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			One priceless artefact. Two unlikely sleuths.

			A murder stranger than fiction.

			 

			In the shadow of Lewes castle lies buried an ancient tablet. Hours after discovering it, dashing local archaeologist Gideon Rivers is dead.

			 

			Writer Virginia Woolf and her artist sister, Vanessa, both know firsthand that it doesn’t take much to cause a stir in town. And when Gideon returned home from a dig in Syria with a glamourous Parisian heiress on his arm, all eyes were on him.

			 

			But who would have conspired to murder such a charming young man? There are more suspects in his circle than it first seems: an ambitious fiancée, a jealous best friend, and a string of scorned former lovers.

			 

			With the police chasing false leads and the murderer hunting down a second victim - one far closer to home - Ginny and Nessa are forced to take investigations into their own hands.

			 

			Solving this mystery calls for a little creativity . . .

		

	
		
			
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			To Jon, without whom I would never have moved to Lewes and found the perfect setting for my story

		

	
		
			
			

			Historical Note

			 

			It goes without saying that all the events in this novel are a work of pure fiction. I have woven in historical details based on my research into the Bloomsbury set, and Lewes in the late 1920s, but I have used artistic licence liberally. 

			My female protagonists – Alice Dudeney, Virginia Woolf, and Vanessa Bell – are figments of my imagination. The real women of the same names kept detailed diaries that clearly show they were not where I place them on certain dates. Nelson, Mrs Dudeney’s beloved Dalmatian dog, died three years before the action took place. He was replaced by Emma, but this seemed rather too human a name for my purposes. The name of Mrs Dudeney’s house on Castle Banks has changed over the years, and now there is another house nearby that goes by the same. 

			I’m sure readers will spot other such inconsistencies and I hope you will forgive them. I have tried to stay true to the spirit of Bloomsbury, but if I have bent the facts, it is simply to attempt to write the best story I can.

			
			

		

	
		
			
			

			1.

			Alice

			Lewes, East Sussex, Sunday, 7 October 1928

			The sun hadn’t yet risen over Castle Banks when Mrs Dudeney – Alice to friends – padded downstairs to the gravy-­brown drawing room and sat in her favourite mustard velvet chair before a desk inlaid with leather the colour of overcooked spinach. This was where she spent most of her time, looking out of the bay window, fountain pen in hand, imparting wit to the page. When she was not busy writing the romantic novels that had brought her a modest degree of fame, she was scribbling in her diary – very much not for public consumption – or gazing out from the mullioned panes to observe the good (and the not-­so-­good) people of the country town she called home. Nothing escaped Mrs Dudeney’s peregrine eye, or her sharp quill.

			But at this hour of the morning there was little to be seen from her usual spot. It wasn’t like her to wake so early; she was normally a good sleeper. But some nocturnal intruder had disturbed her slumber, a fox yelping, or a badger barking, perhaps. She’d tried to get back to sleep, but once the grey light started filtering through the window, she’d given up, got out of bed and pulled on her housecoat and slippers.

			
			

			Nelson rose from his wicker basket, cross at being prematurely awakened, and came over to nuzzle his owner, whimpering to be let out into the garden. There was no peace to be had until she gave in, so Alice rose heavily from her chair and accompanied the Dalmatian to the kitchen door, where they both ventured out into the dawn.

			The garden was just as idiosyncratic as the building to which it was attached. Built into the side of a manmade Norman motte, once home to a fortified keep, the house looked decidedly unbalanced from any angle, as if it were a series of afterthoughts. Almost entirely hidden from the street unless you stood on tippy toe and peered over the brick-­and-­flint wall, the garden was in shade for much of the day. But to Alice it was perfection, an oasis of trees and flowers giving way to thicket as the mound rose steeply upwards.

			Lewes Castle was rare in having two mottes. From the garden, she had a good view of the second taller mound, on top of which sat the remains of the later stone castle. But she preferred Brack Mound, which she liked to think of as her own. There was a path leading from her garden to the top and the only other way up to it was a path cut through the prickly undergrowth accessed via a wooden gate from the street. This was kept locked, and only the archaeologists excavating the summit had a key.

			Once they were outside, Nelson sprang to life, running between the corners of the lower garden, relieving himself on the lawn, then, as if he had picked up an unusual scent, dashing over to the path leading up to the top of the hillock. Sighing, Alice followed.

			
			

			At this early hour, she had every expectation of having the mound to herself. She took her time, listening to the rooks cawing, admiring the gleaming scarlet of the hawthorn berries against the crisp morning sky, the wispy white of the old man’s beard running rampant through the undergrowth and the rust-­coloured leaves that would soon fall leaving the trees winter bare.

			She anticipated with pleasure the familiar view from the summit over the surrounding countryside. To the north lay the expanse of the Weald, an untamed forest quite unexpected in the south-­east of England. To the east, the anatomic curves of Malling Down, or as the locals charmingly called it, the Old Lady’s Bottom. To the south, the sea, changing hourly from slate grey to twinkling blue over the port of Newhaven. And to the west, more downs, rolling like ancient giants, all the way past Brighton and Worthing to Arundel, Chichester and beyond.

			She thought about how beastly Mrs Woolf had been the day before. It was a word she used advisedly. Virginia thought she was the very pinnacle of culture, but there was something animal about the woman’s snobbery. Like a cat looking down from a post in disdain at all who pass by. Women could be so unkind to one another. Ernest was right on that front at least. And Virginia’s words of yesterday still stung. Oh, she thought her writing so modern, so superior. Yet what did that unfeminine creature know about the passions of the flesh? How different her sister Vanessa Bell was, the heart to her head, the curves to her sharp angles.

			
			

			As Alice spiralled slowly upwards, she could hear Nelson whimpering from somewhere above her. Placing her hands on her hips to support the weight of a figure that, once trim, now resembled two large apple dumplings one on top of the other, she pressed on.

			What could the dratted dog be fussing about? He was a temperamental creature, it was true, but this wasn’t like him at all. As she reached the top, she saw at once what it was that had upset him. One of the archaeologists was lying face down on the turf, presumably examining a find. Strange, as they didn’t usually work on Sundays.

			At a safe distance of a few feet, Nelson stood growling at him.

			What was wrong with the fellow? Only as she drew nearer did she notice the man wasn’t moving and there were flies buzzing around his downturned head.

			‘Hello,’ she called out.

			There was no response.

			‘Can I help you?’ she added.

			But even as she spoke the words, she knew he was beyond help. She bent down and put a hand on the man’s shoulder. It was limp and lifeless. With all her strength, she rolled him over, then fell backwards in horror, her well-­padded behind landing on the dewy grass.

			Where the man’s face should have been was a mangled mess of blood and bone. His features had been hacked to bits. Globules of flesh clung to his matted fringe.

			Glancing around wildly, she saw the weapon that had inflicted these horrific injuries. An archaeologist’s trowel lay on the ground nearby, its pointed tip black with blood. For a few moments, she sat where she’d fallen, unable to utter a word, listening to the rooks continuing to caw as if nothing terrible had just happened. Then she did the only thing she could think of. She opened her mouth as wide as she could and with all the vigour of her sixty-­two-­year-­old lungs, she screamed.

		

	
		
			
			

			2.

			Virginia

			Lewes, East Sussex, Saturday, 6 October 1928

			‘Get a move on,’ shouted a ruddy-­faced man leaning out of the window of a dust-­covered coal van. He revved his engine too close behind them as Leonard struggled to make a hill start.

			The roads in Lewes were awfully steep and her mild-­mannered husband was still trying to get to grips with their new automobile, a second-­hand Singer. They really ought to get a chauffeur, but money was tight, and they simply couldn’t afford one unless the book she’d just published sold twice as many copies as the last. It was a risk, as she didn’t know whether her readers would take to the whimsical tale of a cross-­dressing Elizabethan aristocrat.

			The essay on which she was working, about how a woman needed financial independence and a space of her own in which to write, certainly wasn’t going to cover the cost of a driver. She was due to deliver it to two women’s colleges at Cambridge later that month and expected to be repaid only with a homely meal of beef, greens, and potatoes. If she were lucky, it might be followed by prunes and custard washed down with water.

			
			

			Leonard, bless him, remained unflustered and tried the engine once more. This time, it stuttered into life and, not wanting to lose momentum, he swung the vehicle sharply round the corner on to the High Street, sending the riders on horseback gathered outside the White Hart scattering. With a groan, she realised they’d chosen to come into town on the same day the Lewes Hunt had its monthly meet.

			‘Mind that dog,’ she yelled as Leonard narrowly avoided running over a beagle.

			He pulled the car to a halt outside the hotel. Glancing in the rear-­view mirror and tucking a strand of greying hair into her tweed hat, Ginny turned the handle and climbed out, feeling the stiffness in her bones.

			‘Do you want me to pick you up in an hour?’ Leonard called after her.

			‘Certainly not. I’ll walk back to Rodmell. Altogether more civilised,’ she said, adding, ‘Enjoy your morning with the nurseryman.’

			Leonard was taking the car on to a plant nursery out near Ringmer, where he was planning to buy herbaceous perennials for a new border he was digging in their garden at Monk’s House.

			‘Ginny!’

			At the sound of the name used only by family and close friends, she turned round to see her sister had just arrived.

			‘Good, we can go in together. I do so hate being kept waiting for breakfast. Nessa, what on earth are you wearing?’

			
			

			Her sister was clad in a large flowing item of clothing. If Ginny had to give it a name, she supposed it would be called a smock. It was made of rough brown linen, covered in smears of earth and moss, and looked suspiciously as though it were held together by safety pins.

			‘I was up early painting the garden this morning. It’s so very beautiful in the autumn light. Then I realised I didn’t have time to change if I wanted to make it into Lewes for the market. They sell out of the good stuff so quickly,’ said Nessa.

			On her arm, Nessa carried a wicker basket laden with potatoes, a couple of rabbits and a pheasant she’d bought from the game stall. She grew most of the vegetables she needed in the kitchen garden at Charleston, the farmhouse she rented nearby with her close friend and painting partner Duncan Grant.

			‘Come on, then, although I shan’t be surprised if they ask you to come in via the tradesman’s entrance,’ said Ginny.

			They pushed through the double-­fronted doors into the foyer of the White Hart. A smartly dressed man behind reception looked at them a little strangely.

			‘Breakfast for two,’ said Ginny. It was a statement rather than a request.

			‘This way, ladies,’ he said, showing them into the dining room, which was already half filled with red-­coated huntsmen, farmers and their wives, sleek rosy-­cheeked businessmen with hands placed over their substantial middles and silver-­haired ladies dressed in their finest for Market Day.

			He showed them to a table near the window looking out on to the street. Ignoring the disapproving looks inspired by her outlandish appearance, Nessa tucked her basket out of the way.

			
			

			‘Would you like to see a menu?’ asked a mousy-­haired waitress, who looked as though she should still be at school.

			Ginny shook her head. She knew exactly what she wanted, had been thinking about it the whole way here as the automobile bumped over the potholed roads.

			‘Kippers, with coffee to wash them down. No milk,’ she instructed.

			‘And for you, madam?’ the girl asked Nessa, who smiled sweetly.

			‘Hot buttered toast, please, with plenty of milky tea.’

			The waitress grinned.

			‘That sounds like my kind of breakfast,’ she said.

			Ginny scowled, but before she could think of a retort, she was interrupted by a booming voice on a cloud of perfume and pearls.

			‘Mrs Woolf, what an unexpected pleasure to find you here.’

			Looking up, she saw Mrs Rivers, who lived in Hollybush House, one of the grander houses in Rodmell, and was constantly thrilled to have a well-­known writer for a neighbour. She rose ever so slightly from her chair, just the degree required for politeness. Daphne Rivers was powerful in the village, and it wouldn’t do to get on the wrong side of her. When she and Leonard had moved to Rodmell nine years earlier, the residents had been largely farmworkers and country tradespeople – the blacksmith, the wheelwright and the like. But new money had been trickling into the village ever since, building new houses and knocking old ones together. Hollybush House was new, but made to look old, built courtesy of the fortune accrued by the late Mr Rivers as a stockbroker in the City. Having left school at fourteen, his wealth enabled him to send his only son to Eton then Oxford and Mrs Rivers never let one forget it.

			
			

			‘Mrs Rivers, have you met my sister, Mrs Bell?’

			‘Yes, we met at the village fête last summer. How do you do, Mrs Bell? An artist, aren’t you?’

			‘That’s right.’ Nessa smiled. Mrs Rivers looked her up and down, then nodded as if that was all the explanation she needed for the woman’s odd appearance.

			‘I’m here to meet my son, who’s staying at the hotel,’ she continued. ‘You might have heard of him. Gideon Rivers? He’s quite the celebrated archaeologist these days.’

			‘You have mentioned him once or twice, but we’ve not yet had the good fortune to meet,’ said Ginny. Nine or ten times, more like it.

			‘Well, now’s the perfect opportunity. He’s leading the dig up at the castle, and he’s brought his fiancée with him, a rather glamorous Parisienne. I’m not sure I approve, but my opinion doesn’t count for much. Men don’t listen to their mothers these days.’

			Nessa nodded in sympathy. Her oldest son, Julian, had just gone up to Cambridge and she missed him terribly. She’d confided in Ginny that she was worried he was lonely there in the cold fens, but when she’d tried suggesting he join some university societies to meet fellow students, he’d ignored her and either stayed in his digs writing poetry or went out beagling.

			‘Come and join us. We’re sitting just over there,’ said Mrs Rivers.

			Ginny was reluctant to leave their table by the window, where they had a good view of everything that was going on in the street, for the larger table by the fireplace, where they risked being roasted alive. But Nessa had already risen from her seat, extracted her basket from under the table and was following Mrs Rivers.

			
			

			‘Come on, Ginny,’ she whispered. ‘I’m dying to meet the Parisienne.’

			Making a face, so only her sister could see it, Ginny got to her feet, feeling the stiffness in her bones again. Perhaps the warmth of the fire might help to ease it. Mrs Rivers beamed as they joined her table.

			When the young waitress returned with a tray bearing their order, she looked confused.

			Ginny was about to say something sharp, but her sister got in first.

			‘I’m so sorry – we’ve moved tables,’ she called out.

			‘Stop apologising,’ hissed Ginny, but Nessa shut her up with a look. Even now that they were both well into middle age, she never stopped being the big sister. Their squabbling was interrupted by the appearance in the doorway of a glamorous young couple. The dining room fell silent as they made their way over to the table.

			‘Mother dearest,’ called out the man. He was taller than average, slim, with broad muscular shoulders, off which his tobacco-­coloured jacket hung with nonchalant ease. His golden-­brown hair was flicked back from his face in a long fringe that looked as though it had been sprayed to keep it in place. He had the symmetrical features and baby-­blue eyes of a Hollywood film star, with a tan to match.

			Ginny had to rub her eyes to make sure she wasn’t seeing things. The young man before her was the absolute spit of their dear brother Thoby, whom they’d lost to typhoid at the age of twenty-­six. Except he lacked Thoby’s awkwardness. Her chest tightened as she remembered the pain of losing him.

			
			

			The woman next to him was as petite as he was tall, with olive skin, and long-­lashed eyes. Her hair was tucked beneath a fashionable midnight-­blue skull cap, although a couple of glossy black strands were falling out and she had one of these caught between her slender fingers and was twisting it nervously. She smelled of, what was it? Honeysuckle, roses and something else.

			‘Gideon, Jasmine!’ exclaimed Mrs Rivers, raising her hands in welcome.

			‘Yes, that’s what you smell of, jasmine,’ said Ginny, sniffing in satisfaction.

			Mrs Rivers peered over the top of her thin-­rimmed gold pince-­nez.

			‘Her name is Jasmine,’ she said, a little sternly.

			‘Of course,’ Ginny replied, feeling her cheeks flushing.

			The girl tossed her beautiful head dismissively.

			‘Jasmine comes from an old French Syrian family, the Zain al-­Dins, perhaps you’ve heard of them?’ said Mrs Rivers. ‘She and Gideon met when he came to the Sorbonne to lecture on the dig that he was working on out in Syria with Sir Flinders Petrie at the time. It was Petrie who recommended him for the job here. Rather put old Stanley Briggs’s nose out of joint, I’m afraid.’

			Although she’d only met Mr Briggs on a couple of occasions, Ginny could easily imagine he wouldn’t welcome the arrival of this dashing young archaeologist. He had a reputation for being slow and steady. No doubt that’s why the dig’s backers wanted someone with more of an energetic approach.

			
			

			‘What were you working on out in Syria?’ she asked him.

			‘A dig near Antioch. Rather a sleepy place these days, but it was once one of the most important cities in Christendom, part of the Byzantine empire. Near to where we were excavating, in ancient times there was an enclosure filled with stylites, hermits who sat on top of pillars to bring them closer to God,’ said Gideon.

			‘How unusual,’ said Ginny. It sounded a strange way to connect with the divine.

			‘How about you, Mademoiselle Zain al-­Din? Our little country town must seem very dull after Paris,’ said Nessa.

			‘Call me Jasmine, please,’ said the younger woman, her smile revealing a set of perfect white teeth. ‘On the contrary, I’m enjoying the peace and quiet and the . . . Englishness of it. Wherever Gideon is, that’s where I am at my happiest.’

			He took her hand and they looked at one another with such intensity of feeling that Ginny felt herself blushing again.

			‘Mustn’t let the kippers go cold,’ she said, turning her attention to her plate and taking a forkful. They were just as she’d imagined, the right combination of salty and buttery. The coffee served in a silver pot was hot and strong. For a few moments, she did nothing but soak up the pleasure of good food on an empty stomach. Nessa was occupied with her buttered toast. Jasmine sipped black tea, while Gideon attacked a plate of sausages, black pudding, and bacon with fried eggs, mopped up with thick slices of buttered white bread.

			Breakfast revived everyone’s spirits. Once they’d eaten, Gideon called over the waitress, who looked as though she might faint when he spoke to her, and ordered sherries all round, ignoring the protests of the women. Soon, the gathering took on a party atmosphere, which Ginny hadn’t expected so early in the day.

			
			

			‘Gideon, you simply must take Mrs Woolf and Mrs Bell to see the dig,’ said Mrs Rivers, knocking back the last few drops in her glass.

			The young man opened his eyes wide as if that were the very last thing he wanted to do.

			‘Really, there’s no need,’ said Ginny, who having devoured the longed-­for kippers was eager to sober up on the brisk walk back to Rodmell where she planned to spend the rest of the day reading by the fire.

			‘But I insist. It’s not every day you get the opportunity to be shown round an excavation of international importance by the chief archaeologist. Do you know, they’re uncovering treasures from the Crusades, brought back to Lewes by the third William de Warenne?’ said Mrs Rivers.

			‘Do keep your voice down, Mother. We don’t want the whole world to know about it just yet. Plus, I’m not the chief archaeologist – that’s Mr Briggs. I’ve just been brought in to head up this dig,’ said Gideon.

			‘Between you and I,’ said Mrs Rivers at the top of her voice, ‘Mr Briggs is not too happy about being supplanted by my son.’

			Gideon flushed. ‘You’ve talked me into it. Come on, ladies. I’ll give you the tour,’ he said, realising it was the only way to stop his mother talking. He pushed back his chair and got to his feet. Jasmine remained seated.

			‘I think I’ll go back to my room, mon amour. I didn’t sleep well last night. You go ahead without me. I’ve seen it all before.’

			
			

			Gideon planted a kiss on the top of her hair.

			‘I’m afraid I can’t join you, either. I have some more shopping to do before I return to Rodmell,’ said Mrs Rivers.

			Ginny racked her brain for an excuse, but she was too late. Nessa had picked up her basket and was already following Gideon, who was striding out of the dining room in a bid to get away from his mother.

			‘I’d love to see the dig. I have my sketchbook with me. Perhaps I might even be able to make a quick impression,’ she said.

			Ginny took some notes from her purse to pay for breakfast – Nessa was always short of money – and went after them. They had to run to keep up with Gideon as he headed out of the building, cut through the hunters and crossed the High Street.

			‘We must stop off at the library to get the key for the gate,’ said Gideon. ‘They insist I put it away there every night for safekeeping. I used to have one of my own, but apparently the old dragon who lives in Castle Precincts House has complained of disturbances.’

			‘Mrs Dudeney?’ Ginny snorted. ‘You want to watch out or she might put you in one of her dreadful novels.’

		

	
		
			
			

			3.

			Vanessa

			Gideon led the sisters into Barbican House, a grand, rectangular Georgian building fronting on to the High Street, behind which rose the town’s Norman castle. It served both as the town museum and the home of the Sussex Archaeological Society. With her artist’s eye, Nessa appreciated its classical symmetry juxtaposed against the romantic ruins that sat on a steep mound. Looking up to the castle’s parapet, she thought she wouldn’t like to fall from the top.

			‘Mr Briggs’s secretary, who keeps hold of the key, is usually squirrelled away in the library on the third floor. Wait here – I won’t be a tick,’ said Gideon.

			‘We’ll come up with you. I’d like to see the library,’ said Ginny.

			As so often, Nessa was embarrassed by her sister’s forthrightness. She would have happily waited in the entrance hall, admiring the shaft of sunlight falling through the window on to the wooden floor, but Ginny was already striding up the stairs in Gideon’s wake. Her basket was starting to feel heavy, so, placing it out of the way at the bottom of the stairs, she followed them.

			
			

			The broad staircase led up to the first floor, where a plaque on the door announced these were the committee rooms of the archaeological society. Gideon didn’t stop here but led them up a second narrower flight of steps to a warren of interlinked attic rooms, with lower ceilings than the floor below. At a desk in one of these cubby holes sat a nervous looking woman wearing an unfashionable brown felt hat pulled down over her forehead. When she looked up, Nessa saw she wore thick, black-­rimmed spectacles. She blinked in surprise at the arrival of the three visitors.

			‘Miss Bramble, this is Mrs Woolf and Mrs Bell. I’m going to take them up to the dig, but I’ll need the key if that’s all right?’ said Gideon.

			‘Of course,’ said Miss Bramble, whose age was difficult to guess. She could have been anything from twenty-­five to forty. She appeared a little disorganised, pulling out several drawers and rummaging through them before finally extracting the key.

			‘Briggs keeps the main set, but he doesn’t work on a Saturday. Since Mrs Dudeney complained, I must now beg dear Miss Bramble here every time I want to visit the dig out of hours,’ said Gideon in an amused tone.

			‘And what do you do if Miss Bramble is unavailable?’ asked Ginny.

			‘Miss Bramble is as reliable as the sun. She’s here six days a week from eight o’clock in the morning until six o’clock in the evening. What she does on the Sabbath day is a mystery only she can answer.’

			Gideon was waving his arms about as he spoke, but he wasn’t looking at Miss Bramble, or he would have seen her cheeks flush. She cleared her throat as if she were about to tell them how she spent her Sundays, but then thought better of it.

			
			

			‘Do you mind if we look around?’ asked Ginny.

			‘Not at all,’ said Miss Bramble quietly.

			Ginny strode from room to room, and Nessa followed behind her as she stopped to peer at the wall-­to-­ceiling shelves packed with leatherbound volumes, mostly covering some aspect of national or local history, archaeology, geography, or geology, although there was also a smattering of out-­of-­print novels.

			Nessa picked up a green cloth-­covered book about the smugglers of Alfriston, a large village some miles to the east of Lewes, close to her own home at Charleston farmhouse. She flicked through the pages while her sister examined the rest of the shelves. It made her think she must go there soon to paint the church, which they called the Cathedral of the Downs thank to its prominent spire.

			Gideon looked on, his hands twitching in the pockets of his baggy trousers.

			‘I hate to hurry you, but I don’t want to leave Jasmine alone for too long,’ he said in a voice containing just a hint of impatience.

			‘Come on, Ginny. You can come back and look at the books some other time,’ said Nessa.

			‘Can I, Miss Bramble?’ asked Ginny.

			‘I’m sure that would be all right, although I’ll have to check with Mr Briggs,’ replied the secretary.

			‘Please do. Now I know about this treasure trove, my appetite has been whetted,’ said Ginny.

			
			

			She gave the bookshelves a last lingering stare and Nessa had to take her by the arm and practically pull her down the stairs after Gideon, who once again was bounding ahead.

			Outside, he took a right turn on to a cobbled lane, past a narrow house clad entirely in black geometric tiles, apart from the woodwork which was shining white. Nessa had seen it before and always thought it looked like something straight out of a Charles Dickens novel. Behind this curious house rose Lewes Castle, an imposing ruin on a high grassy mound, made all the taller because the ground beneath it dipped down into a sunken garden. The cobbled lane climbed up to the east of this garden through an impressive double-­arched medieval gateway.

			‘The first arch is thought to date from around the fourteenth century, when the castle was in its heyday,’ Gideon informed them as they walked beneath stones so ancient Nessa hoped they wouldn’t collapse as they passed.

			‘The second arch is older, built not long after the castle was first established in the aftermath of the Norman Conquest. It was home to William de Warenne, right-­hand-­man to William the Conqueror, and his wife, Gundrada,’ Gideon added with a dazzling smile, as if he were giving a tour to a party of tourists.

			He continued his lecture about the castle’s founders as they walked past the aptly named Castle Gate House and Castle Lodge with the town’s bowling green to their right, which he informed them was on the site of the former tilting ground, and on past a long, low malthouse belonging to one of the town’s many breweries.

			Brack Mound was smaller than the hill on which the castle ruins stood, covered in tufty undergrowth, with a ramshackle house set into its banks. As they walked past, they saw a woman of about sixty sitting in the window, whom Nessa recognised as Mrs Dudeney. She was waving frantically.

			
			

			‘Just ignore her,’ hissed Ginny.

			Nessa wished her sister would be friendlier to people, although she knew her literary fame often invited unwanted attention. On this occasion, it appeared such attention couldn’t be avoided, as a moment later the front door of the house swung open and the woman emerged, without a hat or coat.

			‘Mrs Woolf, Mrs Bell, Mr Rivers,’ she said, as if they might not be aware of their own names.

			‘Mrs Dudeney, how nice to see you,’ said Nessa. ‘Mr Rivers has kindly offered to show us the excavations on your mound.’

			‘Do call me Alice, please. You don’t mind if I join you, do you? I never like to pass on an opportunity to keep up with the dig, seeing as it’s on our doorstep.’

			Ginny gave her sister a look as if to say she minded very much, but Nessa spoke first.

			‘Of course, we would be delighted. After all, it’s in your back garden,’ she said.

			‘It’s been so exciting having Mr Rivers and his team here,’ continued Alice. ‘I like to drop by at least once a day to see how they’re getting on, don’t I, Mr Rivers?’

			‘You do indeed.’ Gideon smiled unconvincingly, but the older woman didn’t notice. She just carried on talking.

			‘It’s very kind of you to take an interest, Mrs Woolf. Do you think perhaps you might find inspiration for your next book? For my part, I’m contemplating writing a novel about an archaeologist working in a country town in the south-­east of England.’

			
			

			‘Wherever can you have got that idea from?’ Ginny replied, adding, ‘I imagine you and I have very different ideas about inspiration. Our writing styles are not at all similar, you must agree.’

			Alice bit her lower lip and Nessa thought she could see tears welling up behind her wire-framed spectacles.

			‘That sounds like a jolly intriguing idea for a book. I for one would read it,’ she said quickly and was rewarded with a grateful smile from the older woman, and a glare from her sister.

			‘That’s enough literary chatter, ladies,’ said Gideon, looking awkward. He went to the wooden gate leading from the street to the hill and unlocked it with the key they’d just obtained from Miss Bramble. The three of them began the climb, Gideon continued his tour.

			‘Might I invite you to approach the top of the mound in silence. Imagine you’re stepping back in time to the eleventh century. Why have you chosen this spot for your keep? To maintain a watchful guard on the main road in case Saxon rebels approach from the north? Or to overlook the river, which in this age is navigable? Later, you realise you also need a good vantage point to the south, to monitor the ships sailing in from Normandy and further around the English coast. This first mound you have constructed, yoking local men to haul great blocks of quarried chalk and pile them up to form a gleaming white hill, doesn’t offer a sufficiently expansive view in all directions. So, you build another, even taller motte. Now Lewes has not one but two viewing platforms, making it one of the best defended castles in Sussex. This was such a crucial region for access to the continent that the Conqueror divided it into six long, thin sections known as “rapes”, each with its own river inlet and castle, so no one baron could control too much of the land and threaten his own authority.’

			
			

			As he spoke, Nessa found her attention drifting to the surrounding landscape, which was casting off its summer green and putting on its autumn coat of mottled hues. When she tuned back into what he was saying, they’d reached the top of the mound. A little out of breath from the climb, she stood and admired the magnificent view of the surrounding countryside. It was a warm day, but up here there was a pleasant breeze and Nessa enjoyed the sensation of the cool wind on her forehead as she stood still, a little out of breath from the climb, and took in the scenery.

			Ginny had already made her way over to a deep trench dug into the ground and was lifting the corner of a tarpaulin partially covering it.

			‘Mrs Woolf, if you don’t mind, this is a working site and it’s important not to contaminate any of the artefacts,’ said Gideon, rushing over to take the sheet from her.

			‘Allow me,’ he added, tugging it back with a practised movement. Although he couldn’t have been much older than his mid-­twenties, there was an air of great authority about Gideon. He was clearly someone in complete mastery of his chosen subject. It helped he had the sort of looks that made both women and men stand and stare. His hair and skin were sun-­kissed from working outdoors, and he had a Grecian beauty.

			The removal of the covering revealed a deep, circular hole, lined with brick. Beside this was a narrow trench, just big enough for a person to stand up in.

			
			

			‘It looks like a well,’ said Nessa, clapping her hands together in surprise at seeing such a thing in this position.

			‘Indeed, it is,’ said Gideon. ‘This was the site of the first castle built by William de Warenne. It would have been made of wood to begin with, brought over from Normandy, ready for construction. The walls have long since rotted away, but we can find the foundations, as well as artefacts left behind. This well is evidence the keep was occupied and prepared to defend against attack. We think it may have had a double use as a repository for treasures brought back from the Holy Land. The lord and lady would have lived in grander accommodation, lower down, where there are now private houses around the bowling green.’

			He was interrupted by someone clearing their throat loudly.

			‘Mr Rivers, I thought I’d spoken to you about opening up the dig on a Saturday.’

			They all turned round to see who was speaking. A thin, balding man dressed in an old-­fashioned tweed suit with a pipe hanging out of the side of his mouth appeared over the brow of the hill.

			‘Stanley, I thought you’d be at home mowing the lawn. I’m afraid I couldn’t pass up on the opportunity to show our work to one of our leading lady novelists.’

			Ginny narrowed her nostrils. She hated being referred to as a lady novelist. Alice looked close to tears again. The clear implication was her own novels were not in the first rank. Gideon didn’t appear to notice either reaction as he strode over to the new arrival and clapped a hand on his back. The older man recoiled slightly as he did so.

			
			

			‘Mrs Woolf, Mrs Bell, meet Stanley Briggs, chief archaeologist for the Sussex Archaeological Society.’

			‘But somehow not in charge of this site,’ Mr Briggs added, taking a puff on his pipe, then extending his arm to shake hands with the sisters, and nodding at Alice.

			‘No hard feelings, eh. We’ve both got our jobs to do,’ said Gideon, grinning. But Briggs didn’t look quite so sure.

			‘I’ve always wanted to see a real-­life archaeologist at work,’ said Nessa. ‘I don’t suppose either of you gentlemen would oblige?’

			Briggs shook his head.

			‘Saturdays are outside of my contracted hours, I’m afraid, but I’m sure Mr Rivers can be convinced. His approach is rather less orthodox than mine,’ he said.

			‘You don’t get to head up a dig at the age of twenty-­six without taking a few risks in life,’ said Gideon with a grin. ‘Come along, then. Fortunately, I have my trowel with me, and there’s a section of the trench I didn’t quite finish excavating yesterday.’

			He crossed the grassy platform, pulled back the tarpaulin and extracted a tool with a sharp metal blade and a wooden handle from the inside pocket of his linen jacket. With all the energy of youth, he swung himself down into the pit and took up a position beside what were clearly fresh workings. Nessa was mesmerised by the way in which he moved his hands, deft and gentle, using the tip of his trowel to chisel away the earth as a piano player strokes the keys of his instrument. She took out her sketch pad and pencil and tried to capture the scene. Ginny and Alice looked on in silence.

			
			

			After a couple of minutes, Gideon stopped digging.

			‘I think there’s something here,’ he said, putting down the tool and feeling the earth with his finger.

			‘Probably just a lump of chalk,’ said Briggs, dismissively. Gideon took a small knife from the same pocket in which he’d kept the trowel and used its blade to prise the object from the ground.

			He brushed away the soil from the surface with his fingertip, with surprising delicacy for someone of his size. For a moment he stood, utterly still and silent. Then he let out a long, low whistle.

			‘Come and look at this, Stanley,’ said Gideon. The practised way in which he’d extracted the object made Nessa wonder if he hadn’t planted it there in advance, in anticipation of just such an opportunity. There was undoubtedly something of the showman about Gideon Rivers.

			‘This is proof if ever we needed it of a link to the Holy Land,’ he said, holding up the object for them all to see.

			Nessa stepped closer to look and saw a tablet not much bigger than the palm of her hand. On its surface was carved a script she couldn’t understand, which to her untrained eye looked like Arabic.

			‘May I?’ she asked.

			He passed the object to her, earning a scowl from Briggs.

			She felt it with fingers accustomed to moulding wet clay. But something about the object made her shiver and she was glad to pass it back to Gideon.

			‘Can you hold it up? I would like to capture it fresh from the earth.’

			He held the artefact up obligingly as she took out her sketchbook and made a rough drawing.

			
			

			‘It’s made of clay, isn’t it?’ she asked, glancing up at it, then back down to her sketch.

			‘Yes, indeed, baked many moons ago, in the fertile basin, where civilisation began. I will need to examine it more closely, of course, but it is my guess, dear ladies, that this clay tablet was brought all the way to our cold island from sunnier desert climes. It’s a link to the Crusades when the third William de Warenne went off, leaving behind his new wife and their infant daughter, Isabella. William never made it back. He perished in a skirmish in Antioch. But this find proves some of his party must have returned here to Lewes.’

			‘We can’t draw any such conclusions for certain,’ said Briggs.

			‘Oh, Stanley, stop being such an old stick in the mud. We all know you spend every night in your study poring over a Kufic coin with this same script on.’

			The older man’s cheeks coloured as all three women turned to look at him.

			‘Is this true, Mr Briggs? Is there a link between our old ruin and the crusading knights of yore?’ asked Alice, her voice raised in excitement.

			‘Don’t get too carried away with your romantic notions. Archaeology is a science, not one of your popular novels,’ said Ginny. Nessa elbowed her sister.

			Gideon came to Alice’s rescue.

			‘You’re both correct in your own way. Archaeology is a science, but it is also a creative act of imagining how the artefacts and remains of buildings we uncover might have existed in their worlds. For that, the novelist’s eye is invaluable.’

			
			

			Alice looked as though she would like to hug him.

			‘We have indeed found a coin, adapted to be worn as a brooch, which we believe dates to the tenth century. The inscription is in the Kufic script, a distinctive form of decorative Arabic writing. It proclaims Muhammed to be the Prophet of God,’ said Briggs.

			‘The Crusaders wouldn’t have liked that,’ said Ginny.

			‘Antioch was on the front line of the struggle for power between Christians and Turks. Over the centuries it changed hands several times, and on the Second Crusade, most of the Crusader army was destroyed either in skirmishes with the Turks or by sickness, Earl William among them. It is thought, however, that his vital organs were borne home by his companions. In 1845, navvies constructing the Lewes to Brighton railway discovered two caskets containing the bones of his grandparents, William I and Gundreda, and nearby was a lead vessel packed with viscera believed to belong to him. Perhaps this tablet made it back at the same time,’ said Briggs.

			Nessa shuddered at the gruesome thought.

			Briggs glanced up at the sky, where a dark raincloud was fast approaching from the east.

			‘It looks like rain, Mr Rivers. We should get the trench covered up again straight away. Our guests have had a taste of what we’re doing here. Give me the tablet,’ he added casually to Gideon. ‘I’ll drop it back to Miss Bramble to catalogue. This could be an important find for our dig.’

			The younger man, who was already bending over to replace the tarpaulin, shook his head.

			‘No, it’s quite all right, Stanley. I’m heading back that way. I’ll give it to her.’ Without waiting for an answer, Gideon opened the leather bag he wore across his shoulder and placed the tablet inside. Briggs looked as though he would rather like to wring his neck.

		

	
		
			
			

			4.

			Virginia

			As they made their way down the mound, Ginny realised she was missing something.

			‘My bag. I must have left it in the dining room at the White Hart. I should go back for it,’ she said.

			‘Those clouds look ominous. I’m meeting Duncan and his friend at the castle to drive them back to Charleston. Why don’t you join us when you’ve found your bag and I’ll give you a lift home?’ said Nessa.

			Ginny was dressed for the weather in a houndstooth skirt suit and matching hat, with sensible brown leather brogues, but she knew Nessa worried for her health. A chill could send her into a downward spiral resulting in weeks in bed. Stubborn as ever, she shook her head.

			‘The walk will do me good. If I start back for Rodmell now, with any luck, I’ll make it home without getting soaked. Thank you, Mr Rivers, Mr Briggs, for a most enlightening morning. Mrs Dudeney, good day,’ she said.

			She hoped she wasn’t too late. The bag contained her latest notebook with some important jottings for the lectures she was planning, but to a waiter clearing the dining room it might look like rubbish.

			
			

			Taking one last look over her shoulder at the mound, she felt a sudden premonition no good would come from the dig. But she shook the feeling off. It must be the bad weather heading this way making her gloomy.

			When she reached the High Street, the hunt was still assembled in front of the White Hart. As she approached, the chief huntsman, astride an enormous chestnut field hunter, lifted a horn to his lips and blew. She watched as thirty horses made their way at a fast trot up the street, heading out of town to the west, a host of barking beagles bringing up the rear. A couple of motor cars in their path had no choice but to draw to a halt, while pedestrians leaped out of the way. Once they’d gone, the street was eerily quiet.

			She went back into the hotel and made her way to the dining room, now empty, apart from one corner, where she was surprised to see Mademoiselle Zain al-­Din, deep in conversation with a dishevelled-­looking young man in spectacles and a suit that hung awkwardly off his thin frame. His jet-­black hair shot up from the widow’s peak of his brow in an almost comic fashion, and, although she couldn’t hear what he was saying from where she was standing, she saw that as he spoke his prominent Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. Intense brown eyes were slightly too deeply set in his face and his nose was long and knobbly, with a reddish tinge as if it had been blown one too many times, and yet there was something kindly about his countenance. If she were given the choice of spending an evening with this man or the handsome Gideon Rivers, she would choose him. She’d always preferred intellect over appearance. Leonard was a case in point.

			
			

			Jasmine and the young man didn’t look up as she crossed the room and fetched her bag, which was tucked under the table by the window where she and Nessa had first sat down.

			They were still whispering to one another as she left the dining room, heads bent together. As she made her way down one of the twittens, the narrow alleyways leading from the High Street to the suburb of Southover, she wondered what Mademoiselle Zain al-­Din had to say with such intensity to a young man who was not her fiancé.

			By the time the rain started to pelt down, she was nearly home, and had to run the last part of the way, clutching her hat to her head, her scarf flying behind her in the wind.

			Back at Monk’s House, the dogs barked with delight to see her. Poor old Grizzle the terrier gave a series of low woofs and nuzzled against her leg as she bent down to greet him. Pinka the spaniel jumped up in delight and licked her nose when she bent down, her affection a constant reminder of her close friend Vita Sackville-­West, who’d given her to Ginny as a gift. Pinka was the daughter of Vita’s own dog Pippin.

			By the time Leonard returned, she was ensconced in the green sitting room, next to a roaring fire made by Nellie, their maid of many years, a cup of tea in hand, a book in her lap. As he peeled off his wet clothes – he’d been caught in the downpour while loading plants into the back of the motor – and hung them on the little wooden rack in front of the fire to dry, she told him about the morning’s events and their impromptu visit to the castle.

			‘I should like to see this tablet,’ said Leonard. ‘I’ve read about such finds out in the Near East, but it’s not the sort of thing one expects to dig up on a Sussex hillside.’

			
			

			‘That’s because you have a narrow view of the world. There have been connections between the continents since humans first walked the earth,’ she said. She took a swig from her teacup then realised it was cold.

			‘Be a dear and put this down for me,’ she said, holding it out to Leonard.

			He took it from her and balanced it on top of a pile of books without watching what he was doing, so that it teetered precariously.

			‘They can hold great power, you know,’ he said.

			‘What can?’

			‘Clay tablets of the kind you described. Ancient peoples believed magic resided in the words they wrote down, that they embodied part of the soul of the writer. There are numerous tales of bad things happening when they are unearthed. Some of the stories I’ve heard from the desert would make you scared to sleep at night.’

			‘What nonsense. You’ve been reading too many articles about the Curse of Tutankhamun. I didn’t think you of all people would be susceptible to such superstitious humbug,’ she said, placing her book down on the side table with a flourish.

			‘And yet you say you detected a tension between Gideon Rivers and Stanley Briggs when they spoke of it,’ he replied.

			‘That can be put down to professional rivalry. There’s no need to cast around for a supernatural explanation,’ she said.

			He didn’t say anything else but adopted the infuriating expression he wore when he thought he was right.

			
			

			That evening, they sat just the two of them opposite one another in the little dining room, on the chairs backed with an embroidery of flowerpots designed by Nessa and stitched by Leonard’s mother. Nellie, who was in a mood about something or other, slammed two plates of rissoles down in front of them.
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