Not unless they hate you,” Phil said.

“Brilliant,” Locky muttered. “So, she’ll definitely spit at me.” Then his brow furrowed. “Wait...Dolly? As in Dolly Llama? Dalai Lama?”

Raich groaned.

Phil just stared.

“You’re only just getting that now?” Raich asked.

“It’s brilliant!” Locky grinned, enjoying the revelation far too much.

Phil shook his head. “You lot worry me.”

Raich squared her shoulders. “Right. We go on three.”

“Is it one, two, three, go? Or go on three?” Phil asked.

“On three. Always three,” Locky echoed.

They moved. Dolly had been waiting. With a deft sidestep and a lash of her hind leg, she floored Locky like a deckchair in a gale. “Ooowwwwww, my Jacobs,” he wheezed, curling up, both in pain and disbelief.

Raich lunged, more instinct than strategy, and somehow caught Dolly’s harness. To her surprise, the llama settled - apparently satisfied with her well-aimed vengeance. 

As Raich and Phil led Dolly into the field, a little old lady passed by. “You’ll need plenty of ice for them,” she quipped. 

“Not funny,” Locky muttered, still hunched.

Phil was still cursing under his breath. “Bloody lunatic drivers, bloody fence, bloody llama...” By the time Phil backed his trailer into the field, Dolly was chewing serenely as if nothing had happened, and Locky was on his feet, legs crossed, face pale.

“You alright?” Raich asked.

“I may never father children.”

“You’re lucky. I once knew a bloke kicked by a Shetland and one of his ...”

“Stop. Talking,” Locky croaked.

Raich’s phone rang, a jaunty sea shanty blaring from her pocket.

Locky blinked. “What the hell is that?”

“The Fisherman’s Friends,” she said brightly. “Saw them with Mum in Port Isaac last weekend.”

“You’re not right,” he groaned.

She answered. “DC Raich Carter.”

“I know who it is,” came DI Dave Shaw’s weary voice. “Get to Freshwater. Now. And beat Ward here ... you know he gets antsy if people are late.” Raich was already moving.

“What’s happened?”

“We’ve got a body.”

“On my way, guv.”

She ended the call and glanced at Locky, who was now hobbling like he’d aged sixty years in five minutes. “We’ve got a body,” she told him. “Great,” he muttered. “Murder and mutilation. Can’t wait.”

But even through the humour, Raich felt her stomach knot. She’d heard it in Dave’s voice. This would not be routine. Something darker was waiting for them in Freshwater.

Elsewhere...

On the seafront at Sandown, DCI Cameron Ward leaned against the railings, the breeze pushing salty air into his face. His tea had gone tepid, but his thoughts weren’t on the drink. They were on Ellie. He hadn’t seen her in almost a month, and - as much as he pretended otherwise - he’d missed her. He shook his head. Get a grip.

He was too tall, built to withstand blows, and wore weariness that lingered past rest. The job clung to him like smoke - quiet, heavy, impossible to shake. And in his experience, it wasn’t the warrant card that put women off. It was everything that came with it.

She’s probably married.

With a sigh, he lobbed the cup into a bin and climbed into his Audi, the engine purring. He headed through Sandown and Shanklin in the direction of the Military Road, the sea stretching out to his left like molten silver. Through Freshwater, down Gate Lane, toward Totland. Focus settling. The job taking over.

There was a body waiting. And Ward felt it deep in his bones - this would not be routine either. Something darker had set things in motion.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3


[image: ]


Freshwater, Isle of Wight

By the time Cameron Ward reached the far end of Freshwater, his mood had curdled. Holiday traffic choked the roads. He’d had to abandon his Audi at the end of the street and walk the rest of the way, muttering curses beneath his breath.

The cottage appeared, encircled by police tape. It seemed to slouch in disrepair, carrying a desolate air, one of those places time hadn’t just forgotten but erased from memory. He looked down at the picket fence - rickety, rotten, and held together by nothing more than peeling paint. A broken gate leaned inward, creaking as Cameron nudged it aside, and the top rail detached into his hand. “Of course you did,” he muttered, trying and failing to reattach it before tossing the rail into the flower bed with a snarl.

The garden was a wilderness. Grass reached his knees; the flowerbeds were a jumble of wildflowers and weeds that looked like they’d claimed squatter’s rights. Somewhere, a gardening hoe leaned against a shed like a forgotten weapon.

At the front door, a young constable straightened to attention. Keen, alert - and blocking Cameron’s path. The constable’s hand shot out, pressing firmly against Cameron’s chest. Where do you reckon you’re going?” The tone carried surprising authority.

“Inside,” Cameron said flatly.

“Not without ID. Police? Forensics? Pathologist? Which?” The young man already had his notebook out, pen poised.

Cameron patted down his jacket. No warrant card. Again, just in case. Nothing. “I’m the Senior Investigating Office (SIO)” he snapped. “Now move.”

“No ID, no entry. The instructions were explicit.”

“Instructions from whom?”

In one deft flick, the constable flipped open his notebook. “DCI Cameron Ward. Apparently, if protocol isn’t followed, he’ll put his boot so far up my backside it’ll take a surgical team hours to retrieve it.”

Cameron stared. “You’re joking.”

The constable shook his head. “I wish I were, sir.”

Cameron looked skyward, muttering something to the heavens for patience. As he paced, his boot clipped something hard. A rake. It flipped with sniper precision, smacking the back of his hand. “Oh, come on,” he growled, clutching his fingers and glancing around for witnesses. The constable didn’t move a muscle. It almost impressed Cameron.

Behind him, a familiar laugh. DI Dave Shaw held up the missing warrant card. “You left this in my car. Must’ve fallen out when you tossed your jacket in the back. Thought I’d see what happened without it.”

Cameron snatched it. “You think you’re funny.”

“Sometimes.”

Turning back to the officer: “Name?”

“Police Constable Jonathan Fitzpatrick, sir.”

“How are you addressed?”

“Fitz. Or Jon. I don’t mind.”

“Fitz, it is. Good work holding your ground.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Are you posted here alone?”

“No, sir. PC Doyle’s with me.”

Cameron shaded his eyes theatrically, scanning. “Does Doyle exist?” He peered in the shed, behind the wheelbarrow, even lifted the wheelie-bin lid - only to gag as something noxious billowed up. “Not in there,” he coughed. “So where is he?” Cameron demanded.

“Erm...well...” Fitz stammered, stomach knotting under the weight of Ward’s stare.

The protesting squeal of a gate hinge answered the question. Through it shuffled what looked like a jumble of clothes loosely draped over a human form. PC Doyle. Jacket undone, shirt half out, tie missing, hair a mess. He looked like an extra from Oliver Twist - and he was eating. Dave exchanged a glance with Fitz. “Oops.”

Cameron’s eyes narrowed as egg yolk dribbled down Doyle’s chin.

“Where the hell have you been?”

“Mm ... breakfast,” Doyle mumbled, chewing.

In one swift move, Cameron’s hand cut the air like a thunderbolt, snatching the sandwich and launching it. They all watched as it arced skyward, deconstructing mid-flight, before landing on the pavement with an undignified plop.

The waiting gulls descended in a frenzy and were gone within seconds. Doyle’s face cycled through shock, outrage, and disbelief.

“My sandwich! You can’t do that.”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” Cameron snapped.

“I’ll report you to Sergeant Briggs!”

“Do that. In the meantime ... full rundown. What happened this morning?”

“Er...I arrived at 8.10 a.m. sir. Nothing had happened yet. I met Six ... err, I mean Fitz here...”

Cameron’s head tilted, eyes flicking briefly to Fitz, who shifted uncomfortably.

“And I missed breakfast, so I nipped off for a sarnie.”

“That was nearly an hour ago,” Cameron said, glancing at his watch. “Shop’s down the road. Try again.”

Doyle faltered, then dropped his gaze. “I...I was on the phone. To the hospital. It took ages to get through.”

Cameron stilled. “Hospital?”

“My mum,” Doyle muttered, eyes reddened. “A car hit her in the early hours of Saturday morning. Hit and run. She’s at St. Mary’s. Severe concussion. Torn ligaments. Nothing's broken, but...it’s just me and her. I didn’t sleep. I just...needed to hear her voice.”

The storm in Cameron quietened. “You shouldn’t even be here.”

“I just wanted to show willing, sir. I’m new. Straight out of the training school.”

Cameron pulled out his phone. Doyle blanched. “Yes, put me through to Sergeant Briggs...” Cameron walked away, returning a minute later to place his palm upon Doyle’s shoulder. “Couple of days’ compassionate leave. Go look after her.” 

Relief sagged through Doyle like a punctured sail. 

Cameron pressed a £20 note into his hand. “Get a proper breakfast. And flowers. For your mum.”

“Thank you, sir.”

As Doyle turned to leave, Cameron called after him. “Doyle. Next time? Full honesty. Straight off.”

“Yes, sir.”

As Doyle left, Ward turned back toward the house. Compassion had its place, but so did bitter truth - and inside that cottage, truth was waiting for him in blood.
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Chapter 4
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DI Dave Shaw led DCI Cameron Ward around the back of the detached property. The grass was damp underfoot, and the sky was hanging low with the oppressive coastal cloud that promised rain and a lot more but hadn’t yet delivered.

As they walked, Shaw retrieved his notebook from his jacket. “The victim’s Arthur Wescott. A retired engineer, lived alone - according to the neighbours who found him. I’ve had a quick word with them, and I informed them we’ll need a formal chat later, so they’re going to wait in for us. Mr Wescott was a bit of a solitary type, but pleasant enough.”

Dave nodded towards the house diagonally backing onto the garden. “That one belongs to the Browns. Mrs Brown was pegging out their laundry before work and noticed Arthur’s back door hanging open. That wouldn’t be peculiar, since he enjoyed sitting outside even amid this sort of weather, but something gave her pause. So, she tried calling out to him. But there was no reply.” 

“And?” Cameron prompted.

“So, she got her husband, Andrew, to check on him. He moved toward the opening, glanced inside, spun, retched, and then reported it. He stated that the poor man had obviously been murdered.

Cameron paused. “Obviously? Is Mr Brown medically trained?”

Shaw gave a humourless smile. “Not remotely. But he didn’t need a forensic pathologist to see something was very wrong.”

Cameron raised an eyebrow. “You mean, obvious-obvious.”

“You’ll see soon enough,” replied Dave.

“Where are the Browns now?” 

“Back inside their place. They’re both shaken up. Annabeth Campbell, the Family Liaison Officer (FLO), is with them. She was nearby when I called her and got here about ten minutes before you did. She’s keeping them calm until we take formal statements.”

Cameron nodded. “What about forensics? I didn’t see Bill’s van here when I came up the road.” He was referring to the Senior Forensic Scientist, Professor Bill Banham.

“His van’s just around the corner. Bill’s inside now. The scene’s locked down until he clears it. I’ve already got Carter and Locky canvassing the neighbours.” 

Cameron nodded his approval.

They stood in silence for a moment. Dave looked thoughtful as he rubbed a hand across his chin, considering what his next words would be. “You know, we’ve been light in the department since Jenny left on maternity leave.”

“I do,” Cameron stated, examining the vicinity for something important.

“Well...I think I’ve found a strong candidate. Well, at least one worth watching. This one’s got potential.”

“Oh?” Cameron’s voice sharpened with interest.

Dave led him around to the front of the house. Where the young constable who had challenged Cameron’s credentials earlier stood at the cordon, posture straight, eyes sharp despite the weight of early morning. He was already flicking through a dog-eared notebook when they approached.

“P.C. Fitzpatrick,” Dave called. “Can you give DCI Ward a rundown of this morning, excluding anything involving P.C. Doyle?”

“Yes, sir.” Fitz’s eyes flicked to Cameron Ward. His pulse thumped with something like awe. He’d heard the stories. Now he was standing in front of the man himself. Steady, Jon. Don’t mess this up. Not in front of him. He took a breath and opened his notebook with precision. “I was first on the scene shortly after the ambulance arrived. I didn’t enter the property ... as I didn’t want to compromise the scene’s integrity.” 

Cameron nodded once. Good instincts.

“I cordoned the area and posted myself as scene guard. DI Shaw arrived at 7.43 a.m., Professor Banham came at 8.20 a.m. DCs Carter and Lochlan arrived ten minutes before you.” He flipped to the next page of his notebook. “A bright blue Mitsubishi Evo drove past three times. Each time slowing near the property. The plate read A5BO BOY ... a private plate spelling ASBO Boy. I called Alice at the office to run it. Registered to Ian McIntosh; he goes by Macca on the street. He’s eighteen and has a long juvenile record. Assault, burglary, taking without consent from the aforementioned burglaries. He still lives with his mother in Barton, Newport.” 

Cameron shot a glance at Dave, impressed. “Carry on?” he encouraged.

“Yes, sir,” Fitz added. “A woman passed the scene twice. Gym kit, short blonde hair, red lipstick. Small white poodle under her arm. She lingered longer than anyone should have. So, on her return trip, I stopped her.” Cameron folded his arms, listening. “Name’s Sally Phillips. Forty-three, single. Claims she enjoys long walks, fine dining...and says she’s available Friday, if in her words the officer who looks like Tom Hardy’s brother is free’.” 

Cameron’s lips twitched as Dave flushed. As if on cue, Sally turned and waved, blowing a kiss in Dave Shaw’s direction.

“Oh, Christ,” Dave muttered. “She meant me, didn’t she?” he asked, already knowing the answer. 

Fitz, ever the professional, said nothing. 

“Well,” Dave cleared his throat, “she’ll be disappointed. I have twin daughters and I’m not interested in gym mums with lipstick and lap dogs.” 

“Anything else?” Ward asked.

Fitz hesitated, then gave in. “She also clarified, for absolute certainty, that she meant the good-looking one, not ... Lurch.”

Dave blinked. Then laughed. Loud and full-bodied. “Lurch? Brilliant.” He launched into the Addams Family theme, complete with ghostly piano miming. 

Fitz tried to hold his expression, but his nose twitched from the effort.

Cameron raised a hand. “Alright. That’s enough. Dave, walk with me.”

They stepped away, leaving Fitz trying not to squirm. Had he crossed a line? Should he have left the plate running to someone else? His stomach tightened. God, if I’ve blown this, I’ll be stuck at cordons forever.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Cameron asked quietly.

“Reader Receiver,” Dave replied.

“Yup, let’s offer him the spot.”

Back at the cordon, the young constable straightened as Cameron approached, though his Adam’s apple bobbed nervously like a yo-yo doing double time. 

“You showed initiative. Why follow up on the Evo?”

“There wasn’t much else happening of note. And I figured if the driver was circling, he might be involved. Also, the fact he had Anti-Social Behaviour Order as his licence plate. Thought it might help the team get ahead.”

Cameron’s expression didn’t change, but his tone softened. “Good thinking.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“I’m short-handed on my team, and I need a Reader Receiver for this investigation. If I can get it cleared with your Commanding Officer, would you be interested in joining us?” 

For a beat, Fitz’s mind went blank. Like a dam fracturing, the thought surged. This it is. The first step. Maybe not a detective’s warrant card yet, but close. One day, I’ll be able to tell my wife and little girl that I made it into CID. His heart thudded so hard he thought they might hear it.

“Absolutely, sir. My CO is Sergeant Briggs. Same as Doyle.” 

Cameron gave a brief nod and stepped away, phone already ringing.

“Briggs. Ward. Quick one.”

“Not Doyle again, is it?”

“No. Fitzpatrick. I want him on the case as Reader Receiver.”

“Fine by me,” came the dismissive response. “Keep Six as long as you like.”

Something about the tone set Cameron’s teeth on edge. And that was the second time that morning someone had referred to the young PC as ‘Six’.

“You don’t sound keen, and why does everyone keep calling him Six? Why?”

“He’s ... rigid. Straight-up-and-down like six o’clock. Doesn’t socialise. Never bends the rules. Likes to go straight home to wifey instead of coming for a pint. Bit dull, if I’m honest.”

Cameron detected contempt in Brigg’s tone and instantly developed a distaste toward him. He wished he could reach down the phone and slap him, but decided to keep it professional. “Well thank you for that...” 

Briggs hung up the phone without even so much as a bye, kiss my arse or even the courtesy of letting him finish his sentence. 

“Tosser,” Cameron said under his breath as he walked over to the young P.C. “You’re in,” he told Fitz. “You’ll remain scene guard until Professor Bill Banham’s finished, then report to either myself or DI Shaw and we’ll set you up. That still sound good to you?”

Fitz didn’t hesitate. “Yes, sir. Thank you.” His smile said the rest. How much this situation would alter him remained a secret to him. To everyone.
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Chapter 5
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Detective Chief Superintendent Gabby Kay stood on the upper deck of the Victoria of Wight, her coat flapping with undignified persistence in the sea breeze that had absolutely no regard for hierarchy or hair.

The crossing from Portsmouth to Fishbourne had once stirred something warm in her chest - a sense of homecoming wrapped in the rhythmic churn of the ferry’s engines and the tang of the Solent air. But that feeling had faded with time, worn thin by absence and the slow erosion of childhood wonder. Her journey now felt hollow, mimicking its former self, with the magic lost somewhere along the water’s edge.

As a child, she filled her summers with wonder, threading every moment together with sunlit days, sticky ice creams melting over warm fingers on Shanklin beach, and bedtime stories whispered in hushed, conspiratorial tones by the flickering glow of an old storm lantern perched on her bedside cabinet. Such conviction spun the tales, with vivid enchantment, that if faintly even now, through the cycles, she could shut her eyes, sensing the distant roar of a dragon awakening - sensing the pulse of magic that had, at one point, given the island breath.

At that point, the Isle of Wight existed beyond mere location - it formed a kingdom. A wild, enchanted realm ruled by pirates, mermaids, and dragons, conjured from the imaginations of two grandparents who had done everything they could to make magic feel as real as the sea breeze drifting through the open windows of their cliff-side cottage.

Gabby’s grandmother had never been the same after her grandfather disappeared. They said that an accident at sea must have happened, and the wreckage of his boat washed up near St. Catherine’s Point, splintered and salt-scoured, but they never found his body. The heartbreak tore through her like a storm racing over the Needles: fierce, unrelenting, and wild. It was as if the waves themselves had surged inland, battering every shard of peace from her soul.

She concealed the depth of her pain from Gabby, even in her sorrow. Instead, she poured her energy into wonder and warmth, determined to keep the magic alive - the same magic her husband had once spun into stories by the firelight. Every visit became a fairytale, crafted with love and imagination, a shield against the grief that quietly hollowed her out.

Those days were gone now, lost to time and silence. And when her grandmother passed, it was as though the last thread to that enchanted world had snapped. The island became a memory - tucked away like an old photograph too painful to hold.

Now, fifteen years after her grandmother’s passing, Gabby was returning. Not as the wide-eyed child who once believed in dragons. Not even as a visitor. Drawn back like an exile, she returned to territory that had once meant everything, but she couldn’t label it.

Until a month ago, Gabby and her team at Scotland Yard, the Met headquarters, policing London’s thirty-two boroughs - had been working on an enormous case to bring down one of the capital’s major drug cartels. After months of painstaking work infiltrating the Kovals, a Ukrainian crime syndicate operating out of East London, they had built a solid case: undercover operations, informants, and wiretaps. Every piece slotted into place.

Then Assistant Chief Commissioner (ACC) Charles Smythe caught the scent of glory. He barged in, eager to pin his name to the takedown. Within a week, the operation imploded with catastrophic efficiency. Their undercover officer vanished. Their key informant disappeared. The Kovals slipped into the shadows.

It wasn’t just a setback. It was a shitshow of biblical proportions.

And Smythe? He did what snakes do best - slithered away. He denied interfering, claimed the strategy was all Gabby’s, and emerged from the inquiry spotless. Teflon. Nothing stuck to him - not guilt, not responsibility, not even regret.

Gabby, meanwhile, had not helped her own cause. In the heat of the inquiry, she had stood in front of half the Met’s top brass and said the words that had burned in her chest since the operation collapsed; “YOU LYING BASTARD.”

That did not receive a positive reception during internal review.

And so here she was. Technically not demoted but exiled - transferred under the polite guise of leading serious crime operations on the Isle of Wight. It was indeed a method of removing her from London, keeping her clear of the Koval’s danger.

As the ferry docked, she left Fishbourne without a word and took a silent taxi ride to Newport, passing through Wootton Bridge en route. Though brief, her journey involved gazing wistfully, recollections returning.

Arriving in Newport beneath a blanket of grey cloud, she found the town unchanged. Sadly, so was the architecture. She stood outside police headquarters on High Street and stared - part disbelief, part dejection.

The building was a study in municipal mediocrity. Two storeys of architectural confusion. The primary entrance awkwardly occupied the distant end, bordered by recessed windows plus a canopy that once aimed for grandeur, but was now resigned to rust and decay. To the left, four arched windows fought valiantly to inject charm into the façade but the upper floor offered nothing in return - a row of drab, square windows that could have belonged to a call centre in Slough. It looked apologetic. The structure seemed regretful even existing there.

Gabby sighed, straightened, smoothed her windswept hair using a compact mirror, snapped it shut, and stepped inside.

The lobby was small and no better. Flickering fluorescent lights cast everyone in a shade of mild anaemia. The carpet was threadbare in parts, a tapestry of decades of foot traffic. The beverage dispenser, likely destined for disposal, sat forlornly in the corner.

Approaching the desk, she considered how near she needed to get before being noticed. The duty sergeant didn’t look up. “I'll be with you in a minute, sweetheart.” 

Gabby inhaled sharply through her nose. Her fists curled slightly at her sides. 

Then he looked up - and promptly died inside. His gaze hit the crown and pip on her shoulder like a slap. He straightened instantly, paling. “My apologies, ma’am. I thought ... uh ... I thought you were someone else.”

“Obviously,” Gabby said coolly, her eyes narrowing as she made a mental note of his name.

“How can I help?”

“I’d like to see Detective Superintendent Reagan Dunn. Immediately.”

“Of course. One moment.”

The call was brief.

“Sir, we’ve got someone here to see you.”

“Who is it?”

“Not sure. I’ll ...”

“Don’t bother. I’m coming down.”

Moments later, a man entered the lobby with a firm step. Stocky, with cropped white hair and striking blue eyes, he looked every bit the seasoned officer. Somewhere around sixty but still built like he could floor a suspect if required. “DS Reagan Dunn” he said with a nod, extending a hand.

“Chief Superintendent Gabby Kay” she replied, taking it.

He gestured to the corridor. “Shall we?” They walked in companionable silence until he asked, “Fancy a drink? Tea, coffee?”

“If it’s from that machine,” she said, nodding back toward the lobby, “I’ll pass.”

Dunn chuckled. “Come on. We have a proper setup in our kitchen.”

Inside, the air was warm with the quiet hiss of the cafetiere. Reagan stood at the counter, sleeves rolled, pouring two mugs with the kind of care usually
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