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The bridegroom had strangler’s hands. Strong hands. Restless hands. Hands that could squeeze the life out of some unsuspecting victim. Susan didn’t like the bridegroom.


Not being invited to her best friend’s wedding hurt like a knife twisted in the stomach. Susan had known Avril since primary school. They had played together, laughed together, cried together. But not any more. Not since Avril had met him. Not since he’d set about separating her from her friends and family.


Susan had decided to stand outside the register office. If Avril saw her, at least she’d know she was there for her.


But when the moment came and they emerged from the building, her courage failed her and she darted into a shop doorway. It was just the two of them, bride and groom, Avril wearing a floral dress and her new husband in an expensive suit. No bouquet. No buttonhole. A couple of strangers Susan didn’t recognise followed behind sheepishly, muttered awkward congratulations then walked off together. Witnesses dragged in off the street, perhaps? There were no family members at the wedding – and no friends either. Just Avril and Ian alone. Avril gazed adoringly at her new husband as he bent to give her a half-hearted kiss.


As Susan watched them walk off together, she was afraid for her friend. But there was nothing she could do about it. Some people were their own worst enemies.


Five years later


The story of Serpent’s Point featured in all the books of local legends for sale in the tourist shops of south Devon, but Susan knew it was just a fanciful tale that had grown up over the years. A painted devil to scare foolish children. Evil came from people, not places.


It was said that many centuries ago, a huge serpent, guided by his master, Satan, stole the promontory from the sea, and that the creature still lived there beneath the ground, surfacing every now and then to make mischief. In centuries gone by, superstitious farmers claimed the land was cursed, but that had never stopped them grazing their livestock there. Economics beat the devil any day.


With the coast path so close to her new temporary home, she liked to begin each day with a walk to clear her head. That morning she followed the now familiar route, pausing every now and then, as she always did, to take in the wide vista of the sea spread out before her, its ripples sparkling like jewels as they caught the sun. Sometimes a large cargo vessel crawled lazily across the horizon, but today there were only yachts with gleaming sails. And whenever she saw one, she couldn’t help wondering whether he was aboard.


As the day was young and the schools hadn’t yet started their summer break, she found herself alone on the path with all that beauty to herself. She breathed in the sea air and closed her eyes for a few seconds, listening to the cries of the gulls wheeling overhead and the buzz of the bees in the hedgerow. With the rolling green landscape to one side and the calm sea to the other, this was the nearest thing to heaven she’d ever experienced. But she knew she mustn’t forget why she was there. She was so close to finding the evidence she needed, and only when she’d accomplished her mission would she resume her normal life. Justice would roll down from the mountains eventually – but not quite yet.


The sound of approaching footsteps made her turn, bracing herself for the walkers’ ritual of bidding each other good morning with a suitably friendly smile.


But a few minutes later, she was lying beside the path, her dead eyes staring up at the summer sky.
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Olivia Stanley, known to her friends as Livy, had never imagined that her unusual Christmas present would give her so many hours of entertainment – along with the added possibility that it might one day change her life. Once her friend Sophie had bought one too, using her birthday money, they hunted as a pair. Two metal detectors were better than one because they could cover twice the area. Twice the area, double the chances of making their fortune. The other girls at school were into make-up and clothes, but it would be Livy and Sophie who’d have the best of everything one day – once they’d hit the jackpot.


Livy’s dad owned the field, so they didn’t need permission, although he had told her that when they found treasure, he wanted his share. She couldn’t tell whether he was serious, but she’d agreed. Of course he’d get his cut.


To Sophie’s relief, Livy’s dad had moved the cows into another field. Unlike her friend, she hadn’t been raised on a farm and didn’t care for the way the big reddish-brown beasts watched her with their knowing, hostile eyes, as though they were planning something nasty. And sheep were almost as bad, with their beady-eyed, insolent stares. Livy, who was used to livestock, told her she was a wimp.


The field sloped gently towards a high hedge, beyond which lay the coast path and the wide area of scrubland leading to the clifftop. A few hundred yards away to the left, the girls could see the grey slate roof and tall chimneys of a large house, half hidden behind a row of trees. Sophie didn’t know who lived there, but on the way to call for Livy she’d seen a lot of activity on the lane. Huge vans standing in front of the house and people milling about in strange clothes. She told Livy she’d heard in the village that they were making a film there, and suggested they should go and take a look. But Livy pointed out that they were on a quest that might make them rich one day, so they could do without distractions.


‘Ready?’


‘Ready,’ Sophie replied.


They walked slowly forward, a little apart but keeping to a straight line as they swept their machines from side to side. Their faces were set in concentration, listening for any telltale bleeps in their headphones.


Sophie came to a sudden halt and Livy looked round. ‘Got a signal?’


Without a word, Sophie took her trowel from her pocket and handed it to her friend. She’d borrowed the trowel from her mum’s garden shed without asking, but she knew it wouldn’t be missed. Her mum wasn’t much of a gardener.


As Livy squatted down and started to dig, Sophie watched with growing excitement. It might be a ring pull from a can, a length of barbed wire or a rusty old nail. Or it could be long-lost treasure: gold coins or a priceless jewel. She watched her friend heaping the soil to one side of the hole, feeling like a gambler in the casino at Monte Carlo, waiting for the roulette wheel’s rattling ball to land on her chosen number. Would this be the big win?


But one look at Livy’s face told her they hadn’t beaten the bank just yet. The object in her soil-stained hand was a large nail, coated with brown rust. But their luck was bound to change soon.


‘Early days,’ said Livy philosophically as she replaced the soil under the flap of turf. ‘Rome wasn’t built in a day,’ she added. She’d heard the phrase once and it seemed an appropriate thing to say.


Half an hour later, the girls had found three rusty bolts, possibly from some ancient farm machinery, five pieces of barbed wire and a small toy car that had lost its paintwork – their best find so far.


It was coming up to midday and they were grateful to their mums for providing sandwiches, crisps and cans of fizzy drink in case they were hungry. Their school friends would probably scoff at the way they were spending their free post-exam time, so they’d made an unspoken pact never to mention it – and nobody was likely to see them there.


‘Let’s do a bit more before we have something to eat,’ Sophie suggested when she saw Livy looking longingly at the rucksacks abandoned next to the boundary hedge.


Livy didn’t argue. They began walking again, their optimism flagging along with their energy levels. They could hear voices drifting over on the breeze, possibly coming from the big house with the huge vans outside. When they’d finished in the field, they might sneak over there to see what was going on. But in the meantime, they needed to focus.


Sweep, sweep. They trudged on. Still nothing.


Then Livy heard an urgent screaming in her headphones. She’d got a signal. And it sounded strong. She tapped Sophie on the shoulder and pointed to a patch of ground.


Sophie watched as her friend started to dig again. She clenched her fists with excitement. Was this the big one they’d been waiting for? Or was it just another rusty nail?


After a minute or so, Livy pulled something from the clinging earth, holding it up in triumph like the Lady of the Lake wielding Excalibur.


‘What is it?’


‘It’s a coin.’


Sophie felt a stab of disappointment. An old penny, perhaps, with Queen Victoria’s head on if they were lucky. But when Livy passed her the trophy, her heart lifted. It was dull, but it could be silver, and she didn’t recognise the roughly embossed face on the front.


‘What do you think?’ Livy asked.


‘Looks really old. Could be worth a fortune.’


Livy passed the metal detector over the earth again and got another signal, even stronger this time. Her heart pounded as she enlarged the hole and saw another coin lying there against the red soil, shining and undimmed by its long burial. She knew that meant it was gold. This was it! This was what they’d dreamed of. They were going to be rich.


Sophie fell to her knees. She was wearing her oldest jeans, so a bit of dirt didn’t matter, not under the circumstances.


‘We should tell my dad,’ Livy said. ‘And maybe a museum.’


‘Or we could flog ’em on eBay.’


The girls sat side by side, torn between the devil of greed whispering in one ear and the angel of the Portable Antiquities Scheme in the other.


But later on, when the police arrived, the decision was made for them.


From the journal of Dr Aldus Claye




May 1921


I have left Exeter and taken the house at Serpent’s Point on a five-year lease, which should allow me sufficient time to conduct my investigations. The elderly widow who owns the property has gone to live with her sister in Axminster, and according to her solicitor, she no longer has use for the large house, which has become a burden to her in recent years. However, it is a burden I am happy to assume because of an interesting fact that has come to my attention.


I first heard of the strange discovery when I dined with Professor Fredericks, a former colleague from the British Museum. It seems the small sheet of lead was unearthed by a farmer in a south Devon field just before the war, and he gave it into the care of his local vicar because he thought it might interest him. The vicar, being familiar with Latin, had little difficulty making the translation, and when he discovered that it appeared to be a curse of some kind, he thought it a curiosity that might intrigue anybody who had a particular interest in the history of the Roman occupation of Britannia. That was when a friend put the reverend gentleman in touch with Professor Fredericks, who contacted me, knowing my passion for the subject.


There was, however, something the farmer failed to mention to the vicar, something I learned when I paid the man a visit six months ago to enquire as to the exact location of his strange find. At first he was reluctant to share the information with me, but when I assured him that my sole interest was the history of the site and promised not to alert the authorities, he confessed that the object in question wasn’t his only discovery. He had also found bones, but had stayed silent about this because, in his own words, he didn’t want all those policemen in their size twelve boots trampling over his field frightening his livestock. I told him I understood perfectly, and so it was that I gained his permission to investigate.


I have been made aware that the farmer has an unwritten arrangement with my new landlady to use that particular field to graze his cattle, as she has no use for it. I will consult my solicitor, but I suspect this means that, as the tenant of Serpent’s Point, I am free to use the land as I wish, with or without the farmer’s permission.


There is a fear at the back of my mind that the human remains the farmer found might belong to a victim of violent death – and yet the possibility that the bones might be connected with the curse excites me greatly. I must know the truth behind the strange discovery, for should my suspicions be proved correct, my standing in the world of antiquarian study will be greatly enhanced.


My wife looks pale and I tell her that she must get more fresh air. The countryside around here is most conducive to walking. Perhaps I will persuade her, although I have discovered since our marriage that she possesses an unfortunately stubborn nature.
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DCI Gerry Heffernan stood at the entrance of the crime scene tent, newly erected beside the dusty path, and stared at the body. She was lying face up, limbs at an awkward angle as though she’d been felled by an unexpected blow and crumpled suddenly to the ground.


‘Have we got an ID for her yet?’


The dead woman was probably in her mid thirties, dressed in shorts, sensible walking boots and a T-shirt apparently extolling the virtues of a brand of real ale. She was petite, and her fair hair was swept back into an untidy bun. She must have been an attractive woman in life, but now her face was contorted and her eyes bulged in amazement.


‘Sorry, sir,’ said the tall young CSI, who was dressed in what Gerry always referred to as a snowman suit. ‘There’s no bag and nothing in her pockets apart from this.’ Lying in his plastic-gloved palm was a small and unremarkable Yale key. ‘It was wedged inside the pocket of her shorts. House key?’


‘Possibly,’ said Gerry as he took the key and glanced at the man standing to his left. He’d always acknowledged that DI Wesley Peterson was the brains of the team, and now he watched as Wesley studied the body in front of them as though he was willing it to give up its secrets.


‘First impressions, Wes?’


‘From the marks on her neck, I’d say the cause of death was strangulation. Her clothing appears undisturbed, which suggests the motive wasn’t sexual.’ Wesley checked his watch. ‘Colin should be here by now.’


‘It’s not Colin. He’s on holiday.’ Gerry grunted in disapproval, as though taking a holiday was a gross misdemeanour.


‘We can’t keep him locked up in the mortuary just in case we need him, Gerry.’


‘More’s the pity.’


Wesley couldn’t help smiling. Over the years, Gerry had become used to Dr Colin Bowman’s genial presence whenever there was a suspicious death to deal with. And Gerry didn’t like change.


‘So who’s his replacement?’


‘Me.’


The two men turned their heads and saw a young man standing a few feet outside the tent’s open entrance. He was tall, with short dark hair and a pleasant freckled face, and he was already wearing his crime-scene suit in preparation for what was to come.


‘Dr Cornell Stamoran at your service.’ He grinned, raising a plastic-gloved hand in salute. ‘Colin’s on holiday. Vienna.’


‘We know,’ said Wesley. ‘I’m DI Wesley Peterson and this is DCI Gerry Heffernan, the SIO.’


‘Your name’s familiar,’ said Gerry accusingly.


‘Cornell’s a family name. I share it with a cousin who lives in Lyme Regis.’ The doctor paused for a moment, as though he was trying to retrieve something from his memory. ‘I remember my cousin saying he had a visit from the police a few years ago, in connection with a murder case, I think. That wasn’t you, was it?’


Wesley smiled. ‘It was. Small world. He’s a writer, isn’t he?’


‘That’s right. The artistic side of the family.’ Stamoran suddenly assumed a businesslike expression. ‘Well, what have we got?’


‘The dead woman was found an hour ago by a couple out walking the coast path. Tourists – retired teachers staying in a holiday cottage in Stoke Beeching. They’ve been interviewed and told to go home – they seemed pretty upset.’


‘I’d better take a look.’ The doctor picked up the bag he’d put down at his feet and Wesley lifted the crime-scene tape to admit him into the inner cordon, announcing his arrival to the sergeant whose job it was to record the comings and goings. Wesley followed him, with Gerry trailing reluctantly behind.


‘Do we know who she is yet?’ Stamoran asked as he squatted down beside the body.


‘No ID apparently,’ Wesley answered. ‘I’ve ordered a search of the lane nearby for a vehicle she might have arrived in, but nothing’s been found yet. We don’t know how far she walked, so if she parked some distance away, it might take a while to find her car. Or she might be local and didn’t need a car to get here.’


‘Think her killer might have been walking with her?’ Gerry asked.


‘There are no car keys on the body, so that’s as good a theory as any. If her companion took the keys and returned to the car … ’


‘In which case, he could be anywhere by now.’


‘Not like you to be so pessimistic, Gerry.’


The DCI didn’t reply, and they watched in silence as the doctor conducted his examination. Unlike Colin, Cornell Stamoran didn’t chat while he worked. Instead he concentrated on the task in hand, and Wesley was content to wait in the sunshine for him to finish, listening to the soft swish of the waves below and the cries of the gulls wheeling around the headland. Gerry, however, wasn’t blessed with the same patience.


‘Well?’ the DCI said as soon as the doctor stood up.


‘She hasn’t been dead for long – two or three hours probably, but I might be able to tell you more once I’ve done the post-mortem.’ He shifted to one side. ‘Can you see those marks on her neck?’


‘Strangulation?’


‘Got it in one, Detective Inspector.’


‘Call me Wesley, please.’


‘Very well, Wesley, you’re probably spot on – unless the post-mortem throws up some surprises. He didn’t use his bare hands. She was killed with a ligature of some kind. A scarf, perhaps, or an item of clothing. Something soft that didn’t leave a distinctive mark; not a rope.’


‘You said he.’


‘Well, Detective Chief Inspector, I wouldn’t rule out a strong woman. They are capable of murder, you know.’


‘Too right. The female of the species and all that. And my name’s Gerry.’


Wesley looked down at the body. The T-shirt the dead woman was wearing showed a wide-eyed sheep holding a brimming pint glass. ‘This T-shirt might provide a clue. Ritter’s Sheep Shocker. Heard of it, Gerry?’


‘Are you suggesting that I’m the authority on all things beer?’


‘I know you like your real ale.’


‘The name’s not familiar. It could be a micro brewery limited to a few outlets – which might make our job a bit easier.’


‘I’ll get someone onto it,’ said Wesley, thinking of his old friend from university; in his experience, archaeologists tended to know about that sort of thing. ‘Neil and his colleagues might be able to help us.’


‘I don’t doubt it,’ Gerry muttered under his breath. ‘When can you do the PM, Doc?’


‘How about four thirty today?’


‘Perfect. We’ll be there, won’t we, Wes?’ Gerry’s eyes focused on the dead woman. ‘Bet she didn’t expect to end up like this when she set off for her morning walk.’


Wesley stayed silent as he watched the doctor pack up his things.


‘Sir,’ said a young uniformed constable who was standing outside the cordon, shifting from foot to foot like a child asking to be excused. ‘Can I have a word?’


‘Have as many as you like,’ said Gerry wearily. ‘What can I do you for?’


Wesley followed the DCI to the barrier of blue and white tape, eager to hear what the constable had to say.


‘A couple of girls were metal-detecting over there.’ He waved his hand vaguely towards the fields inland from the path. ‘They heard the commotion and came over to see what was going on. They’ve been there most of the morning, so they might have seen something. Do you want a word?’


‘Metal-detecting. Sounds like your department, Wes. I’d better get back and organise an incident room.’


‘Right,’ said Wesley to the constable. ‘Let’s have a word with our treasure hunters.’
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Wesley left the shelter of the crime-scene tent and strolled over to the girls. The chances of them having anything to do with the woman’s death were slim to say the least. But they might have seen something, and he knew that the best way to put them at ease was to talk about their hobby.


Sitting on the grass verge like a pair of prisoners awaiting sentencing, they looked very young: one small and slight with dark hair, the other taller and plumper with a blonde ponytail. Their youthful faces were marred by the occasional pimple, and they appeared almost puzzled, as though they’d stumbled into an unfamiliar situation and found themselves out of their depth. Their adventure had now turned serious.


‘Morning,’ Wesley said, trying to put them at their ease.


‘Morning,’ they mumbled warily, as though they were wondering what this good-looking, smartly dressed black man with the friendly smile was up to.


‘I’m Detective Inspector Wesley Peterson. What are your names?’


‘Olivia Stanley and Sophie Carter. We’re not in trouble, are we?’


‘I shouldn’t think so. I see you’ve been metal-detecting.’


He saw the girls exchange a sly look. They were hiding something. Perhaps he’d have to revise his initial impression.


‘I studied archaeology at university, so I know a bit about it. Find anything interesting?’


There was a long silence. Then Olivia delved into the pocket of her jeans and brought out a coin, holding it out like an offering.


Wesley took it from her and examined it closely. ‘Where exactly did you find this?’ he asked, trying not to sound too excited.


‘We didn’t do anything wrong,’ Sophie piped up. ‘It’s Livy’s dad’s field and he said it was OK. You can ask him.’


‘I’m sure you did everything properly.’ He wanted their co-operation, and the best way to get it was to appear to be on their side. ‘It’s just that it’s unusual to find this sort of thing around here, so it might be important. Find anything else?’


The girls looked at each other again, then Olivia put her hand back in her pocket and pulled out another coin. It had the telltale glint of gold, and Wesley’s heart began to beat a little faster.


‘I expect the constable told you there’s been an incident on the coast path?’ he said. Even though his inner voice was screaming at him that he might have stumbled on something of archaeological importance, murder took priority.


‘She didn’t say what had happened. Has someone had an accident, or—’


‘They wouldn’t make this much fuss for an accident,’ Sophie butted in.


‘You’re right,’ said Wesley. ‘A woman’s body has been found, and we’re treating her death as suspicious. Have you been metal-detecting in the field all morning?’


Both girls nodded their heads.


‘Did you see or hear anything unusual?’


‘We had our headphones on most of the time, and you can’t see the path from where we were because of the hedgerow.’ Livy glanced at her friend, who nodded in agreement.


‘What time did you arrive this morning?’


It was Sophie who answered. ‘I called at Livy’s about ten.’ She waved her hand in the vague direction of the stone-built farmhouse nestling on the hillside a few fields away. ‘We asked her dad if it was OK, then we walked down here.’


‘You did everything properly,’ said Wesley with an approving smile. ‘Where do you live, Sophie?’


‘In Bereton. We finished our exams last week, so we’ve got time off.’


‘How did the exams go?’


Livy looked surprised and rather gratified that the detective was taking an interest. ‘OK.’


Wesley was about to say that it was good to see the girls out enjoying the fresh air instead of being hunched in front of screens in their bedrooms, but he stopped himself just in time. He didn’t want to sound like a critical dad.


‘Did you happen to see a woman? Fair-haired, dressed in shorts and a T-shirt with a picture of a sheep on the front?’


The girls shook their heads. ‘We didn’t see anybody. It was dead quiet until we heard someone screaming, then all the police arrived, and the helicopter.’


‘What time did you hear the screams?’


‘About half eleven, and then we heard the sirens soon afterwards. We thought someone had had an accident.’


Wesley nodded. The walkers had found the body around 11.30. ‘You didn’t hear or see anything unusual before then?’


They looked at each other again before Sophie answered. ‘When I was walking to Livy’s, I saw a lot of people at the big house over there.’ She pointed towards a distant dark grey roof, just visible between the tall surrounding trees.


‘What can you tell me about them?’


‘They were wearing old-fashioned costumes, and there were big vans there.’


‘I think they’re making a film, or it could be TV,’ said Livy.


‘Maybe they’ll be looking for extras,’ Sophie added hopefully. ‘Might be worth a try.’


Wesley smiled again. ‘It won’t do any harm to ask.’


He was coming to the conclusion that talking to the girls hadn’t been a waste of time. If the woman had been killed before they arrived in the field at around 10.30, this fitted with Dr Stamoran’s initial assessment. And he now knew there was a film set just half a mile from the murder scene. Could the woman have been associated with the filming? Even if she wasn’t, somebody there might have information.


In the meantime, there was something else he wanted to know. He glanced in the direction of the crime scene. It looked as though Gerry had everything under control, and what he had in mind wouldn’t take long.


‘Can you show me exactly where you found the coins?’


The girls didn’t hesitate, and when they reached the spot, they stood there like proud big sisters showing off a new baby. Wesley asked them to sweep over the area again, and both machines got a signal, suggesting that there was something else down there to discover. But he knew that any further investigation ought to be carried out by someone who knew what they were doing.


He took out his phone and selected the number of his old friend from university, Dr Neil Watson, who now worked for the County Archaeological Unit. This was something he’d want to know about.


The two constables who walked up the weed-infested gravel drive of Serpent’s Point were greeted by a strange sight. They were used to conducting routine house-to-house enquiries, but this was a first.


The house was Georgian, with sash windows and a columned portico, an entrance any heroine of a Regency romance would be happy to emerge from. But today there were no elegant carriages. Instead, three massive dark green vans were parked out front, concealing the ground-floor windows. The logo on the side of the vans said ForberFilms, and thick black cables stretched between the vehicles and the house like giant umbilical cords.


The officers looked at each other, wondering if this was an appropriate moment to intrude on the filming. But even if they’d chosen a bad time, it couldn’t be helped. This was a murder inquiry.


Twenty minutes later, they called DCI Heffernan’s number and told him they’d spoken to a few people but they hadn’t been particularly helpful. If CID paid them a call, however, they might be inclined to be more open.
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‘Your Pam’ll be interested when you tell her about this,’ said Gerry as they came to a halt halfway up the drive and watched the film crew hurrying to and fro.


‘Wonder what they’re filming.’


‘Maybe something by Jane Austen, from the look of the costumes,’ said Gerry. ‘My Kathy used to love her Jane Austen. Mind you, I was no Mr Darcy, even in those days.’


Wesley turned his head and saw a wistful expression on Gerry’s face, the same look that always appeared whenever he mentioned his late wife, who’d been killed in a hit-and-run accident many years ago. The DCI now lived with his new partner, Joyce, who worked at Morbay Register Office, but any mention of Kathy still caused a flash of grief, there for a moment then quickly suppressed. Pain like that never went away. You just learned to live with it.


Wesley suspected that Gerry had guessed correctly. Along with the technical crew and assorted people wandering around with clipboards, there were several actors in Regency costume, some with twenty-first-century jackets and cardigans draped over their shoulders as they studied their scripts.


Nobody took any notice of the two officers as they made for the open front door. Wesley had the key found on the dead woman, and before he entered the house, he took it out of its plastic evidence bag and tried it in the lock. To his disappointment, it wasn’t a fit.


Once inside, he looked for the person in charge. The door to a stylish drawing room stood open, and when they crossed the threshold, they saw a middle-aged man with long grey hair tied back in a ponytail from his vulpine face. He was sitting on an antique chaise longue studying a clipboard, and as soon as Wesley and Gerry entered, he looked up and scowled.


‘Get out. Now.’


‘I don’t think so, sir,’ said Wesley as they produced their ID. ‘DI Peterson and DCI Heffernan, Tradmouth CID. I’m afraid we need to ask you and your colleagues some questions. And you are?’


The man rolled his eyes theatrically. ‘Crispin Joss. Director of this bloody fiasco.’


Wesley took his notebook from his pocket. The officers who’d called earlier to make initial enquiries had noted that Joss was uncooperative – and that they thought he might be holding something back.


‘Filming not going too well, then?’ said Gerry. He didn’t sound sympathetic.


‘We’ve had bloody coppers here this morning going on about some woman who’s got herself killed on the cliff path. I told them I hadn’t seen her, whoever she is. She’s nothing to do with the shoot. Cast and crew all accounted for. They’re coming back to take statements from everyone sometime this afternoon, which is all I bloody need. We’re behind with shooting already because of that rain a fortnight ago. The weather in this bloody country … ’


‘What are you filming?’ asked Wesley.


Joss sighed. ‘It’s called The Awakening of Lillith Montmorency, an erotic coming-of-age drama set in the Regency period.’ He smiled. ‘Although I doubt very much if Miss Austen would have approved.’


Wesley caught Gerry’s eye. ‘I see. How long have you been here?’


‘We started filming three weeks ago, but the way things are going, we’ll be here till Doomsday.’


‘So you’ll be around if we need a word.’ There was a threat in Gerry’s statement, and Wesley saw a shadow of apprehension pass across the director’s face.


‘Look, I can’t tell you anything, and nor can anyone else here,’ Joss said impatiently. You’re wasting your time and mine.’


‘Where are you staying?’


Joss hesitated, as though he was reluctant to part with the information. ‘The Sandview Hotel.’


Wesley knew the place. The large white building stood on the waterfront between Tradmouth and Bereton and had a reputation for luxury. ‘Very nice. Is everyone staying there?’


‘No. The main actors have found a B & B and the technical crew and supporting cast are at a caravan park nearby. It’s a bit run-down, but they’re used to that sort of thing.’


‘Isn’t the English class system wonderful,’ Gerry murmured in Wesley’s ear. Wesley hoped the director hadn’t overheard.


‘Are you quite sure you haven’t seen anybody answering the dead woman’s description around here? She was wearing a T-shirt advertising a real ale called Ritter’s Sheep Shocker. Ring any bells?’


Joss shook his head.


‘Who owns this property?’


‘Grey Grover. He’s more likely to know something than we are. We’re just birds of passage. Here today, gone tomorrow.’


‘Where can we find him?’


‘He’ll be in the library.’ The director must have seen the puzzled look on Gerry’s face, and expanded on his statement. ‘Not the public library; he has one of his own. Out into the hall and third door on your left.’ He picked up his clipboard again, a signal that the interview was over.


Even though he’d taken a dislike to the man, Wesley suspected there might be some truth in what he said. The cast and crew most likely kept themselves to themselves. And the victim hadn’t looked like the type of woman who moved in the world of film production – although you never could tell. He gave Gerry a nudge. If they needed to speak to Joss again, they knew where to find him. The owner of Serpent’s Point was a more promising prospect.


They found the door to the library ajar, and when they pushed it open, they saw a man lounging on a threadbare sofa in the centre of the large, elegantly proportioned room. But the proportions were the only elegant thing about it. Unlike the drawing room, there were no antiques here. Instead, the furniture was either shabby second-hand or the cheapest available modern chipboard. Bookshelves lined the walls, but the books they’d once held had been replaced by an eclectic mixture of objects, mainly what Wesley would have categorised as tourist tat: tribal masks, big-eyed donkeys wearing sombreros, a cluster of models of the Statue of Liberty and a fluorescent Eiffel Tower. If they were souvenirs of travel, their purchaser hadn’t chosen wisely. Wesley wouldn’t have given them house room. There was a row of books about modern art on a far shelf, along with a few paperback best-sellers. A collection of garish abstracts hung on the unoccupied walls, and some smaller canvases were propped up untidily on the shelves amongst the souvenirs.


The man looked up as they entered and stubbed out the cigarette he was smoking. He was in his early thirties and good-looking in a louche sort of way, with shoulder-length black hair and sharp, almost feline features. He had the world-weary look of a man who’d seen it all.


‘I understand you’re the owner of this house,’ Wesley began after they’d introduced themselves.


‘I’ve already spoken to your lot and told them I couldn’t help.’ The man lit another cigarette, a signal that he was bored with the whole proceedings.


‘Your name is?’


‘Grey Grover. Artist of this parish.’ His lazy drawl suggested a privileged upbringing.


‘These yours?’ Gerry asked, pointing to one of the abstracts.


‘Rather good, aren’t they? Not that any of the gallery owners in Tradmouth appreciate my genius. I understand Van Gogh had the same trouble.’


Wesley was tempted to smile at the comparison, but one look at Grover’s expression told him that he’d been deadly serious.


‘You will have been told that a woman has been found dead on the coast path and we’re treating her death as suspicious.’


‘Look, if some old biddy’s gone walking along the coast path by herself and someone’s decided to push her off the cliff, I don’t see what that has to do with me.’


‘She was wearing a T-shirt with a logo – Ritter’s Sheep Shocker. Probably a real ale. Do you know it?’


‘Do I look the real-ale type?’


The question was casual, but Wesley noticed a subtle change in Grover’s manner. ‘You recognise the name, don’t you?’


‘I’ve heard of it. It’s local, so that’s hardly surprising.’ His words sounded defensive.


‘Who sells it round here?’


He shrugged. ‘I believe it’s made at the pub nearby – the Seashell. It’s one of those places with a small brewery attached. I suppose other places sell it too, but I’m no expert.’


‘Do you know anyone fitting the dead woman’s description?’ Wesley hadn’t wanted to use the picture he’d taken of the victim lying on the path, fearing it was in bad taste, but now he felt he had no option. He found it and held his phone in front of Grey Grover’s face but the man shook his head.


A few moments later a woman floated into the room. She was wearing a long muslin dress dotted with daisies, and her thick auburn hair tumbled down to her waist. At first Wesley wondered whether she was acting in the film. But when he saw the rows of wooden beads around her neck, and realised that she was about seven months pregnant, he suspected he’d got this wrong.


‘What’s going on?’ she said. Her manner was haughty, as though she feared the newcomers were eyeing up the family silver. ‘Who are these two? Not the fucking bailiffs?’


‘Police,’ Gerry said, producing his ID. ‘And you are?’


‘Krystal. I’m staying here. What’s that?’


Wesley held his phone out and she leaned over to peer at it. ‘Oh God, what’s happened to Susan? She looks bloody awful.’


At last Wesley felt they were getting somewhere.
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Krystal stared at the dead woman’s image as though she was trying to remember every detail.


‘You’re sure it’s Susan?’


‘Absolutely.’


‘You didn’t mention this to the officers who called before?’ said Wesley.


Krystal shook her head. ‘I didn’t see them. I’ve been upstairs asleep.’ She gave the man on the sofa a sideways look. ‘I can’t think why Grey didn’t recognise her,’ she said with wide-eyed innocence, as though she knew perfectly well and was intent on making things uncomfortable for him.


Grover squirmed against the cushions. ‘I didn’t look too closely. And she looks different … like that … dead.’


‘Squeamish, are you?’ said Gerry. ‘Can’t say I blame you.’


‘Tell me about Susan.’ Wesley leaned forward like a priest about to hear a confession. ‘What’s her surname?’


‘Brown, I think. Or it might be Green. We’re not usually that formal round here.’


Grover stood up, walked to the window and gazed out at the overgrown garden as though he was fascinated by the view of the statue at its centre: a Roman goddess stained with moss and weathered by the Devon climate. Krystal took his place on the sofa, making a great show of lowering herself down carefully. Wesley’s first thought was that she was probably at the same stage of pregnancy as his colleague DS Rachel Tracey, who was back at the police station in Tradmouth, infuriated by Gerry’s insistence that she confine herself to light duties until her maternity leave began later in the month.


‘She’s staying here,’ said Krystal. ‘She’s house-sitting for Andrea, who rents the stables from Grey. She’s gone to France for a few months.’


‘The stables?’ Wesley had a brief vision of the dead woman sharing her accommodation with horses.


Grover kept his back to them so they couldn’t see his expression. ‘My great-uncle had the stables converted before he kicked the bucket, and I rent them out. Anything for a bit of extra income. God knows we need it.’


‘How long has she been here?’


Krystal rested her hands fondly on her bump. ‘About a month, isn’t that right, Grey?’


There was a grunt from the window, but he didn’t turn round.


‘Where did she live before?’


‘No idea. I really only knew her to say hello to.’


‘Do you know if she had any friends around here? Or family?’


Krystal shrugged. ‘She sometimes helped out behind the bar at the Seashell; it’s half a mile away on the road to Bereton. Other than that, she kept herself to herself, didn’t she, Grey?’ She twisted her head to look at Grover, but he ignored her. ‘I suppose you’ll have to let Andrea know what’s happened.’


‘Tell us about Andrea,’ said Gerry.


Grover turned round. ‘She’s an artist too – Andrea Alladyce. She’s quite well known locally,’ he said, suddenly animated. ‘My aim is to turn Serpent’s Point into a community of artists, and Andrea moving in was a real coup. I inherited the place from my great-uncle eighteen months ago, but it’s turned out to be a bloody money pit – hence Crispin Joss and his Regency romp.’


‘Must be a great intrusion.’ Wesley tried to sound sympathetic.


‘It’s been horrendous,’ Grover muttered. ‘They’ve taken over the whole bloody place – they’re filming their sex scenes in my bedroom, so I’ve had to move to one of the others.’


‘The one with the great big damp patch on the ceiling,’ said Krystal. ‘Mind you, the others are even worse.’ She gave Grover a look that Wesley found hard to interpret.


‘Money’s money, so we can’t complain.’


‘Does anyone else live here?’ Gerry asked.


‘Only Marcus, but he’s away,’ Krystal said quickly.


‘Who’s Marcus?’


‘Another artist,’ said Grover. ‘His work’s incredibly ground-breaking. We’re so lucky to have him here.’


Wesley looked at Krystal and saw a sly smile on her lips as Grover carried on talking.


‘He’s crashing in one of the old servants’ rooms on the top floor and using the room next to it as a studio. There’s plenty of space here, although it’s hardly the Ritz.’


‘Where is he at the moment?’


‘This isn’t a prison. I don’t keep tabs on my fellow artists. I haven’t seen him since yesterday. You said he left last night, didn’t you, Krystal?’


She nodded earnestly. ‘He said he’d be away for a few days.’


‘What’s his surname?’


‘Pinter. Like the playwright, though he’s no relation.’


Wesley knew it was time to bring the conversation back to the dead woman. ‘Is there anything else you can tell us about Susan? Did she have any visitors?’


‘No idea,’ Grover said. ‘I mind my own business. People are entitled to their privacy.’


Wesley was disappointed. Juicy gossip and observant neighbours were two things every detective dreamed of.


‘Did she have a car?’


‘An old Fiat. I let her put it in one of the garages off the courtyard. Didn’t think it would survive for long outside in the sea air. Look, she was house-sitting for Andrea and that’s all I know about her.’


‘We didn’t bother her and she didn’t bother us,’ Krystal added. When she rested both hands firmly on her bump, the gesture seemed final, a signal that they had no more to say on the subject.


It was time to investigate the stables, the temporary home of their murder victim. The two detectives took their leave, treading carefully over cables and avoiding the technical crew, who were still going about their unfathomable business while the actors sat round looking bored.


‘Think I might give The Awakening of Lillith Montmorency a miss,’ Gerry whispered as they walked across the cobbled courtyard towards the stables.


‘What did you think of Grover and Krystal?’ Wesley asked.


‘Pretentious and self-absorbed. Seen their type before.’


‘Suspicious?’


‘Not sure. We’ll get someone to run their names through our magic machine and see if anything comes up.’


Wesley fished the key from his pocket, and when he put it in the Yale lock, the door opened smoothly. ‘Let’s take a look,’ he said as he pulled on his crime-scene gloves and led the way into the building. They’d leave the search team to deal with the dead woman’s car.


The front door opened straight onto the living room, and at first sight, they couldn’t see anything unusual or out of place. The white walls were hung with bright canvases in the impressionist style, painted by someone with considerably more talent than Grey Grover. Wesley’s time in the Met’s Art and Antiques Unit had left him with an appreciation of art in all its forms, and he liked what he saw. The intertwined letter A’s at the bottom of each painting told him that these must be the work of Andrea Alladyce, the artist who’d gone off to France, leaving her home in the victim’s care.


They walked through the house, careful to touch nothing; the crime-scene people would conduct a thorough search in due course. The single bedroom contained a double bed, neatly made and topped with a colourful Indian throw. Susan had been a tidy person in life; if she’d been entrusted with looking after someone else’s house, that would be an asset.


The studio upstairs had a large north-facing window and contained the usual paraphernalia of the artist’s work; canvases both finished and blank, paints, brushes and easels. At the end of a narrow passage they found another, smaller room, which appeared to serve as a study. Wesley presumed this was where Andrea dealt with the business side of her work. But he was surprised by what he saw.


The set-up was familiar. It was one they used themselves during an investigation. Gerry was standing behind him, and Wesley heard him gasp.


‘It looks like a ruddy incident room, Wes. What the hell was she up to?’


From the journal of Dr Aldus Claye




May 1921


I visited my wife’s room this morning. Clarabel is twenty years my junior, and we met when I taught her brother Alfred at Oxford. Alfred was an affable if pedestrian student who perished in the war, one of the sad casualties of the Somme, leaving Clarabel as her father’s sole heir. Her attraction to myself, a middle-aged bachelor don whose interest in the history of the Roman Empire verges on passion, was both surprising and gratifying, but when she accepted my proposal of marriage, I confess I failed to experience the elation that many would expect me to feel in the circumstances.


Clarabel is a pretty young woman of limited wit and conversation, and the interest she once showed in my work has dwindled since our marriage. Even the antique splendours of Rome, where we spent our honeymoon, appeared to bore her. Now she spends much of her time in her room doing goodness knows what, and even the incomparable beauty of the Devon landscape fails to lure her out of doors. I sometimes wonder whether something ails her, but she denies it, saying she enjoys excellent health and merely has no desire to leave the house. She tells me she misses the company of her friends in Oxford and finds life here tedious, comparing it to a prison.


Today I wrote to a young man of my acquaintance, a friend of Professor Fredericks who shares my interest in the Roman occupation of Britannia. His name is Fidelio Phipps – I can only surmise that his parents favoured the music of Beethoven – and he is an enthusiastic and experienced archaeologist who worked with Flinders Petrie in Egypt before the war. Sadly, the conflict left him wounded, but I am told that he refuses to allow his disability to interfere with his archaeological work, for which, in my opinion, he is to be greatly admired.


I asked him if he was free to investigate the field I now think of as mine, and I await his reply with impatience. The weather conditions here are ideal to begin an excavation and I have great need of his expertise. He will, of course, stay here at Serpent’s Point. It is a large house, and a guest, particularly such a distinguished one, will cause little disruption.
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On closer examination, the incident room in the converted stables covered two separate cases. The wall was divided into distinct sections, with internet printouts, press cuttings and handwritten notes linked to each investigation.


‘How do we know all this doesn’t belong to Andrea Alladyce?’ Gerry asked.


It was a reasonable question. They didn’t know for sure that it had anything to do with the victim.


‘I’ll get Rachel over here to make sure the search team do a thorough job,’ said Wesley, his eyes focused on the wall. ‘As far as I can see, one is a missing persons case – Simone Pritchard. But this other one – Avril Willis – went missing and was found murdered a few weeks later.’


Gerry studied the photographs of the two women. ‘Avril was murdered up in Yorkshire four years back and Simone went missing in Gloucestershire a couple of years ago. There doesn’t appear to be any link between them, so why was our victim taking such an interest? If it was her and not this artist woman.’


Wesley scanned the press report pinned up next to Avril Willis’s photograph. ‘According to this, Avril went missing in Whitby after a row with her husband. She walked out and the husband assumed she’d gone to her mother’s. She was found dead a couple of weeks later. This piece from the internet says the police made an arrest. Warren Chips killed two prostitutes in Leeds and another in Bradford, and he confessed to Avril’s murder too.’


‘What about the missing persons case?’


‘There’s only one small piece about that – police are trying to trace, et cetera. Simone Pritchard walked out on her husband, who thought she’d left him for another man and that she might be in Bath, though he wasn’t sure. There’s been no word from her since. Her sister, Michelle Williams, said it was out of character. Reading between the lines, the police went through the motions but weren’t too worried.’


‘We can leave it to Rach to check them out.’


‘She’s already on her way.’ Wesley knew that Rachel resented being cooped up in the CID office. Gerry imagined he was being considerate, but Rachel had told Wesley that it felt like a punishment – like being in prison and told it was for your own protection. He sympathised with her frustration.


‘We need to contact this artist woman, Andrea, to confirm that it was our victim who’s been taking an interest in these cases. She’s bound to have some information about Susan. You don’t let just anybody live in your house, do you? She must have known her – or at least had references.’


‘Getting in touch with her might be easier said than done. All we know is that she’s somewhere in France.’


‘France is a big country,’ said Gerry with a sigh.


‘We might find a contact number or an address for where she’s staying. I’ll tell the search team to keep a lookout.’


‘What about Grey Grover’s other lodger – Marcus Pinter?’


‘I’ll put him on the list of people we need to talk to.’


Gerry looked at his watch. ‘I thought it’d help to have a local incident room, so I’ve arranged to use Bereton church hall. They should be moving all the equipment in as we speak. I’d better go and see how they’re getting on.’
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