PROLOGUE

—_—

he body lies face down in the water, blonde hair fanning outward.

The backs of her arms and legs are visible. Barely, I can make out the
glittcring silver of her nail varnish.

She’s still wearing the coat. Once red and flufly, it is now sodden
and limp, the collar stained dark with blood. The back of her head
must have been sticky and wet with it, because a large arca has now
dried and become encrusted with the stuff.

Was death instant, or a slow suffering? A struggle to breathe as wa-
ter gathered in her lungs and drowned her?

[t is better this way, no matter how much [ wanted to sce the life
leave her eyes.

Well. We have our confirmation now, don’t we? The bitch is defi-

nitcly dead.

[ did warn her.
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CHAPTER ONE

—-—'-’_-—

SASHA

don’t deserve it: the sparkling sea lapping against the pier, the smell of
salt and petrol, the freedom that awaits me. [ don’t deserve any of it.

But I'm here now, and I'm not looking back.

The name, Opbelia, is the first thing I sce, spread across the sixty-
meter superyacht in huge letters. White and sleck, the bow sharpens
to a point and gives the entire vessel a prcdatory, sharklike qualil:y.
A strip of black across the port side makes the white sparkle, cach
window placcd to maximize aestherics above all else. Even though
there are other boats close by in the marina, they don’t compare. If the
name wasn’t displayed so proudly, I'd be sure I was stepping onto the
wrong one.

My greatest example of luxury travel is the time [ got upgraded to a
first-class train ticket back in the UK. I've never even lown extended
legroom.

How the other half live. Except this is more like the other 0.1 per-
cent.

I¢’s a baking-hot morning, the sky a clear bluc. Even though I'm
wearing shorts and a tank top, dragging my suitcase straight from my
flight on barely any sleep has meant I'm both exhausted and sweating
buckets. Any makeup that was once on has long since melted away.
Hopetully, I'm still as presentable as always. Ophelia and T have thatin

common: [ stand outin a CI.'O‘de Loo.
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Not that I should be thinking about that. My looks are what got me
in trouble before.

This is what I need. Something entirely unlike the life I left behind.
Even if Dr. Martin did give me the idea to do this in the first place.

For a seccond I'm back there, the memory hitting like the heat and
salty air. It’s that moment. The one [ keep trying to forget—I'm crying,
holding my hands out, gasping at the blood.

“Sasha Quill?”

Everything comes back into focus. A woman is standing on the
gangplank between the yacht and quay, arms folded.

She’s obscured by the shadow of the boat, so I step forward and offer
my hand for her to shake. “That’s me.”

I'm not sure what I'm expecting. Eagerness, perhaps? Maybe even
for her to be impressed. I'd have thought someone like me would be an
asset to a boat like this.

Instead, she merely looks me up and down. “I'm Jade. Chief stew-
ardess and your boss. Is it true this is your first charter?”

“Yes,” I say, cringing when she gives a disappointed sigh. “But I'm
here to make a change, and I'm good with—"

To my astonishment, she raises a finger to silence me. “I don’t require
your life story. We needed someone to fill in on this last charter, and a
newbie like you is the best we could get on such short notice. You're at
lcast aware that your hair should be tied into a neat bun?”

[ touch my hair, conscious of it hanging in a low ponyrail, scraped
back more out of necessity due to the heat than anything clse. Nor-
mally, my hair is my best asset. It has a shininess to it only otherwise
achieved in hair adverts. People reach out and run their fingers through
it of their own accord, as if they can’t help it, and tell me they wish it
was theirs. “Yes. I knew that. I thought, because I was arriving when
there weren’t any guests—"

“It’s better to be prepared, isn't it?” Jade says. “I haven’t come and

grected you looking like I rolled out of bed, have I2”
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She hasn’t. It’s at this point, finally, that she steps back and allows
me onto the yacht, and I get my first proper look at her.

And now I can sce why she wasn’t bowled over by me.

Jade is intimidatingly pretty, and this is coming from someone who
rates herself an casy nine out of ten. I think my scales have been off.
She’s model tall like I am and looks like one, wispy blonde hair pulled
into the most perfect high bun I've ever seen, not a single strand out
of place, a pen tucked behind her car. Her figure is incredible, like a
dancer’s. She stands with the same poise and posture as one too, shoul-
ders back and chin up as if she could take off at any moment into a
spin.

Ic’s unnerving. We could be sisters.

But Jade doesn’t have the same disconcerted reaction.

“At least you're on time,” she concedes, checking her watch. “Even
if your overall appearance leaves much to be desired. You'll see soon
cnough that sloppy standards won’t cut it on this boat. Leave your suit-
case by the entrance. I'll give you a tour of Ophelia.”

Overall appearance leaves much to be desired? 1 have the desperate
urge to check a mirror, but refrain from dipping my fingers into my
handbag and focus on trying to make small talk instead.

“Bit of an unlucky name, isn’tit?” [ say, thinking of Hamlet.

“It is the owner’s mother’s name. Another thing you'll learn—keep
your mouth shut unless you've got something worthwhile to say.”

I'm not a stranger to biting, bitchy remarks. I got enough of them
in my last job. But at least then the nurses had the sense to whisper
behind my back and I wasnt meant to hear. Jade is direct.

[ head through the entrance, stepping over the precipice between
land and sca, shoes off at Jade’s command, and take in a marble spiral
staircasc. A crystal chandelier hangs from the ceiling, and all around
are mirrors and expensive-looking paintings.

“Incredible, isnt it?” she says. “We won't be using the toys on this

charter, so I wont bother taking you down into the water garage, but
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we have several items that the guests enjoy. The Jet Skis, the slide, and
we have two sets of inflatables too. One large enough for cight people,
the other for five.”

[t's wild what being rich affords someone.

“We'll start at the top,” Jade pronounces, and we go up two flights,
fect sinking into the plush cream carpet. Gorgeous wood banisters
snake their way up and around to an open-plan living arca. “This is
the sky lounge.” She begins pointing things out, but I'm too dazed by
everything to take it in. “This whole level is for guest leisure.”

The lounge is enormous, sweeping at least a quarter of the length
of the boat, light pouring in from windows on cither side. A bar sits
tucked in one corner, plush stools a grey velvetr to match the grey-
painted walls. In front is a pool table—"designed by Porsche,” Jade
informs me—and in the corner a grand piano. A huge flat-screen tele-
vision rests against a metallic pillar, and there are even drinks stored
within the sofas, as Jade bends down to demonstrate. In the opposite
corner to the bar is a dining arca. Outside is a swimming pool, hot tub,
and cabin. The cabin, Jade explains, is the sauna.

Of course. Heaven forbid we arec on a yacht without a sauna!

Moving back past the stairs reveals a large gym with state-of-the-art
equipment I'm not sure even professional athletes could afford. There
arc iPads hooked up to everything, in case the gorgeous view outside
isn’t cnough.

There is still one more floor above, but Jade takes us down again,
shaking her head. “The owner’s suite is upstairs. No onc is allowed
there while they aren’t on board. Even  haven’t met them.”

She moves swiftly, not giving me a chance to process it all, and
brings me to the main salon, where a huge table with twelve chairs
takes up most of the room. Another bar arca leads out to a terrace, with
more dining space.

“This is where the guests eat,” Jade explains. “If the weather is bad,

they cat inside. Back across the hall is the galley.”
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[’s almost as big as the salon, with a huge array of cabinets and appli-
ances. A door at the back must lead to a pantry of some kind, because it
swings open and a woman walks through carrying lecks. Her dark hair
is pinned into a similar high bun, thick eyebrows her best feature, but
she keeps twisting her mouth and making her face pinched as a resul.

“Yes, Your Majesty?” she growls, attention focused on Jade. “What
could possibly be wrong now?”

Jade narrows her eyes. “Sasha, this is Runa, the chef. Runa, this is
Sasha. She’s our new stewardess. Have you packed away the provisions
we brought up?”

“No, I thought I'd kick them into the sca, one by one.” Runa steps
forward, dropping the vegetables on the counter, then wraps me in an
embrace, kissing both checks. I'm not sure if this is a friendly gesture
or a territorial one. “Jade thinks she is head chef,” she explains when
she releases me. “She thinks she can order me about like you dear little
stewardesses.”

[ chuckle nervously, but neither laugh with me.

“Anything to get work done on time,” Jade mutters.
“Darling, it is not your job to worry about me.” Runa’s voice is light,

but there’s something about the way she says it that puts me on edge.
“You are the one who has lost a stewardess and had to replace her. And
after what happened last year as well, my, my. Worry about your own
role.”

Jade folds her arms. “Come on, Sasha. You'll be secing the galley
cnough times.”

“What happened to the stewardess before me?” [ ask once we leave.
“The agency said [ was lucky to get a position so late. They said they
couldn’t give any details.”

Nor would I give the agency any details about why I, on the other
hand, was even trying so late in the season. I just gave them the same
spicl I tried to give Jade: [ want a change. [ want to see the world. It’s not

tcchnicaﬂy a lie.
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[t’s just not the whole truth cither.

“Well, ncither can 1,” Jade snaps. “What have I told you about
speaking out of turn?”

Even when the other nurses turned against me, in their jealousy,
they still wouldn’t have dreamed of talking to me this way. Who does
she chink she is?

We pass by the front entrance again and head down a corridor.
“These are the guest cabins. You'll be here a lot. Cleaning, preparing
the beds.”

The guest rooms are as [ expect, an endless array of luxurious white
marble bathrooms and king-size beds staring at fat-screen televisions.
There are four in total, cach in its own style and theme to not look like
clones of one another. I can’t help inding this ironic when Jade and [
look the same.

Across the lobby (I am never going to remember this layour), where
Jade points out an office and even a massage parlor, we come to a short
hallway that lcads to another row of doors. Someone is heading out as
we come in, a man in a deckhand uniform, the red shirt a contrast to
all the muted colors.

“Is this the new stewardess, then?” He’s quite short, but broad-
shouldered and smiling, with shining eyes and freckled checks. He of-
fers me his hand. “Drew. Nice to meet you.”

[ shake it; his skin is rough, calluses grown in the grooves of his
palm. “Sasha.”

He’s eyeing me appreciatively enough, but again I feel wrong-footed,
like I'm missing something,

“She can meet you later,” Jade says. “You've got things to be getting
on with. [ think Chief was looking for you.”

“Yeah, yeah, on my way.” He walks past, but when Jade’s back is
turned, looks round at me and pulls a funny face, miming slitting his
throat. [t makes me grin as widely as he is.

“This is the bridge deck,” Jade says, with a deep sigh, as if the thirey-
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second inconvenience has ruined her day. “The captain’s quarters are
through that door. There is also Chief’s quarters, but she brings us her
linen and doesn’t like us going in her room. Which suits me fine, as
it’s one less item on the list. And through that door at the end is the
bridge, where you'll speak to the caprain.”

“The captain?” I echo, mouth dry, as we head toward the bridge.

Jade knocks on the door. “He’s expecting you. I'll wait here. You
can go straight in.”

“Is he not too busy to sece me?”

“Probably.” She sighs again. “You'll have to do. Though really, could
you not have freshened up after your flight?” I'm about to open my
mouth to protest when she carries on. “This trip is very important to
him. I’s Captain Howard’s last charter. Now, hurry up, I havent got
all day to be standing around. You haven’t even met the other steward-
esses yet.”

[ haven't even had the chance to breathe since arriving.

There’s no point arguing with her, though, so I go inside while she

impaticntly waits outside the door.

“You must be Sasha Quill!”
Captain Howard Asteridge looks to be in his late fifties. He re-

minds me of men from the fifties too—very upright, military and
old-fashioned, especially in his pristine uniform and hat. Burt there
arc wrinkles around his eyes, signs of smiling too much, and he greets
me warmly, shaking my hand and clapping me on the back. There’s
no lingcring touch on my shoulder, no kisses on the cheek just to get
close. He’s a consummate professional. He returns to his desk, gather-
ing some papers together—a file on one of the stewardesses (squint-
ing gives me the name Euphemia Brentwood, a name I'm pretey sure
should only exist in Victorian novels)—and, catching me staring,
quickly puts them all in a drawer.

Hc’s nothing like Dr. Martin. [ can relax somewhat, take in my sur-

roundings.
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The bridgr:, the navigaciona[ command center, is impressive. | need
to try and remember all the technical terms for everything. The
marble theme continues here, sleck grey across the ceiling with dark
wooden panels that lead down the walls and showcase the huge win-
dows. A door to the left exits onto the terrace, and I can see a couple
more deckhands. Beneath the windows are a row of six screens, each
disp[aying a different tracking system. Two comfortable leather swivel
chairs sit behind them.

“Interested?” Caprain Howard asks. “There’s lots to keep track of.
GPS, engine parameters, communications, observations. It isn’t all
serving drinks and [ooking pretty.”

His patronizing tone makes my smile strained. When you're blonde
and beautiful, you're assumed to be an idiot.

“The owner will be pleased with you,” he says. “Once you've cleaned
yourself up.”

[ ignore the implied insule. “Will they be on board?”

“Not this time.”

“Well, thank you for the job,” I say. “I'm aware the stewardess I'm
replacing had to leave unexpectedly.”

The caprain shrugs. “These things happen. We run a tight ship, as
the saying goes. I'm just glad you're here and the charter can continue

as planned.”

There’s a knock at the exterior door, and a man wearing the red
uniform comes in. He looks as if he’s stepped straight from the pages
of a magazine: all muscle, bleached hair, and ranned skin. He towers
over us both, even the captain, who must be at least six feet, and winks
when he sees me, making me blush. I've never seen a man so attractive,
not since . . .

“You must be the new girl,” he says, in the most stercotypical Amer-
ican accent ['ve ever heard. “I'm Axel.”

A-xel? This guy can’t be serious.

“Axcl is our bosun,” the captain says. “Axcl, this is Sasha, junior
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stewardess. Why don’t you take her down to the crew mess so she can
get scteled in?”

“Tade is waiting for me outside.” | open the interior door, but Jade
has disappeared.

Axel laughs. “As if our chief stew would ever wait around. Let’s go,
Junior.”

“Welcome aboard, Sasha,” Caprain Howard calls after us as we
leave. “I'm sure you'll be very happy here.”

Once we're back out in the corridor, Axel grabs my arm so we're
linked and leans in close while we walk. “So who have you scen so far,
then? Have you met our chief officer and engineer Melinda yet?” he
asks. “She’s a character. Dying for Caprain Howard’s job.”

She must be the “Chief” Jade was referring to. I shake my head.
“Just Jade, the chef, someone called Drew, and the captain. And now
you.”

“Drew’s met you! Trying to get in there before me, I see.”

“He was nice,” [ say.

“Oh, he’s very nice. Be careful with that one.”

Move like be careful with you, 1 think.

He insists on carrying my suitcase, which has remained languish-
ing by the front entrance, and I finally get to see where I'll be sleep-
ing. Axel explains the lowest level of the yacht contains the engine
rooms, but the penultimate one is our crew mess.

The decoration budget has run out. Plain white walls and a lino-
leum floor greet me, with basic cupboards, a couple of small fridges,
a microwave, and a sink. Over onec wall is a pinboard, covered with
various notes and shift patterns. Half of the room is taken up with a
Formica table, reminding me of an American diner, and a long bench
has been built into the wall. Three women are cating lunch.

“I bring you your new stew, girls,” Axel says to them. “This is Sasha.”

They move in cerie unison, three blonde heads turning toward

me. Three pairs of eyes, narrowing to take in my every feature. Three
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mouths, pink and glossy, stretching into casy smiles—or smirks. Three
women, and they look exactly the same. Not just the uniform, though
that exaggerates it. Crisp white shirts, buttons strained at their chests,
cinched at their waists. But also their hair in the same style. Their nails
painted the same baby blue. Their actions too, assuming the same in-
quisitive expressions, straightening their posture (for me or for Axel,
I'm not sure), turning in the same way to face me.

When [ say they look exactly the same, I mean exaetly the same.

And now I know why Jade, why Drew and the captain and Axel,
weren’t taken aback at my appearance. Normally I walk into a room
and I'm the one being looked at.

[ walk into this room and it’s like walking into a house of mirrors.

Because they don’t just all look like cach other. They all look like #ze.

[ could handle Jade. It’s a coincidence, but two similar-looking
blonde women working on a superyache? It’s hardly stretching the
realms of the imagination.

But five stewardesses? A/l of us?

We're identical.

All blonde, all tanned skin, all high checkbones. Same height, prac-
tically the same weight. I¢’s disorienting. Put us in a lincup and turn us
around, and 'm not sure our own mothers could tell us apart.

What's worse, they can see it in my face: my discomfort, my shock.
They're prepared for this—whatever the hell this is. They knew [ would
be another one of them. They knew [ would be like a lamb fed to the
wolves.

And like prey, there’s a primal urge in me to run. Get out. These
women feast on me, one by one, wearing the same grin, the same glee-
ful expression, and 've never felt so exposed and unremarkable all at
once.

This was meant to be my escape. Getting away from what happened
before.

Not another nightmare.



