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St Rumon’s Island, South Devon


The storm on Monday night was more violent than usual. It battered St Rumon’s Island relentlessly for several hours and the wild wind snatched the flagpole from the church tower and dislodged a couple of stone tiles from the roof of Coffin Hall before dying down in the early hours. However, the lighthouse, now automated, survived unscathed.


By ten o’clock on Tuesday morning, everything appeared to be more or less back to normal, as though the storm had never happened, and the sea was calm when the Reverend Charlotte Jennings, known to the worshippers in the five parishes under her care as the Reverend Charlie, crossed from the mainland in the little motorboat she’d been lent by a generous parishioner. In her former life in an inner-city Leeds parish she’d had nothing to do with boats, and at first the short journey had terrified her. After some expert instruction in handling the boat, her confidence had increased, but given the choice, she still preferred to walk to the island along the causeway that emerged at low tide.


The crossing took less than five minutes, and as Charlie headed for the jetty on the church side of the island, she noticed that the storm had brought a small section of cliff down onto the shingle beach below, exposing tree roots and fallen rocks. She cut the engine and let the boat drift while she shaded her eyes to peer at the damage. The stone wall marking the boundary of the churchyard lay a few yards away from the cliff edge, and she sent up a swift prayer of thanks that it seemed to be undamaged. She’d often feared that the erosion of that particular piece of coastline would worsen one day and send coffins and their sleeping occupants tumbling onto the shore and into the fierce waves.


She was about to resume her short journey when she spotted something flapping at the foot of the cliff: a piece of purple cloth caught by the breeze. She fired up the engine and steered the boat towards the island, and when she came as close as she dared, she dropped the anchor and removed her shoes to wade to the shore, hoisting her skirt out of reach of the lapping waves. As soon as she reached the beach, she scrambled towards the scrap of garish cloth, which stood out incongruously against the rock and earth dislodged by the storm.


She could see yellowing bones amongst the fallen mess – and two skulls: grinning death’s heads with bared teeth. Her fears that human remains would one day fall from the top of the cliff had been realised, but she needed to stay calm. This had to be reported and dealt with in a respectful, prayerful manner.


She was about to return to the boat when the breeze shifted the purple material to one side, revealing something beneath. She edged towards it. Surely nothing could be worse than the shattered bones and grinning skulls she’d already seen.


But she was wrong. The half-rotted face of the corpse wrapped in the purple floral shroud would be imprinted on her memory for years to come.
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DCI Gerry Heffernan enjoyed the short voyage to the island on the deck of the police launch as the clouds scudded across the spring sky. The sea was a little choppy, but he stood on the prow in the sharp breeze like a ship’s figurehead, breathing in the salty air.


He turned to his colleague, who was sitting quietly with his eyes shut.


‘You all right, Wes?’


‘I’m fine,’ DI Wesley Peterson said bravely. Unlike the DCI, who’d once served in the Merchant Navy and now filled his leisure time with outings on the thirty-foot yacht he’d restored after the death of his wife, Wesley wasn’t keen on boat trips, and he couldn’t wait to set foot on dry land.


‘Soon be there.’ There was a hint of sympathy in the DCI’s voice, as though he understood.


Over the years, Wesley had seen suspects underestimate Gerry, mistaking the overweight, scruffy man with the thick Liverpool accent for a fool. Wesley himself always dressed smartly and spoke with a public school accent – or dead posh, as Gerry put it – although he had similarly experienced suspects misjudging him because of the colour of his skin. Despite their apparent differences, even the chief super admitted they made a good team.


Once the launch docked at the jetty, Gerry leapt off the rocking boat first and held out his hand to steady Wesley, who grasped it gratefully as he stepped off. They wasted no time in making their way along the shore to the place where part of the cliff had tumbled onto the narrow strip of shingle. A couple of officers were there already, looking as though they were waiting for guidance.


‘No CSIs yet?’ Gerry said as they neared the site.


‘They’re on their way, sir,’ one of the uniformed constables said sheepishly, as though he was afraid the DCI would blame him personally for the delay.


It was Wesley who stepped forward, assessing the situation.


‘I always thought nylon sheets were the work of the devil,’ said Gerry as he joined Wesley gazing down at the corpse. ‘Especially purple ones.’


Wesley nodded in agreement. He was too young to remember the days when such bedding was ubiquitous, but he was an intelligent man with a good imagination.


‘Should we wait for the CSIs and the doctor, or shall we take a peek?’ said Gerry.


Wesley shook his head. ‘I don’t think we need to worry about disturbing a crime scene. The body obviously came down with those other bones when the cliff collapsed. They’ll have to be dealt with as well, but it looks as though they might have come from the churchyard.’


He glanced at the sheet, imagining what it contained. All they could see at the moment was a head that reminded him of an unwrapped Egyptian mummy: discoloured flesh, dusty brown hair still clinging to the skull and teeth bared in the semblance of a growl.


Gerry put on his crime-scene gloves and squatted down, flipping the sheet aside to expose part of the corpse’s left side. ‘The clothing’s pretty much intact, which should help with the ID – and there’s a ring,’ he said.


‘The sheet and the state of decomposition suggest that this isn’t a historic burial. But those others definitely look old.’ Wesley pointed to the yellowed bones nearby. The fall had separated skulls from femurs, pelvises from ribs. It was a tangled mess. ‘I think it might be best to get Neil to have a look at them.’


‘Good idea,’ said Gerry. He’d come to know Wesley’s old university friend well over the years, and he had to admit that Neil’s expertise had often come in useful when the services of a reliable forensic archaeologist were required.


‘He’s digging on the site of a new housing estate near Dukesbridge, so he’s not a million miles away. I’ll give him a call.’


Neil answered quickly and Wesley told him he needed someone to have a look at some old human remains. He asked him to get over to St Rumon’s Island as soon as he could. When he ended the call, he saw that Gerry had flicked the sheet back into place so they wouldn’t have to look at the corpse any longer.


‘Let’s wait for the team,’ the DCI said. ‘In the meantime, I’d like a word with the woman who called it in.’


‘The Reverend Charlie. I’ve heard my brother-in-law talk about her,’ Wesley said. His sister’s husband, Mark Fitzgerald, was the vicar of Belsham near Neston but he also had responsibility for several neighbouring parishes. ‘According to Mark, she’s quite a force of nature.’


‘With any luck she’ll be able to give us a name for our dead body.’


‘Not sure about that. As far as I know, she’s only been in the job six months. Besides, I don’t think this is a conventional interment. Sheet from the second half of the twentieth century. No coffin. I think we’ve got a suspicious death on our hands. Either that or it’s an illegal burial.’


The sun had just emerged from behind a large grey cloud, and Wesley shielded his eyes, scanning the mainland for the arrival of the team. Sure enough, a couple of patrol cars and a van had drawn up on the strip of concrete behind the sandy beach thoughtfully provided by the Heritage Trust to serve as a car park.


‘Here’s the cavalry,’ said Gerry. ‘Let’s go and have a word with the Reverend Charlie. I take it she’s at the church.’


‘That’s where she said she’d be.’


‘Do we know much about this island then?’ Gerry asked as they made their way along the shore towards a set of stone steps leading up to the top of the cliff, fortunately still intact after the storm. ‘Strange, but I’ve lived in south Devon for years and I’ve never been here before.’


‘The inhabitants must be very law-abiding,’ said Wesley with a smile.


‘Well, it’s about fifteen miles from Tradmouth, and it isn’t as famous as Monk’s Island five miles further up the coast, with its posh art deco hotel, so tourists probably give it a miss. Also, it’s only accessible via a causeway at low tide, so the rest of the time you have to get here by boat. No picturesque sea tractor like Monk’s Island.’


‘I looked at the Ordnance Survey map before we set out. I know it’s called St Rumon’s Island, but when I spoke to Neil just now, he said the locals sometimes call it Coffin Island.’
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Gerry raised his eyebrows. ‘You’re joking?’


‘I’m not. I noticed on the map that it’s shaped a bit like a coffin; I’m guessing that’s the reason for the alternative name.’


‘Is there much here?’ Gerry asked, looking round.


‘The map shows a church, a pub, the ruins of a priory, a large house, ten cottages and an unmanned lighthouse. I’ve done a bit of research.’


‘Good. What did you find out?’


‘The pub’s called the Hanging Monk, and only four of the cottages are occupied all year round. The rest, including the former lighthouse keeper’s accommodation, are used as holiday lets. As for the big house, it’s owned by an author called Quentin Search – he’s quite well known, I believe. The church, St Rumon’s, used to belong to the priory and is still used by people from the village of Midton, just across the water. I looked up St Rumon. He’s a Devon saint.’


‘You have done your homework.’


‘I was a Boy Scout in my younger days,’ said Wesley with a self-effacing grin. ‘I like to be prepared. Seriously, I can’t claim all the credit. When we got the call to come here, I asked Ellie in the CID office to find out all she could about the place.’


‘That was quick.’


‘She’s good,’ Wesley said, appreciating their recent recruit’s efficiency. ‘Also when I spoke to Neil, he told me he’d been contacted by an amateur archaeology group from Millicombe. They asked for his advice because they want to investigate the site of the priory. Apparently all that’s left of it above ground is the church, a few ruined walls, parts of the pub, and the house where the prior used to live before the place was shut down by Henry VIII.’


‘Is Neil going to be digging here?’


‘No. He’s tied up at Dukesbridge, so he’ll have to leave St Rumon’s Island to the archaeological society. He thinks it might prove to be more interesting than the Dukesbridge dig, but the developers are paying, and money talks.’ Wesley checked his watch. ‘He said he’d be here soon to have a look at those bones, though.’


‘There’s never an archaeologist around when you want one.’


They climbed the steps, Wesley leading the way, and once at the top they found themselves at the edge of a churchyard filled with lichen-covered headstones. The number of graves suggested that there had once been a thriving community on the island. But life must have been tough for the fisherfolk who used to live there, particularly in the winter months.


It was promising to be a pleasant spring day, and it was hard to believe the previous night had witnessed a violent storm. However, as they walked, Wesley saw that the weather had left its mark in the form of fallen branches and a flagpole blown down into the churchyard. The church itself, a sizeable stone building with a stubby tower, appeared undamaged, but it must have survived many storms over the centuries and witnessed many a maritime disaster on the rocks beyond. He could see telltale signs that it had once been considerably larger; scars of demolition had been left on the ancient stones where sections of the building had been removed, possibly by the islanders in need of building materials.


As they walked Wesley halted every now and then to read the inscriptions on the headstones beside the path. Some were illegible, weathered by time, but amongst the few he could read were memorials to drowned sailors. The previous inhabitants of St Rumon’s Island had made themselves responsible for burying dead strangers who had come to grief on the sea; their act of Christian charity.


Gerry led the way to the church porch, where they found the weathered oak door unlocked. The interior of the building surprised the two detectives. They had expected it to be bleak and neglected, but instead the aisle was carpeted in red and the old pews and brass memorials were gleaming. Sunlight streamed in through stained-glass windows, casting colourful patterns on the scene, and there was a faint whiff of wax polish in the air.


The Reverend Charlie was standing with a group of people of varying ages. Wesley counted nine in all. She was a small, stocky woman wearing a knee-length skirt and a bright red jumper with a dog collar peeping from the neck. Her brown hair was curly and untamed and there was a benign but determined look on her round freckled face.


She detached herself from the group and walked over, her hand outstretched in greeting. ‘You’ll be the police.’


‘Is it that obvious?’ said Gerry.


She laughed. ‘No. I was expecting you.’ She studied Wesley for a few seconds. ‘You wouldn’t be Mark Fitzgerald’s brother-in-law, would you?’


‘Guilty as charged.’ It was hardly surprising the local clergy knew each other’s business – and the fact that the vicar of Belsham’s wife, Maritia, a doctor of Caribbean descent, had a brother who was a DI in Tradmouth CID was probably common knowledge.


She gave him a beaming smile. ‘Mark told me you used to be an archaeologist back in the day.’


‘I studied the subject at university. Archaeology has a lot in common with detective work. Piecing together the clues.’


‘Which goes to prove what I’ve always thought – nothing is ever wasted,’ said Charlie. ‘Millicombe Archaeological Society are keen to do some digging here. They’re interested in what’s left of our priory.’


‘Yes, they contacted a friend of mine, Neil Watson. He’s got some fancy title now, but he’s what used to be known as the county archaeologist.’


‘Well, if he wants to come here, he’s welcome to have access to the church whenever he likes,’ she said as though she meant it. She turned to look at the assembled group, who were listening in with interest. ‘Let me introduce you to my champing guests and their colleagues. They’re all bell-ringers.’


‘Champing?’ Gerry sounded puzzled.


‘Short for church camping. It’s very popular. Matt and Julia are champing here in the church and the others are renting a couple of holiday cottages on the island. They’re all from up north, apart from Jack, who’s local.’


‘Up north?’ said Gerry eagerly, as though he was hoping to find some fellow Liverpudlians.


‘North Cheshire. They arrived yesterday to tackle five peals on our bells.’


‘Peals?’ He frowned.


‘A peal involves ringing for three hours non-stop. I’m told it’s something only expert ringers do, but I’m a little vague about the details. We have eight bells here in good condition, so I was delighted when Matt contacted me.’ She lowered her voice. ‘We have a few faithful ringers who come over from the mainland to ring for our Sunday-morning service. They do their best, bless them, but they’re hardly experts. Jack is the only one who rings locally – by locally, I mean at St Luke’s, Cranton, just along the coast.’ She nodded towards one of the ringers, a lanky man in his fifties with thinning hair. ‘I’m looking forward to hearing some really impressive ringing sounding out over the island again. Although not everyone approves.’


‘I wouldn’t have thought the bells would disturb many people round here,’ said Wesley.


Charlie looked as though she was trying to come up with the most tactful way to answer. ‘There is one person on the island who doesn’t approve of the church making itself known.’


‘Really?’


‘I think I’ve said enough, Inspector. I’ve only been here for six months, and you learn which battles to fight and which to leave well alone.’


‘So you don’t know anything about the burial you came across?’


‘There haven’t been any burials in this churchyard for decades, as far as I know. And besides, burials nowadays are all in decent wooden coffins – or those lovely willow baskets that have become popular lately. I’ve never seen anyone buried in a purple floral shroud.’


Satisfied that the vicar couldn’t provide them with any helpful information, Wesley and Gerry turned their attention to the bell-ringers, who were standing round awkwardly in the chancel. The northern group had only arrived the previous day, but even so, during an inquiry into a death that might be suspicious, everyone had to be interviewed and eliminated.


Wesley studied the ringers: an athletic-looking pair in their forties who looked as though they might be in charge, a fresh-faced young couple who were holding hands, and a tubby man with faded red hair flanked by two strapping teenage boys, probably his sons judging from the family likeness. The man Charlie had pointed out as Jack, the only local ringer, stood a little apart from the others next to a woman of around his own age. Neither of them looked as though they quite belonged.


‘When did you all arrive on the island?’ he began.


‘Late yesterday,’ the man in charge said. He was tall, with a shaved head and a concerned expression. ‘I’m Matt Evans, by the way, tower captain of St Olaf’s in north Cheshire, and this is my wife, Julia – Julia Partridge. This outing to Devon was my brainchild. It was me who contacted the Reverend Charlie.’ His words sounded like a confession. ‘The prospect of ringing five peals on an island appealed to our band, so here we are.’


‘You’re actually sleeping here in the church?’ said Wesley pleasantly, wanting to put the man at his ease. ‘It was pretty stormy last night.’


‘Matt and I are the only ones staying here,’ said Julia. She was slim, with long ash-blonde hair and tight denim jeans. ‘It’s surprisingly cosy.’ She looked at the others. ‘Eddie and Ruth are renting one of the cottages on the island, and Simon and his two lads are renting another.’ She smiled at her husband. ‘Matt and I thought champing would be fun.’


Matt nodded enthusiastically, and Simon’s teenage sons looked a little envious, as though they wished their father had opted for more adventurous accommodation. From the keen expressions on their faces, Wesley guessed that they were enjoying the excitement of being involved, however tentatively, in a police investigation.


It was time for the others to introduce themselves properly. There was Eddie Culpepper, a tall man in his twenties with dark wavy hair, his small, pretty fiancée, Ruth Selby, together with Simon Good and his two student sons, James and Andrew. They were all fellow ringers from Matt’s tower in north Cheshire, and it was clear the seven knew each other well.


The last to make his introductions was the local man, Jack Beattie, who was there with his wife. Maggie Beattie was blonde, with the prematurely lined features of someone who spent too much time on sunbeds. She wore a short leather skirt and looked a little out of place amongst the keen visiting ringers in their jeans and matching sky-blue polo shirts with the words St Olaf’s Ringers printed on the back. The Beatties were both in their fifties and lived in Cranton on the mainland. Jack, as Charlie had mentioned, was a regular ringer at his local church, although he seemed eager to point out that Maggie had never touched a bell rope in her life.


He was the more chatty of the pair, and he revealed that when someone from the northern group had dropped out because of illness, Matt Evans had put out an appeal to local towers via the bell-ringers’ grapevine for someone to make up the numbers. Maggie had decided to come along to keep her husband company amongst the northern strangers. The Beatties seemed to be an unremarkable couple, but Wesley kept an open mind as usual.


‘We’re planning to attempt our first peal today,’ said Matt. ‘We’re aiming for five in all – one a day. Norwich today. Bristol tomorrow. Then London and maybe Glasgow the day after, finishing off with Cambridge if all goes well.’ He saw that Wesley and Gerry were looking puzzled at the mention of these geographically diverse cities. ‘They’re different methods. An interesting variety of changes. Completing a peal is the ringers’ equivalent to running a marathon,’ he added by way of explanation, before changing the subject. ‘So what exactly is going on here?’


‘The recent storm caused a landslip, which brought some bones down from the graveyard. But it also brought down a burial that appears to be recent; an unexplained death.’ Wesley deliberately didn’t use the word ‘murder’. ‘I take it none of you know anything about it?’


The ringers shook their heads as expected. Gerry thanked them all for their time and wished them luck with their peals before turning to go. But Wesley made no move to follow. ‘Has anyone been to the pub here?’


‘The Hanging Monk,’ Matt said quickly. ‘We went there last night after we arrived. All of us apart from Jack and Maggie, that is.’


‘We might go again tonight,’ said Eddie Culpepper. ‘Celebrate our first peal . . . if we manage to get it.’


Matt suddenly looked worried. ‘It is OK for us to go ahead with our ringing, isn’t it? We’ve come a long way.’


The DCI said he didn’t see why not, and Wesley noticed an expression of sheer relief on Matt Evans’ face. None of the group seemed concerned with anything other than achieving their bell-ringing goals. Wesley knew true passion when he saw it. Only Maggie Beattie didn’t appear to share the general enthusiasm. Wesley saw her glance in the direction of the door, as though she longed to be somewhere else, and he couldn’t help wondering why she’d decided to come.


As they walked outside into the spring sunshine, Gerry checked his phone. ‘Better get down to the beach. Colin and the CSI team have arrived.’


Journal of the Reverend Thomas Nescombe




May 1573


This is a true and perfect account of the strange and terrible occurrences I have witnessed since my arrival in this parish. I feel compelled to make a record, for many would give no credence to my words, but God will be witness to the truth of them.


The name of this place is St Rumon’s Island, but I have heard the islanders call it Coffin Island. I was informed by the bishop who sent me here that the name refers only to the island’s shape. Yet I suspect it is thus named because a coffin is the only means of escape from this dreadful place. I knew nothing of the island before I arrived to take up the post of vicar three weeks since, but now I freely acknowledge that being banished here to this wild place must be punishment for some sin I cannot in all honesty remember.


Nearby, across a narrow stretch of water, is the parish of Midton, a village filled, so I am told, with honest folk. But at full tide the island is cut off from the mainland, and some say this makes it a kingdom apart. It is home to some seventy souls, most of whom make their living from the sea. I heard before I came here that the folk of the island know little of the law, which made me fear that I would be preaching to the air were it not for our queen’s insistence that all should attend church on Sundays or pay the penalty of a fine. And yet they seem just as other folk, good and bad, so I must not be swift to judge.


I have visited some inhabitants of my new parish but they do not invite me into their homes, as though they are concealing fearful sins and fear my judgement. I must gain their trust and convince them that I am not only their vicar but also their friend.


The church itself is large, as it once formed part of the priory that was here before our queen’s father, King Henry, destroyed such establishments. It is said the monks still haunt the island, mourning their lost home. I myself have seen no evidence of such unquiet spirits, but fisherfolk are prey to superstition. I have always believed that people can be won over to the word of God with patience and the assurance of His love.


It is the man regarded as lord of this island, one Elias Anselmo, who causes me the most concern. I am told the manor house once served as the prior’s quarters, but its present incumbent is reputed to be a wicked man whose chief delight is consorting with the Devil. I fear that with such an adversary, my work will not be easy.


Yesterday I summoned the courage to call at the house, hoping that I would be received there as custom dictates. When I knocked at the door, a sullen man I took for a servant informed me that Master Anselmo was not at home. Later I discovered this to be a falsehood, for I saw him looking from an upstairs window: a cadaverous figure with long grey hair who bore a strong resemblance to the man I had taken for his servant, as though they might be brothers. I consider it my duty to try again, to attempt to acquaint myself with the only other gentleman of learning on this island. Yet I fear my efforts might be in vain.


When I walk about the island in the day, I come across men and women going about their business, mending their nets and tending to their small strips of land. There are sheep here too, scrawny beasts quite unlike the fat livestock I have seen on other Devonshire farmland. There is an inn that was once the priory’s guest house, but I have not yet ventured inside. It is called the Hanging Monk, and the host, Cuthbert Sellars, seems a good man who attends church each week with his family. His eldest daughter appears to care for her siblings, as I understand her mother is in poor health. As for the priory itself, it lies in ruins, and the local people use the stone for their own houses, so that with each passing year there is less and less of the once fine building left above the ground.


By day all seems well on St Rumon’s Island, but after midnight I hear strange sounds outside my bedchamber when honest men should be in their beds. I have on sundry occasions looked from my window and seen lights, and when I asked the churchwarden about this, he said that some islanders light fires to warn ships of the dangerous rocks round about. I asked him why the fires were not lit every night if they were so efficacious in preventing disaster. He had no answer for me.


My wife says she will be driven mad by this place, and she told me last night that perhaps the old rules concerning the marriage of clerks in holy orders were right after all. We have been married only three years, yet I fear she regrets her choice. I know she longs for a child, but we have not yet been blessed, although we both pray for it.
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The purple sheet had been drawn back to reveal the gruesome remains: a half-rotted corpse dressed in tattered clothing – a skirt of some kind and a cardigan, now reduced to rotting shreds.


Dr Colin Bowman squatted down to examine the body. Over the years Wesley had worked with him, Colin had occasionally been unavailable, and Gerry had never been entirely comfortable with any replacement. The DCI was a man who liked the familiar. Wesley, on the other hand, tried to be more open-minded.


‘We’re dealing with a female,’ Colin said as he looked up from his task. ‘I can’t give you a cause of death yet, but I’m sure things will become clearer at the post-mortem. Four o’clock in Tradmouth?’


‘That’ll do nicely, Colin,’ the DCI said. ‘How long do you reckon she’s been there?’


‘Hard to say, but I’d guess about a year, give or take six months or so.’ He thought for a moment. ‘That sheet looks as though it’s from the 1970s, but I’m certain she hasn’t been here that long.’ He smiled as though he’d just remembered something amusing. ‘I remember my aunt had sheets like that, only in a hideous orange. She told my mother you didn’t have to iron them.’


‘Who on earth irons sheets?’ Gerry muttered. Wesley looked at him and nodded. He and his wife, Pam, had no time for that sort of thing either.


The CSIs had arrived and had started sifting through the debris that had fallen with the corpse in the hope that it might contain some clue to her identity, perhaps even a murder weapon if they were lucky. Others had begun work at the top of the cliff some twenty feet above their heads.


Wesley’s phone rang and he saw Neil’s name on the caller display. When he answered, Neil said he was stuck in a meeting with developers but he’d be there as soon as he could to look at the bones.


‘I’d really like to spend time on that island with the Millicombe Archaeological Society,’ he added before he rang off. ‘Ruined priory – just up my street, especially as this Dukesbridge dig’s turning up very little. Trouble is, commercial digs take priority.’


Wesley could hear the frustration in his friend’s voice. He suddenly realised it was coming up to midday and he was hungry. Perhaps when Neil arrived they could grab something to eat in the Hanging Monk.


‘All this sea air’s giving me an appetite,’ said Gerry as though he’d read Wesley’s mind. ‘If you’ve recovered from our little voyage, let’s seek out this pub and see what’s on offer.’


They left Colin and the CSIs to their work. The plan was for the undertakers to bring their van across the causeway at low tide to pick up the remains, and Gerry observed that in half an hour the water would have receded enough to expose the narrow road. Wesley had a vision of the van being swept away if the raging water rushed in unexpectedly, but Gerry, who knew about such things, assured him that the undertakers would have plenty of time to carry out their grim duty.


Wesley texted Neil to say they’d be in the pub, but Gerry suddenly changed his mind. ‘Why don’t we pay a visit to the big house? Coffin Hall, it’s called. Didn’t you say it was owned by someone called Quentin Search?’


‘Yes. Apparently he’s an author of some kind, but I don’t know the name.’


‘Nor do I, Wes. No doubt he’ll tell us all about it when we get there.’


Wesley messaged Neil again to inform him of their slight change of plan, saying they were going to see Quentin Search. Had Neil ever heard of him?


Neil’s reply was immediate. I’ve heard of him all right. He calls himself an alternative historian with a mission to expose the lies of the archaeological establishment. He’s been publicising some sort of conference about his work – a symposium, he calls it. I posted something unflattering about his unscientific nonsense on social media and he wasn’t a happy bunny. If I were you, I wouldn’t believe a word that man says.
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‘What did Neil mean by unscientific nonsense?’ Gerry asked as they approached the house. It was built of the same stone as the church, and like the church was squat with an air of solid permanence, as though it had always been part of the landscape, withstanding gales, invading armadas and all the other disasters history had thrown at it.


‘No idea,’ Wesley replied. ‘I’m sure he’ll tell us more when he gets here.’


‘Intriguing. Don’t you think this place is a bit creepy?’


Wesley didn’t reply, although he thought Gerry was right. He’d sensed a strange atmosphere on the island, but he’d put that down to the fallen bones and the half-decayed body in the sheet triggering his imagination.


As they crossed the courtyard, he noticed a small van parked around the corner of the house, presumably driven there at low tide. There was a name on the side: S. Helivant Plastering and Building Services. He nudged Gerry’s arm and nodded towards the vehicle.


‘Looks like Mr Search has got the builders in.’ He looked up at the building. ‘A place like this must need a lot of upkeep.’


Gerry raised the lion-head knocker in the centre of the studded oak front door and let it fall twice. When there was no answer, he knocked again. It seemed an age before the door was opened by a man in a plaster-stained boiler suit that must once have been blue. He was in his thirties, average height, wiry and clean-shaven, with fair wavy hair and a mouth that smiled readily.


‘Are you looking for Quentin?’ His accent was local and his manner friendly. ‘He’s in his study, but he doesn’t like being disturbed.’


‘I don’t think that applies to us,’ said Gerry, holding out his ID. ‘And you are?’


‘Scott. Scott Helivant. Plasterer and builder.’ The man hesitated, the smile still fixed to his lips but his eyes betraying a new wariness. ‘Er . . . I’ll let him know you’re here.’


‘Before you do, maybe you can answer some questions for us,’ said Wesley. ‘I don’t know whether you’re aware that a section of cliff near the churchyard collapsed onto the beach during last night’s storm.’


‘No, I didn’t know that. I drove over at low tide so I haven’t been down that way.’


‘The damage revealed three burials. We think two are old. But there’s a more recent one that we’re treating as suspicious.’


Scott raised his eyebrows. ‘It’s a churchyard. There’ll be lots of bodies in there.’


‘According to the vicar, there hasn’t been a burial there for decades, and this one appears to be fairly recent.’


‘I live on the mainland. Don’t know nothing about the churchyard.’


‘But you’re a frequent visitor to the island?’


‘I do work for Mr Search from time to time and I’ve done plastering in a couple of the holiday lets, but I wouldn’t say I’m regular.’


Wesley caught Gerry’s eye. They’d probably learned all they were going to learn from Scott Helivant. ‘You were going to fetch Mr Search for us.’


‘So I was.’ Scott grinned. ‘If he’s not away with the fairies.’


Before Wesley could ask what he meant, the plasterer vanished into the depths of the house, leaving them standing on the doorstep.


A figure approached along the hallway: a cadaverous man with long grey hair and a hooked nose. Wesley thought there was something theatrical about him, like an actor playing a role, and he guessed he was younger than he appeared.


‘Scott said you wanted to see me. What is it?’ the man demanded accusingly. ‘I’m rather busy.’


Wesley explained politely why they were there, hoping Gerry wouldn’t chip in and say something inappropriate. He could tell the situation needed careful handling if they were to get anything out of Quentin Search.


Search assessed them for a few moments, as though he was wondering whether he could safely send them away without repercussions. Eventually he must have decided that antagonising the police wasn’t the wisest course of action, and he invited them in, walking ahead and leaving it to Gerry to shut the heavy front door behind him.


‘You’d better sit down,’ he said once they reached a drawing room with heavy oak furniture and dark panelling.


The two detectives sat down on a pair of well-worn leather armchairs. The spring sun shone through the diamond-pane windows, casting intricate patterns on the stone-flagged floor.


‘I really don’t see what this body has got to do with me. I’m in the middle of preparing the keynote speech for my symposium,’ Search said, as though he imagined they’d be impressed.


‘Sorry if we’ve interrupted your train of thought. We’re interviewing everyone on the island as a matter of routine,’ said Wesley. ‘Does anyone else live here?’


‘My daughter, Ginevra.’


‘Her mother?’


‘Ginevra’s mother is abroad. My partner, Jocasta, lives here, but she’s gone to Tradington. There’s a lot to prepare before the symposium this weekend.’


‘I’m sure there is. How old is your daughter?’


Search let out an irritated huff. ‘She’s eighteen, if you must know. Although I don’t see how that’s relevant.’


‘We’d like to speak to your partner when she gets back. And to your daughter.’


His face clouded. ‘I’d rather Ginevra wasn’t disturbed at the moment. She isn’t well. She’s lying down.’


‘Very well, but we’ll need to send an officer round to take her statement. And your partner’s.’


Search gave a theatrical sigh. ‘As you wish, but nobody here knows anything about your burials.’


‘What kind of sheets do you use in this house?’ Gerry asked bluntly.


Search looked at him as though he’d gone mad. ‘The normal kind – if that’s any of your business.’


‘Not purple flowery nylon ones?’


‘Certainly not.’ He sounded affronted at the very suggestion.


Wesley took a deep breath before carrying on, asking routine questions. But Search claimed he had seen nothing and knew nothing.


‘How long have you lived here, Mr Search?’


‘Professor Search. I bought the house five years ago because of its history. It dates from the fourteenth century and originally served as the prior’s lodging when there was a Benedictine monastery on the island. After the dissolution in the 1530s, it was sold to a local landowner, then later bought by Elias Anselmo, a follower of John Dee.’ He looked down his nose at Wesley. ‘You won’t have heard of him.’


‘He was Queen Elizabeth’s adviser and astrologer, involved in alchemy and the occult.’


‘DI Peterson’s got a degree in archaeology,’ said Gerry with what sounded like paternal pride.


Search gave Wesley a look of distaste. ‘In that case, you will have heard of Lyonesse.’


‘The legendary lost land said by some to be located around the Scilly Isles. Yes, I’ve heard of it.’


‘For centuries the stories have been wrong – or should I say, they had the location wrong. I have proof that St Rumon’s Island is part of the ancient kingdom; a high point in the landscape that survived the disaster that destroyed Lyonesse. There were half a dozen churches in Lyonesse, and St Rumon’s is the only one still standing – that’s why the priory was built around it. All those other church towers are now hidden beneath the sea, and they say that under certain conditions, you can still hear their lost bells. For ten years now I’ve been conducting research, and my latest book proves beyond all doubt that Lyonesse still lies beneath the waves.’ He lowered his eyes modestly. ‘You may be aware of my book about Atlantis. It was a bestseller.’


Wesley was starting to understand Neil’s attitude. Like most reputable archaeologists, his friend dealt in hard facts, not magic and legends.


Gerry stood up, thanking Search for his time. Their host made no attempt to show them out, but as they reached the door, he spoke again.


‘The people of Lyonesse were well known for their wickedness, you know. To them, murder was an everyday occurrence, and their spirits still haunt this island and influence events. I know that for a fact.’


Wesley saw Gerry roll his eyes. ‘Let’s get out of here,’ he whispered.
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‘I wouldn’t trust that man if he told me the sea was wet, Wes.’


Wesley didn’t reply. He was busy wondering how much Neil knew about Quentin Search. Normally he had little time for publicity-seeking authors encroaching on his area of expertise.


They made straight for the Hanging Monk and had just started to eat their sandwiches when Wesley received a message from Neil to say he was running late and he’d meet them on the beach in half an hour. Once they’d finished lunch, they wandered back to the site of the cliff fall to find that Colin Bowman had left. The CSIs, however, were still hard at work on the beach and the clifftop above and they’d probably be there some time.


It wasn’t long before Neil and his second in command, Dave, arrived to deal with the bones, and Gerry left Wesley with them, hurrying away to see how the CSIs were getting on. Neil was wearing the shabby combat jacket he always wore when working, and Dave, the smaller man, sported his customary Indiana Jones-style hat like a badge of office.


‘Wes, good to see you,’ said Neil. ‘How did you get on with that old fraud Quentin Search? If you ask me, he’s a bad man.’


‘You mean he’s one of these rogue archaeologists who makes a fortune from spouting a rubbish theory and writing a bestselling book about it? I can see how irritating that might be.’


‘It’s not just that. I’ve heard things on the archaeological grapevine.’


‘What sort of things?’


‘Well, his wife walked out on him, not that I blame her, and now he’s shacked up with his assistant. And I’ve heard that he thinks nothing of stealing other people’s research. Calls himself a professor, but I have it on good authority that he bought his professorship from a dodgy website in the States. He’s made some outrageous claims about the archaeology of the Devon coast, and last week I put him right about a few points on social media. He responded by calling me a narrow-minded representative of the archaeological establishment who refuses to acknowledge the brilliance and originality of his research. In the end it got quite personal. If you ask me, he’s just trying to stir up a bit of controversy to get publicity for his ridiculous books.’ Neil shook his head. ‘Let’s have a look at these bones then.’


Wesley would have liked to find out more, but there was work to do. He led the way to the site of the rock fall, and after assessing the situation, Neil and Dave concluded that the disturbance caused by the landslip ruled out any possibility of learning anything from the context of the burials. They began placing the bones in plastic containers, making great efforts not to get the individuals mixed up. Their work was as painstaking as that of the CSIs, and Wesley watched for a while, fascinated. Once Neil had finished, he looked up.


‘Word has it that there’s another body, wrapped in an old sheet, and you’re treating it as suspicious.’


‘That’s right. Colin Bowman says she might have died as recently as six months ago.’


‘I wondered why all those people in white suits were buzzing round like wasps at a picnic. I knew it couldn’t be anything to do with the bones we’re dealing with; all the signs are they’ve been there for centuries. What’s the story then?’


‘We’re working on the theory that someone buried the recent body thinking it would lie there with your old bones at the edge of the churchyard, undisturbed for eternity.’


‘Best place to bury a body is in a graveyard amongst all the other burials,’ said Neil. ‘Like hiding a tree in a forest.’


‘Until the weather decided otherwise.’ Wes glanced at his watch. ‘Sorry, Neil, I’d better go.’


He headed to the landward side of the island to rejoin Gerry, and was pleased to discover that the tide was out, which meant they could walk back to the mainland. As they made their way towards the causeway, the church bells began to ring. The first peal had started.


They heard a cheerful voice calling their names and stopped to let the Reverend Charlie catch up. ‘I’ve just been talking to the archaeologists,’ she began breathlessly. ‘They’ve assured me the remains will be treated respectfully.’


‘Of course,’ said Wesley.


‘And Dr Watson’s a friend of yours. How nice. He mentioned some unpleasantness with our most prominent resident,’ she added meaningfully. ‘I do think social media has a lot to answer for. And as for that poor daughter of his . . . ’ She looked at her watch. ‘I’m sorry, I have to rush. Parish meeting.’ She paused. ‘It might not be very Christian of me to say this, but I don’t think Professor Search is a very nice man.’


When they reached Midton, Wesley looked back at the calm sea and noted that the water had begun encroaching on the causeway.


‘Just in time,’ said Gerry. ‘Come on, Wes. We’ve got an appointment with Colin at four.’
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They retrieved the car from the car park in Midton, and as Wesley drove back to Tradmouth, he couldn’t help thinking of what Neil had told him about Quentin Search. He knew very well that archaeologists, like many other close-knit professional groups, loved a bit of juicy gossip. And who better to gossip about than a man they all regarded with suspicion and perhaps even a little envy. But the Reverend Charlie had expressed similar misgivings, and even after such a brief acquaintance, Wesley was inclined to trust her judgement.


They reached Tradmouth at 3.30 and called in at the police station before walking along the river to the hospital. Wesley concentrated on the scene to his left: the yachts skimming over the shimmering water in the spring sunshine and the pleasure boats carrying early tourists up and down the river. He strained to hear the amplified commentary drifting across the water, anything to take his mind off his appointment at the mortuary. He viewed post-mortems with trepidation, even though Colin was genial company and always offered tempting refreshments in his office once the gruesome business was over. The pathologist kept a stock of the best tea from Betty’s in Harrogate, and organic biscuits from the king’s own estate at Highgrove; the sweet after the bitter and a treat Wesley knew Gerry always looked forward to.


They arrived at quarter to four and took their place behind the screen to watch the proceedings from a distance while Colin gave a running commentary into the microphone above the table. The sight of the half-rotten corpse made Wesley avert his eyes. He came from a family of doctors; his father was an eminent surgeon, recently retired and awarded a knighthood for his services to medicine, and his mother and sister were both GPs. However, he knew he’d never have had the stomach for their chosen profession.


‘Well, gentlemen,’ Colin began. ‘I can confirm this is a woman, probably in her fifties. Five foot five, and her hair appears to have been brown, although I’ll send samples for testing in case it was dyed. Judging by the state of decomposition, I’d say she was interred around a year ago, but I can’t be exact about that, of course.’


‘What killed her?’ asked Gerry.


‘Patience, Gerry. I’m not a magician.’


Colin worked on in silence for a while before he spoke again. ‘There’s no indication that she’s ever had children, and as for cause of death, I can rule out shooting, strangling and stabbing.’


‘Poisoning?’ Wesley suggested.


‘I’ll send samples off for a tox report.’


It was another five minutes before the pathologist exclaimed, ‘Ah ha!’


‘What is it?’


‘I’ve found something in the windpipe that might be relevant. A tiny feather stuck halfway down. Very easy to miss,’ he said as he extracted the object with a pair of tweezers and placed it carefully in a kidney dish.


‘Does that mean she was smothered?’ Gerry could hardly curb his impatience.


‘I can’t think how else a feather could have got in there. And there are other indications of suffocation.’


‘A pillow or cushion over her face, then?’


‘You know I never like to commit myself until I’m absolutely sure, but I’d say that was highly likely. I’ll need to do more tests, of course.’


‘What about her clothing?’ Wesley asked. ‘Is there anything to tell us who she was? A name tape, for instance?’ He knew he was clutching at straws, but miracles did happen occasionally.


Colin turned to the tray containing the stained clothing taken from the corpse. It had been photographed in situ and was now awaiting examination by the forensic lab. ‘She was wearing a floral skirt, a light-coloured blouse and a cardigan. Fortunately the man-made fibres have withstood the elements, just like the nylon sheet she was wrapped in. Buttons and zips have survived well too, and there are labels in the clothing that might clean up in the lab, but if they were bought from a chain store that might not be much help. There’s a ring as well. Gold.’


‘A wedding ring?’


‘She was wearing it on the third finger of her right hand. Although in some countries the wedding ring is worn on that hand, I believe. I thought I’d keep the best for last. The ring is engraved with leaves – quite an unusual design. And there’s an inscription inside. Two letters. KL.’


‘Just one set of initials?’ Wesley was surprised.


‘That’s right.’


‘I suppose it gives us somewhere to start,’ said Gerry.


Wesley knew the boss always looked on the bright side.


Journal of the Reverend Thomas Nescombe




May 1573


When I first met my wife, Anne, I thought her a sweet and gentle woman. Her late father was a minor canon at the cathedral in Exeter, and was forced to conceal the fact that he had a wife during the reign of Queen Mary, who returned the land to the Roman Catholic faith. During those years, Anne’s mother became skilled in the art of secrecy, and she still betrays little of what she thinks or believes. She lives now with her other daughter, Elizabeth, who married a merchant of Tradmouth; her family prospers greatly there from the trading of wine and wool. They have a grand house in the middle of the town, and it is said that one day my brother-in-law will be mayor.


Whenever Anne visits her mother and sister, she is reminded of the difference between Elizabeth’s situation and her own. And how could she not feel envy and dissatisfaction when she is a poor clergyman’s wife on this wild little island, while her sister lives like a duchess in a fine and wealthy sea port, made richer in recent years by plundered Spanish gold? Her sister has three bonny children, reminding her of her own failure. Sometimes I wish she would not visit so often.


I sit here in my humble vicarage praying for guidance, for I have heard talk that Elias Anselmo dictates what happens in this place and commands the island as though he were its king. Worse still, people say that he conjures demons, and as the island’s priest, and the Lord’s servant, I feel it is up to me to challenge any wickedness.


Anne went out yesterday saying she was taking victuals to the poor. She carried nothing with her, so I did not believe she was speaking the truth.
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