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Chapter One


Miranda Marshall leaned her elbows on the stone battlements and took a deep breath. This was her favourite spot on the whole of St Merryn’s Mount and even though she’d seen the view thousands of times before, she still felt a thrill when she looked at it.

Above her, white clouds chased across the sky and the wind tugged at her hair, making her scalp tingle. More than a hundred feet below, Atlantic breakers crashed onto the rocks, their white foam spraying so high Miranda could almost taste it. The tide was in and the causeway that connected the island to civilisation shimmered beneath the sea like a mermaid’s road. When the waters receded, the causeway would be uncovered so visitors could invade the island again.

Which would be good otherwise she’d be out of a job.

But until morning, the pubs and shops, roads and pylons of the Cornish mainland, might as well be a whole world away.

‘Holy crap, Miranda, are you in la-la land again?’

Even above the waves and the wind, Miranda heard her colleague’s voice squawk down the radio fixed to her belt. She snatched it up and called back. ‘I’m up on the battlements, Ronnie.’

‘That’s a relief. I’ve been trying to call you for the past ten minutes. Can you please get down to this quayside? The last boat’s about to leave.’

‘What? Already? Are you sure?’

Miranda glanced at her watch and her mouth opened. It really was almost five o’clock. Today had whizzed by faster than Usain Bolt after a super-strength vindaloo.

‘The boatman wants to load the last few stragglers. Are you coming down to see them off?’

As property manager of St Merryn’s Mount, Miranda had made it a tradition that she always saw the visitors off on the last boat of the day, no matter how tired or busy she was. There were days when she didn’t get out of her office, and she thought it was important to get some direct feedback from the punters, even if some of it was a little too ‘direct’ at times.

‘Just give me one minute, Ronnie. Don’t let the boat sail without me.’

‘One minute to get from the top of the castle to the harbour? Have you grown wings, then?’ Ronnie was unable to keep the grin from her voice.

‘Of course, didn’t you know I sprouted them at the same time I had the broom fixed to my bottom?’ Without waiting for a reply, Miranda clipped the radio back on her belt, allowed herself a last glance at the view and dashed down the steps. She staggered onto the quayside just as the castle clock struck five, hoping she’d have the breath to wish the day’s last visitors goodbye. Around a dozen of them stood in the queue for the boat that would carry them to the mainland. As usual, this early in the season, it was a mixed bunch. There were a couple of middle-aged heritage buffs clutching their Mount St Merryn carriers, several German backpackers, a bloke wearing ill-advised combat shorts and a towering, hawk-faced woman whose tight-lipped expression threatened trouble. Miranda steeled herself, but still felt confident. After almost a decade working on the island in various roles, she’d been there, done that and got the T-shirt, bra and knickers.

As she walked towards the queue, trying to catch her breath, her attention was drawn to another more intriguing visitor. At the very end of the line was a teenager, which Miranda thought was unusual enough in itself. Only geeks like herself loved places like the Mount, at that age, in Miranda’s experience. It was also out of the school holidays and the girl looked too young for a student, though she supposed it was always possible. But the girl’s age wasn’t the thing that made Miranda curious. It was something else.

Miranda always knew when a person had something to hide. She recognised the signs: the Guilty Shuffle, the Casual Saunter, the Toothy Smile. The teenage girl had gone for the Shuffle. She’d pulled her hood over her head, shoved her hands in the pocket at the front of her sweatshirt and joined the end of the queue, dragging her feet reluctantly.

The queue moved forwards and the teenage girl shrank even deeper into her hoodie. Miranda helped the hawk-faced woman climb down into the boat. ‘Have you had a good visit, madam?’

The visitor glared at Miranda, her moustache on her top lip bristling like a walrus. ‘It was quite interesting I suppose,’ said the woman, ‘but the scones in your café are rather dry. You should use best butter. I’ll be writing to your chef with a recipe.’

‘Thank you, I’ll tell him to watch out for it,’ said Miranda, knowing the scones that day had been shipped in from the local superstore because the island baker was off work with shingles.

A middle-aged man with a bushy beard and binoculars dangling from his neck was next to get onto the boat. It was, decided Miranda, turning into a bumper day for impressive facial hair.

The man glanced around him then he lowered his voice. ‘Did you know you’ve got choughs, love?’

Miranda gave a startled gasp. ‘Really, sir? Choughs you say?’

‘Yes, but for goodness’ sake, keep it quiet, or the place will be swarming with twitchers.’

Miranda winked. ‘I won’t tell a soul, sir.’

The birdwatcher climbed on board, smiling at his secret. He wasn’t to know that Miranda was well aware of the rare choughs nesting on the island and had shown around six parties from the RSPB that week alone. The girl in the hoodie was only a few feet away now. Miranda smiled at her, feeling like the crocodile in Peter Pan. Any moment now she was going to open up her jaws and swallow the teenager whole. The girl shuffled forwards, hands in her pockets, desperate to avoid being spoken to.

‘Have you enjoyed your visit, madam?’

The teenager grunted.

‘I’m so glad to hear it. Is there anything you think we could do to improve it?’

‘Wha’?’

‘I just wondered if you had any suggestions for making your visit here even better.’

The girl glanced up, nose wrinkling in surprise. ‘No.’

She stepped forwards but Miranda was even quicker, slipping between the girl and the gangway to the boat. ‘Even so, maybe you can still help us. Is there anything you want to tell me?’

The girl shook her head, her sharp little chin bobbing from side to side. ‘I said not, didn’t I?’

The girl closed her eyes and seemed to sway as if she might faint. Perhaps it was cruel to torment her, but Miranda had to know what she was hiding in the pocket of her hoodie, even if it was only a spoon nicked from the café.

Miranda went for silky yet menacing, part Bond villain, part Clinique counter assistant. ‘Are you absolutely certain I can’t help you with anything else, madam? Before it’s too late?’

The girl opened her mouth, snapped it shut and gave a long, drawn-out sigh which morphed into a weary, ‘Oh, fuck it.’ She dragged her hands out of the pocket and withdrew a small parcel, wrapped in a serviette from the café. Miranda took the parcel from the teenager, feeling ever so slightly sick. ‘Thank you.’

‘You’re gonna call the police, aren’t you?’ The teenager sounded resigned as if this wasn’t the first time this had happened to her.

Miranda opened her mouth to say ‘Yes, what else did you expect?’ then hesitated. Carefully, she unwrapped the serviette’s folds, brushing off crumbs. Inside was a small bound book. She recognised it instantly as a medieval bestiary and she didn’t have to open it to know what she’d see inside. The thick vellum pages were decorated with animals and mythical beasts, burnished with gold leaf and jewel-like colours. It was one of the Mount’s biggest treasures and it should have been kept under lock and key in the library.

‘I haven’t damaged it. I only wanted to look at it.’ The girl’s eyes brightened as if she was about to cry.

Miranda saw the dark shadows under her eyes, the hollow cheeks and the fear under the bone-hard expression. Was the wobbling lip all an act or was the girl genuinely scared of getting caught?

‘Why did you take it?’ she asked.

The girl shrugged. ‘Dunno.’

‘Why this particular thing? There are a lot of lovely things on the Mount. Pieces made of gold and silver and beautiful jewellery. Why this book?’

‘Dunno. S’pose I like the animals. I’ve seen these books on the internet, you know? With all the wild beasts and dragons. I like the gold letters and the old writing. I know I shouldn’t have taken it but … it was just there.’ She subsided into silence, obviously ashamed of showing any kind of enthusiasm for anything at all.

‘You mean it wasn’t in its cabinet?’

The girl shook her head. ‘It was just lying about on the table. I didn’t think it could be that important, just left there like that.’

Miranda just stopped herself from blurting out a four-letter word, even though it would have been Anglo-Saxon.

‘There were so many old books in the castle; I thought you wouldn’t miss it,’ said the girl.

‘Wouldn’t miss it?’

‘Yeah. I know I shouldn’t have took it. I’m sorry. I really am. Please don’t call the police. I’ll try and pay for any damage.’

Miranda now knew the true meaning of being caught between a rock and a hard place. If the book was damaged, they’d have to call in a specialist conservator and the restoration work could cost a fortune. At first glance, it looked unharmed apart from a few cake crumbs on the cover and calling the police would lead to a mountain of trouble for the Mount and the girl.

There’d probably be a court case, the girl would get a criminal record and a stretch in a young offenders’ institute because the bestiary wasn’t a paperback from Smith’s, and it was a treasure of, perhaps, national importance, worth thousands of pounds. The story would be sure to get in the tabloids and they’d act all outraged and publish pictures of the feral girl and her feckless mother flicking the ‘V’s outside some court. Or her family might get evicted or kick her out, if she had a family at all, if she even had a mother.

The girl sniffed. ‘You gonna call them?’

Miranda made a split-second decision. ‘Get on the boat.’

The girl’s eyes widened. She must think Miranda had gone crazy, which was probably true.

‘You what?’

‘I said get out of here but hurry up before I change my mind and don’t ever let me see you back here again.’

Over by the visitor centre on the quayside, Miranda spotted Ronnie Stapleton, the Mount’s head of security watching her through a pair of binoculars, radio poised in her other hand.

The girl wasted no more time, scuttled down the gangway to the boat, slumped into a corner and pulled her hoodie right over her head, just like a monk.

Miranda called to the boatman. ‘OK, Steve, that’s the last one.’

As she headed back to the Mount’s security centre, she heard the boat chugging out of the tiny harbour on its way back to the mainland. She didn’t look back. Her head was filled with the image of another teenage girl, hiding in her bunk in a caravan, fifteen years before. She heard her mother shouting at her to ‘stop reading them bleedin’ books and get her arse out into the bleedin’ fresh air’ and her mother’s latest boyfriend screaming obscenities at the football and bawling at Miranda to fetch him another can of lager. She felt her tiny bunk room grow dark as she pulled the covers over her head and disappeared into her fantasy world of knights and battles and dragons.

A large and imposing figure waited by the door to the security centre, her arms crossed. Oh God. What would she tell Ronnie? She held up her palms.

‘Don’t say it. I’m a soft touch and I should be sacked.’

Ronnie shook her head. ‘All of those things but I only have one question. Why?’

‘Because she seemed genuinely interested in the bestiary. Because she handed it back when I asked. Because she said she was sorry and … I guess I just wanted to give her a second chance.’

‘Do you know many chances she’s probably already had?’

‘I know you think I’m being soft.’

‘Soft? Nah. Stupidly naive and barking mad would be more accurate. If she’d got away with it, you do realise she’d probably have flogged it on eBay and bought a load of crack with it.’

‘I don’t think there’s much of a market on eBay for medieval bestiaries.’

Ronnie raised her eyebrows. ‘You’d be surprised. A mate of mine sold his soul on there last year. He got eighty quid for it.’ Ronnie tutted. ‘Well, it’s too late now. What really bothers me is how the hell she got hold of it?’

‘She says it was out of the cabinet which is possible but I don’t understand why we didn’t see her take it. Wasn’t one of the team monitoring the armoury CCTV system?’

‘I just checked the footage, the CCTV up in the library is on the blink again and we’ve had some problems with the cameras in the armoury and Great Hall,’ said Ronnie. ‘I sent you a memo about them a few days ago. You do know we need a new security system throughout the site?’

‘I do know but we can’t afford it. We’ll have to get the service engineers in this time and hope they can repair or replace the cameras. I’ll ask them to quote for a new system but I know we don’t have the cash. A couple of those Cambridge research students were working on the bestiary in the library this afternoon so I wonder if one of them left it out.’

‘They may claim to be the nation’s brightest but none of them has any common sense,’ said Ronnie with satisfaction. ‘I’ll call in all the students for a security seminar tomorrow and try to find out which of them did it.’

Miranda winced inwardly, picturing the students blinking nervously under Ronnie’s interrogation. But she didn’t feel sorry for them; she was in enough trouble herself. Shit. She steeled herself to ask Ronnie a question she didn’t really want answered. ‘Will you have to report me for letting the girl go?’

Ronnie gave a long sigh and rubbed her chin. ‘We-lll. As the head of security, I should report you. As your best friend, I don’t want to. If you’ve got the book back, I could look the other way, but if I see her here again, I’ll call the police. Is the book damaged?’

‘I don’t think so.’ A small surge of panic rose again. She wished she’d kept the girl back now while she’d examined the bestiary properly, but the book wouldn’t stand too much handling without gloves. ‘I’ll put it back and ask the conservator to take a look tomorrow. If there are any problems, I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it. Now, I’d better go and make sure nothing else is missing.’

‘Don’t worry, hun, I’m almost sure you haven’t just made the worst mistake of your life and ruined your career.’ Ronnie grinned reassuringly.

‘I hope not. I don’t think I could stand any more disasters today. Did you hear about the woman who wanted to exorcise the demons from the castle tower this morning? And the water was cut off to both ladies’ toilet blocks for a whole hour at lunchtime. I had to let the visitors use the staff changing rooms for a while.’

‘You love the drama, darling,’ said Ronnie and Miranda finally laughed.

‘I’ll take the bestiary back to the library for now. Can you get the CCTV company over, please? Tell them it’s urgent.’

Ronnie saluted. ‘Aye, aye, cap’n. And by the way, I’ve booked some tickets to see the latest Hunger Games movie in Penzance for Saturday and reserved a table at the tapas bar next door. I’ll drive the Land Rover so you can have a sangria or four.’

Miranda heaved a sigh of relief. ‘Excellent. I need to get out of here, especially after a day like this.’

After carefully wrapping the bestiary in tissue paper from the filing cabinet in her office drawer, Miranda hauled herself up the steep pathways that led from the quay, with its cottages, café and visitor centre and offices, right to the castle itself.

Ronnie had been right; despite the scare with the book, she did love the drama that came with the job. She loved almost every aspect of her role, apart from not being able to beam herself up to the top of the castle, Star Trek style. A thousand years before, St Merryn’s Mount had been colonised by monks who’d chosen the islet a mile off the coast of Cornwall because it kept them away from the temptations of the wicked world. Since then, the isle had been occupied and the castle gradually developed by generations of St Merryns, the local Cornish aristocrats who still owned it today.

Miranda had done the climb up to the castle half a dozen times that day already and thousands of time during her years working on the Mount. Normally, she scooted up like a mountain goat but today, she felt, frankly, knackered. It was only May and meant to be low season but a pile of paperwork waited for her, teetering in the in-tray in her office. She’d hoped to start planning the Mount’s annual Festival of Fools and rejig the staff rota ready for the busier days ahead, yet she hadn’t sat down at her desk for more than ten minutes that day.

Still, thanks to Ronnie, there was a night out to look forward to, when she could unwind and let her hair down.

She replaced the bestiary in its display case, locked the cabinet behind her and pocketed the key. As she suspected, it had still been in the lock. One of the students must have got distracted and left the bestiary out on the table with the other less valuable books. She hoped Ronnie’s pep talk would, frankly, scare the shit out of them and prevent any more lapses of memory.

She still couldn’t shake off her own misgivings at letting the girl go; but then again the urge to give her another chance had been so strong. Or maybe she was indulging herself; trying to turn back the clock, in some strange way, through the girl. But she didn’t want to put things right, she reasoned, she hadn’t done anything wrong in running away from home, so why did it suddenly feel as if she had? She’d never felt guilty before, not this guilty anyway … this was silly, she must be tired. She’d had a long busy day, and it wasn’t like her to brood.

After locking the door to the archive room, she decided to make a check on the other public rooms of the castle. As expected, all was quiet in the Great Hall, the panelled dining room and the corridors. The only sounds were her own echoing footsteps and the waves battering the rocks far below the castle walls.

Miranda pushed open the door of the armoury, the final stop on her tour of the castle. With its centuries of weaponry, it was a favourite attraction, particularly with the fathers and boys. The fusty tang of the stone-walled room filled her nostrils. The suits of armour, chain mail and helmets lined its thick walls, all silent and empty.

But not all the visitors had gone. There was a man at the far end of the room. As the door clicked shut behind her, he turned round and looked at her. If she’d been nervous at confronting a teen thief, that now seemed like a walk in the park. Her heart thudded as loudly as the castle’s antiquated boiler system.

The man held a cutlass in his hand and it was pointed at her.
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