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STONE COLD IN THE SUN

A Maya Hartley Mystery

By R.M. Hartley

For all those who found their way to an island and decided to stay.

* * *
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CHAPTER ONE: THE BODY ON THE BASALT
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The morning Maya Hartley found a dead man on the rocks below her terrace, she had been awake since four.

This was not unusual. Sleep had been a negotiable arrangement since she'd moved to Lanzarote two years ago — sometimes generous, sometimes miserly, always on its own terms. She'd learned to treat the small hours as a gift rather than an affliction: the silence, the smell of the sea, the volcanic dark that lay over the island like a second skin.

She'd been working on a new piece — a small maquette for what she hoped would become a large commission, a woman emerging from rough stone, half-formed and reaching. She called her, in her private notebook, The Arrival. The clay was still damp under a damp cloth on the worktable when she stepped out onto the terrace at ten past six, barefoot on the cool tiles, a mug of coffee warming her palms.

The light in Lanzarote at that hour was a particular shade of amber that painters came from across Europe to chase. It struck the volcanic cliffs at a low angle, deepening every shadow, turning the black basalt almost purple. The sea below was a mild, glittering green. The village of Puerto Caldera was still asleep, its white cubed houses silent behind their cactus gardens.

Maya leaned on the railing and breathed.

Then she looked down.

The man lay at the base of the cliff path, roughly forty metres below and perhaps twenty to her left, where the trail descended from the headland past a cluster of sharp-edged lava rocks. He was on his back, one arm thrown outward as though hailing a taxi, his legs at an angle that suggested something had gone very wrong with at least one of them. He was wearing pressed trousers and a pale linen shirt, expensive-looking even from this distance. One of his shoes was missing.

Maya set down her coffee very carefully.

She looked at him for five full seconds, hoping he would move. He did not.

She went inside and called 112.

* * *
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THE GUARDIA CIVIL ARRIVED in twenty-two minutes, which Maya thought was impressively fast for an island that operated on its own relationship with time. Two officers in green uniforms scrambled down the cliff path while a third — a young woman with a clipboard and the brisk efficiency of someone who had not yet learned to be surprised by anything — took Maya's details at the garden gate.

"Did you touch the body, señora?"

"No. I could see from my terrace. I didn't go down."

"Did you hear anything during the night? A shout, a fall?"

Maya thought. She had been working until nearly midnight, then read for an hour. The bedroom windows faced inland. "Nothing," she said. "I'm sorry."

The officer wrote something down.

By eight o'clock, the cliff path was cordoned off with blue and white tape that fluttered cheerfully in the trade wind. A police van had appeared at the top of the lane, and a man in plain clothes was picking his way down the path with the cautious deliberateness of someone who had learned the hard way not to trust volcanic rock.

Maya watched from her terrace with what she told herself was civic concern and not nosiness.

The plain-clothes officer reached the bottom, crouched beside the body for a long moment, spoke into a radio, then stood and looked up. Directly at her. She resisted the urge to step back.

Twenty minutes later he was at her door.

He was perhaps forty-five, lean and dark-haired with a few threads of grey at the temples, wearing a light jacket over an open-collared shirt. He had the sort of face that had been handsome at thirty and was becoming more interesting now — good bones and tired eyes and a mouth that seemed to reserve judgment.

"Detective Inspector Alejandro Vega," he said, showing identification. "Policía Nacional. You are the one who called?"

"Maya Hartley. Yes."

"May I come in?"

She showed him through the house to the terrace, where he stood at the railing and looked down at the scene below with an expression she couldn't read.

"You live alone, Señora Hartley?"

"Ms. Hartley. And yes."

"You've been on the island how long?"

"Two years. Nearly. I moved here in October, two years ago."

"From England?"

"From London, originally. I had a studio in Hackney." She paused. "I'm a sculptor."

He glanced at the worktable behind her, the lump under its damp cloth, the tools arranged in a ceramic pot that had once held olive tapenade. "What kind of sculpture?"

"Stone, mainly. Some bronze. I work from volcanic rock sometimes — there's no shortage of material here." She heard herself babbling and stopped.

"And last night. You were here the whole evening?"

"From about six onwards, yes. I was working."

"Alone."

"Alone."

He wrote in a small notebook. "The man below. Do you recognise him?"

"I couldn't see his face clearly from here. Do you know who he is?"

Vega considered whether to answer. "We found identification. A British national. Victor Drummond."

The name landed like a dropped stone.

Maya felt the coffee she'd had turn cold in her stomach. "Victor Drummond," she said. "The art dealer?"

The Detective Inspector looked at her with renewed attention. "You know him?"

"I know of him. He's — was — quite well known in the London art world. He dealt in contemporary sculpture, primarily. He had a gallery in Mayfair." She paused. "He was a guest at the Art Week opening last night, at the Puerto Caldera Gallery. Most of the local art community was there." She paused again. "I wasn't."

"Why not?"

"I had a deadline. And I find those events —" she searched for a diplomatic word — "exhausting."

"But you knew Drummond was on the island?"

"I'd heard he was coming, yes. Art Week draws a certain type of collector. It's the third year running."

Vega wrote something else. "Is there anyone else — a neighbour, someone with a reason to come this way — who might have been on the cliff path last night?"

Maya thought of the path: it ran along the headland from the coastal road above, passed behind her property, continued down past the cliff and along the beach to the old fishermen's jetty. Local people used it in the mornings. Tourists occasionally. At night it was deserted — there was no lighting, and the drop on the seaward side was vertiginous enough to discourage the careless.

"The fishermen sometimes come back late," she said. "Rafael Mora has boats at the jetty. But he usually drives back up the road."

Vega nodded. He looked down once more at the scene below — the forensics team was there now, white-suited, methodical — and then back at Maya with those measuring eyes.

"Please stay available, Ms. Hartley. We may have more questions."

"Of course."

She walked him out. At the gate he paused, looked back at her small, whitewashed house with its cluttered terrace and the tangle of bougainvillea over the door, and said: "You said you had a deadline. What is the sculpture for?"

"A commission. A hotel in Fuerteventura. It's early stages."

"And the woman in the clay — is she arriving or leaving?"

Maya blinked. It was not the question she'd expected. "I haven't decided yet," she said.

He nodded once, as though this were the most reasonable answer possible, and walked back to his van.

* * *
[image: ]


BY NOON, PUERTO CALDERA knew everything it was possible to know and had invented several things it wasn't.

The village had approximately eight hundred permanent residents, a number that swelled threefold in summer and during events like Art Week, when the gallery — a converted bodega at the top of the main street — drew visitors from the mainland and from the sizeable British and German expat communities scattered across the southern coast.

Carmen Reyes heard the news at eight-fifteen when her first customer, old Eduardo from the pottery shop, told her there had been a death on the headland cliff. By eight-forty she knew the dead man was English. By nine she knew it was Victor Drummond, and by nine-thirty her café — Bar Caldera, twelve tables, excellent coffee, questionable wifi — had become the unofficial incident room for everyone who had attended the opening the previous night.

Maya arrived at twenty past ten, having showered and changed and attempted, unsuccessfully, to stop thinking.

Carmen saw her come in and was around the bar before she'd reached a table. She was a compact, energetic woman of fifty with her black hair pulled back tightly and the permanent slight frown of someone running three things at once.

"Hija." She pulled Maya into a hug that smelled of coffee and frying oil. "I was going to call you. Are you all right? They're saying it was from your path."

"Below my terrace, yes." Maya accepted the hug and the subsequent steering to a corner table. "I'm fine. I found him this morning. Well — saw him. From a distance."

Carmen sat down across from her and lowered her voice. "He was at the opening last night. I was there with Ingrid. He arrived late — nine o'clock, maybe — and went straight to Eleanor. They spoke very quietly for quite a long time."

"Eleanor Frost?"

"Who else runs the gallery?" Carmen made a face. "He did not look happy. Neither did she."

Maya absorbed this. "What time did he leave?"

"I don't know. I left at ten-thirty. My feet." Carmen gestured at her sandals. "These are decorative, not functional. Was Pablo still there when I left? Yes. And Ingrid. And Eleanor, of course. And the Drummond woman — the wife — she was there the whole time, talking to everyone about nothing."

"Stella?"

"If that's her name. Very pretty. Very bored." Carmen shrugged the shrug of a woman who had seen many pretty, bored wives of wealthy men and had no patience for any of them.

"Carmen." Maya wrapped both hands around her coffee cup. "Have you heard — was there anything being said about Victor Drummond and the local scene? His reason for being here?"

Carmen tilted her head. "Reasons, plural, they say. Buying for his collection. Scouting talent. Pablo has been very secretive for the last month, which with Pablo means he's negotiating something he doesn't want to jinx." She paused. "Why? What are you thinking?"

"I don't know yet," Maya said honestly. "Maybe nothing."

But even as she said it, she thought of the auction catalogue she'd seen in the gallery window two days ago, walking past on the way to buy groceries. She'd stopped and stared at it for a full minute.

She'd stared at it because of the photograph on the cover.

The sculpture in the photograph was a woman rising from volcanic stone, her face half-emerged and turning upward, her shoulders just breaking free from the rough surface. The piece was perhaps sixty centimetres tall. The title, in elegant print below the image, was listed as Fire Woman, Artist Unknown, estimated at twelve to fifteen thousand euros.

Maya had made a sculpture called Fire Woman twelve years ago.

She had sold it once.

There was supposed to be only one.

* * *
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CHAPTER TWO: IN WHICH ELEANOR PRESIDES
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The Puerto Caldera Gallery occupied the ground floor and part of the first floor of a nineteenth-century bodega on Calle de los Artistas, a narrow street that climbed the hill behind the main square. Its thick stone walls kept the interior cool even in August. Its windows were deep-set and small. Eleanor Frost had hung white linen curtains in all of them, through which the light fell in a way that made everything look slightly more expensive than it was.

Eleanor herself had that quality.

She was sixty-five, slender and upright, with silver hair cut in a precise bob and the kind of unobtrusive elegance that requires either a great deal of money or a great deal of discipline, and in Eleanor's case was both. She had come to Puerto Caldera eleven years ago — from Bath, people said, though some said Bristol — and had opened the gallery seven years after, when the village's growing reputation as an artists' colony had reached the point where a proper commercial space was both viable and necessary.

She was, by all accounts, good at her job. She had an eye. She knew how to hang a show, how to talk to collectors, how to make a cautious buyer feel that acquiring a piece was not an extravagance but a form of wisdom. The gallery had survived three economic dips and the pandemic and the general precariousness of the art market on a small Atlantic island.

She was also, Maya had always thought, a woman who kept a great deal behind those calm grey eyes.

Maya walked into the gallery at half past eleven. A temporary sign in the window read OPEN — ART WEEK CONTINUES. Beneath it someone had taped a handwritten note: In memory of Victor Drummond, a friend of the arts. 1963–2025.

Two women Maya vaguely recognised from the expat community were murmuring near a display of Ingrid Larsen's ceramics. Eleanor was behind the desk at the far end of the room, speaking into a telephone. She raised a hand in acknowledgement when she saw Maya and held up one finger.

Maya walked slowly through the gallery.

It was a good show, she had to admit. The main space was anchored by three large pieces by Pablo Fuentes — abstract forms in local volcanic stone, highly polished, their surfaces catching the light from the high ceiling. They were priced aggressively, which suggested either confidence or desperation. Eleanor had hung Ingrid's ceramics along one wall with beautiful care, and in the smaller back room, which Eleanor called the project space, there was a mixed show of four younger artists from the island.

And there, on a pedestal in the project space, under a spotlight — was the sculpture.

Maya stood in front of it.

It was Fire Woman. Or it was something that had been made from a perfect copy of Fire Woman's surface: every facet of the rough volcanic stone base, every line of the emerging figure, the particular angle of the chin, the way the left shoulder was slightly higher than the right, the small imperfection at the base where Maya had once dropped a chisel and then decided to leave the mark because it looked like a natural fissure.

That mark was here too.

Maya's hands were very still at her sides. She was breathing carefully through her nose.

"You're looking at the auction piece."

She turned. Eleanor had come up silently behind her in the way that she did, as though she moved on well-oiled wheels.

"Yes," Maya said. "Artist unknown?"

Eleanor's expression was pleasant and unrevealing. "The provenance is a bit unclear. It came through a private collector who preferred to remain anonymous. These things happen."

"Eleanor." Maya kept her voice even. "I made a sculpture called Fire Woman in 2013. It's nearly identical to this piece. Same composition, same style, same —" she pointed — "same accidental mark at the base."

"Coincidences do happen in art."

"Not like this." Maya looked at her steadily. "Did Victor Drummond bring this piece to you?"

Something shifted in Eleanor's face. Very small, very fast — a tightening around the eyes. Then the pleasant blankness returned.

"It arrived before Victor did," she said carefully. "Through an agent."

"Which agent?"

"Maya." Eleanor's voice dropped half a register, acquiring a note of gentle warning. "Victor Drummond died last night. The police will be here soon enough with their questions. I'm trying to keep the gallery open and the artists' work visible under very difficult circumstances. Can we not—"

"The police are already asking questions," Maya said. "I was the one who found him this morning."

A pause. "I know. I heard."

"Then you know this is all going to come out anyway."

Eleanor looked at her for a long moment. The two women by the ceramics had drifted toward the exit, perhaps sensing the temperature drop. The gallery was quiet except for the trade wind pressing against the small windows.

"Come to supper on Thursday," Eleanor said at last. "When things have calmed down."

"I'd rather talk now."

"I'm sure you would." Eleanor smiled — genuine warmth, which was the alarming thing about her. The warmth was always real. "But I have a call with my insurance company in ten minutes about the cancellation situation, and the detective inspector is apparently coming at two. Thursday. Seven o'clock. I'll make the lamb."

She touched Maya's arm briefly, the lightest of pressures, and walked back to the front desk.

Maya looked at the sculpture for one more moment.

Then she took her phone from her pocket and photographed it from six angles.

* * *
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DETECTIVE INSPECTOR Alejandro Vega arrived at the gallery at two o'clock precisely and left at three-forty-five. He did not speak to Maya again that day, though she saw his car parked outside the Drummond's rented villa — a large white property on the headland road, flanked by date palms — when she walked past it on her way to the supermarket at five.

The supermarket was another source of intelligence. Pablo Fuentes was in
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