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			For Francesca, William and Robert – who listened to my first series of stories

		

	
		
			

			‘They were the footprints of a gigantic hound!’

			Arthur Conan Doyle, The Hound of the Baskervilles
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			Prologue

			There’s so much blood, that’s what he always remembers. Even after the police and the ambulance have left, there’s blood on the grass and even on the trees, dripping into the mud like some Old Testament plague. He follows his father who treads blood into the house and, when he leans heavily against the wall to take off his boots, a bloody handprint is outlined on the yellow wallpaper. His father goes into the sitting room, sits on his chair by the fire and opens the newspaper, almost as if nothing has happened, almost as if his hands aren’t still stained with her blood.

			He goes back out to the barn. The dog comes to him then, leans against him as if he understands. It’s the only time the dog has shown him any affection and he supposes that he’s grateful. But another part of him wonders if he’ll ever feel any proper human emotion again. There’s a flurry of action as the ambulance men manoeuvre the covered stretcher, sliding it into the vehicle – such an easy fluid movement. Then the wheels crunch away over the gravel and the birds rise up from the fields where they have been feasting on the scattered corn. And then, suddenly, everything is silent. Just the weathercock slowly turning on the roof. It’s as if the house has retreated somehow and, from now on, no matter how much noise there is in the outside world, here it will always be silent.

		

	
		
			 

			Wednesday, 18 September 2019, 00.10

			All along the coast on this very eastern edge of England, the tide is coming in. It rolls over dark sand at Holme, it crashes against the multicoloured cliffs at Hunstanton, it batters windows at Happisburgh, reminding home owners that this land is just on loan. And, on this spit of land jutting out into the North Sea, it approaches from all sides, turning streams into lagoons and lagoons into unfathomable lakes.

			The Night Hawks are aware of the encroaching waters. This is dangerous territory, after all. But they are hunters and their blood is up. Iron Age coins have been discovered in the sand near Blakeney Point and there are rumours that they are part of something really big, perhaps even a hoard. The hawks spread out across the beach, their metal detectors glowing and humming. The sea rolls in, white waves on black water.

			A young man with a torch like a third eye on his head calls, ‘There’s something here!’ The other hawks converge on him, their machines picking up the message, the call of metal below the surface of the earth.

			‘Could be more coins.’

			‘Could be armour . . .’

			‘A metal torque. Arm rings . . .’

			They start to dig. Someone sets up an arc light. It’s not until there’s a shout of ‘Tide!’ that they realise the waters are almost upon them. Then there’s another cry, coming from Troy, a young hawk stationed at the mouth of one of the estuaries winding back inland. His comrades splash over to him, taking care to keep their machines above water.

			‘There’s something . . .’ says Troy. ‘I almost fell over it.’ He’s very young, still a teenager, and his voice wavers and breaks.

			Alan, an older detectorist, reaches out in the dark to touch his shoulder. ‘What is it, lad?’

			But another of the hawks is pointing his torch at the ground by Troy’s feet. And they all see it, first some clothes swirling in the incoming tide, a movement that gives the appearance of life. But then, caught in a clump of sea grass, a dead body, its arm outstretched as if asking for their help.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Wednesday, 18 September 2019

			Ruth parks in her usual spot under the lime tree and takes her usual route through the Natural Sciences department to the archaeology corridor. This route is so familiar to her that she almost stops at her old office, the place where she first met DCI Nelson twelve years ago. But, with only a slight hesitation, she continues on her way and heads to the last door, on which there is a new plaque: Dr Ruth Galloway, Head of Archaeology.

			This corner office, which boasts two windows and has room for a sofa as well as a desk, chairs and a round table for meetings, was once occupied by Phil Trent, Ruth’s old boss. But now Phil has taken early retirement and Ruth has the top job. Not that head of department at the University of North Norfolk is the toppest of top jobs (in fact Ruth’s previous post as a senior lecturer at a Cambridge college was probably more prestigious) but on days like this, when she can see the ornamental lake glittering from her windows and the new freshers drifting across the campus, it does feel pretty special. I am in charge, thinks Ruth, putting her laptop on the desk and clicking onto the university intranet. It’s a good feeling but she mustn’t get too power hungry and start making her cat a senator or forcing the staff to call her Supreme Leader. It’s still a medium job in a medium university. But at least she has her own coffee machine.

			She’s just about to have her first espresso of the morning when there’s a perfunctory knock on the door. Before Ruth can say ‘go away’, the space in front of her is full of David Brown, the new archaeology lecturer. Her replacement, in fact.

			‘I’ve been thinking about our induction for new students,’ says David, without even a ‘Good morning, Supreme Leader’. ‘It seems crazy that we don’t have them digging as soon as possible. We give them all that crap about research methods but don’t let them get down and dirty until the second semester.’

			Ruth sighs. In principle she agrees. Digging, ‘getting down and dirty’, is one of the joys of archaeology. She would like her students to experience the thrill of discovery as soon as possible. But there are practical implications. Although Norfolk is one of the most archaeologically rich landscapes in the world, there are only ever a few digs running at one time and these could be ruined by over-eager first-years trampling all over the trenches. And the students themselves will be disappointed if, after a day in the bitter easterly winds, they only unearth a nail or a jubilee coin from 1977. Plus she despises the word semester. They’re called terms in England, she tells David silently.

			‘We’ve thought about this before,’ she says. Before you came and disrupted everything is the subtext. ‘But there’s not really a suitable dig at the moment. Caistor St Edmund needs Roman specialists and Sedgeford is only in the summer.’

			‘Then we should start our own dig.’

			‘We haven’t got the funding,’ says Ruth. She remembers how Phil used to irritate her with his constant talk of grants and funding, yet here she is playing the same tune. But the harsh reality is, they don’t have the money or the person-power to start a new excavation, not unless another Bronze Age henge magically materialises on a Norfolk beach.

			‘Our induction programme is out of date,’ says David. ‘There’s not enough on isotope analysis or DNA testing.’

			Ruth, who updated the programme herself, glares at him but is distracted by her phone ringing. Nelson says the screen.

			‘Excuse me,’ she says, ‘I must take this call.’

			David doesn’t take the hint and leave but stands in front of her, blocking out the light.

			‘Ruth,’ says Nelson. He, too, never bothers with niceties like ‘Hallo’. ‘I’m at Cley. A body’s been washed up at Blakeney Point. I think you’d better come and see it.’

			 

			Ruth doesn’t know quite how David Brown manages to come along too. It certainly isn’t because she invited him. All she knows, as she climbs into her lime-spattered Renault, is that David is next to her, folding his long legs into the passenger seat and adjusting it without her permission. She can’t really tell him to get out. Teaching hasn’t started yet. The only official business of the day is the Meet and Greet with the freshers at five. She supposes that David has all the time in the world to inspect dead bodies.

			‘This might take a while,’ she says, as she backs out of her space. ‘I’m a special advisor to the north Norfolk police. They probably want me to look at the position of the body, provide some forensic analysis.’

			All David says is, ‘Mind the hedge,’ as Ruth takes the corner too tightly. She grinds her teeth.

			Ruth doesn’t know quite why David annoys her so much. They have the same academic speciality, the prehistoric era, which doesn’t help, but this is partly why Ruth employed David, to teach the courses that used to be her province. They even attended the same university, University ­College London, although David is four years older than Ruth so they didn’t overlap. David then went to live and work in Sweden which is why he finds himself, aged fifty-five, applying for a job at UNN. But he was a good candidate and Ruth is lucky to have him on the team. It’s just, why does he have to act as if he’s all too aware of this?

			It’s a short drive to Cley and David is silent for most of it. Ruth is damned if she’s going to make conversation, but she longs to point out the beauty of the landscape, the yellow grass and blue water, the flint cottages, the fishing boats in the harbour. Yet David hardly looks up from his phone. More fool him, thinks Ruth.

			Nelson is waiting for them at the entrance to the car park. Ruth remembers meeting him, years ago, at Blakeney car park on their way to interview Cathbad in his caravan. Now Cathbad owns a charming cottage in nearby Wells, where he lives with his partner and three children. Everything changes, thinks Ruth, as she parks the car and gets out her wellingtons. She is wearing her best boots in honour of the Meet and Greet and she’s not going to risk them getting wet. David watches her sardonically. He’s wearing a trainer/shoe hybrid that will probably fare very badly in the mud and sand.

			‘What took you so long?’ says Nelson, as soon as Ruth comes into speaking distance.

			But some things never change.

			‘This is a colleague of mine, David Brown,’ says Ruth, ignoring Nelson’s comment. ‘David, this is DCI Nelson.’ She doesn’t give Nelson’s first name because no one in Norfolk, apart from his wife, calls Nelson ‘Harry’.

			Nelson nods at David and turns back to Ruth. ‘The body’s a little way along the beach. We’d better hurry because the tide’s coming in.’

			The only way to reach Blakeney Point is to take a boat or walk from Cley. By foot it is, by all accounts, an energetic four-mile trek. Ruth has never tried it herself. She has taken Kate on the boat trip though, to see the seals who loll on the sand bank like drunks who have been thrown out of a pub. She hopes that today’s walk isn’t going to be too arduous. It’s a beautiful autumn day but she doesn’t want to spend hours trudging along the shingle in her wellingtons. Nelson strides ahead and Ruth has to scurry to keep up with him. She’s not going to trail behind the two men. Luckily David dawdles, taking pictures on his phone.

			They walk along the beach, scrubby shingle on one side and the sea on the other. Occasionally Ruth sees sea poppies and clumps of samphire. A yacht goes past, its sails very white against the blue. In the distance is a curious blue house like an upturned boat. Just as Ruth’s legs start aching, Nelson turns inland. There are patches of still water here and, as they pass, the birds rise up in clouds. Eventually they reach a promontory where yellow police tape is fluttering gaily in the wind. Two figures in white coveralls are standing at the water’s edge.

			‘Should we be suited up?’ says Ruth.

			‘No,’ says Nelson, ‘we don’t need to get that close.’

			Ruth looks at him quizzically but says nothing. They climb the shingle bank so that they are looking down at the inlet. Here the water comes to a point and starts to trickle inland. On the higher ground a tent has been erected but, through the open flaps, Ruth can see the shape of a body.

			‘Male,’ says Nelson. ‘Young. Looks to be about twenty. We’ll get his DNA, of course, but that’ll only help if it matches someone on our records. My guess is that he’s an illegal immigrant . . . a refugee,’ he amends, looking at Ruth.

			‘Why do you think he’s a migrant?’ says David. ‘Because he “looks foreign”?’ He puts contemptuous quotes round the words.

			‘No,’ says Nelson, scowling at him but keeping his voice even. ‘But we’ve had reports of migrant boats coming this way. They’re heading for Southwold because there’s no coastguard there.’

			Ruth looks across at the tent. She can see the head quite clearly, dark hair lifting in the breeze. A young man’s body. Has he really travelled hundreds of miles just to end up here, washed up on an unknown shore? She says what has been in her mind ever since she got Nelson’s call. ‘If you know who he is and why he’s here, why do you need me?’

			‘Because his body was found by some archaeologists,’ says Nelson. ‘Metal detectorists. They call themselves the Night Hawks. And I think they’ve found something else too.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			‘Nighthawks aren’t archaeologists,’ says Ruth.

			‘Why do you say that?’ says Nelson. ‘They looked pretty professional to me. Lots of equipment.’ They’ve moved along the beach to a point where the earth is lying in huge mounds, as if a giant child has been building a sandcastle.

			‘They’re not archaeologists,’ says Ruth. ‘They’re amateurs who charge around looking for treasure. They’ve no idea how to excavate or how to read the context. They just dive in and dig up whatever looks shiny.’

			‘Wow,’ says David. ‘Elitism is alive and well and living in Norfolk.’

			‘What do you mean by that?’ says Ruth.

			‘Archaeology isn’t just the preserve of people with degrees,’ says David. ‘Detectorists are valid members of the community and these finds belong to the people.’

			‘Licensed metal detectorists are fine,’ says Ruth. ‘But Nelson called these people nighthawks.’ She can hear her voice rising and takes a deep breath. She doesn’t want Nelson to hear her arguing with a colleague. Well, strictly speaking, an employee.

			‘It’s what they called themselves,’ says Nelson. ‘Much as I hate to interrupt this academic discussion, as I was saying, the body was found by some metal detectorists who were looking for that.’ He points at the mound.

			‘What is it?’ says Ruth.

			‘It seems like a lot of old metal,’ says Nelson. ‘I thought you might like to have a look.’

			Ruth feels her heart beating faster. This part of the coast is famous for buried treasure. There was the so-called jeweller’s hoard at Snettisham, as if the contents of a Romano-British jewellery shop were just lying underground waiting to be discovered. Then there was the Sedgeford torc and the Iceni silver coins at Scole. Old metal, Nelson said, but he wouldn’t know an Iron Age hoard from the contents of the slot machines on the Golden Mile in his beloved Blackpool.

			‘These metal detectorists,’ Nelson is saying. ‘They were here last night with their machines and lights and what have you. They found this and got all excited, then one of them, a young lad called Troy Evans, found the body. They called the police and two local PCs attended the scene. They called me first thing this morning.’

			‘We’ll have to secure this site,’ says Ruth. ‘Stop anyone else trampling over it. Can you make it part of the crime scene, Nelson?’

			She’s half-joking but Nelson says, ‘I suppose so as it was found at the same time as the body. Funny place to bury something, isn’t it?’

			‘Not really,’ says Ruth. ‘Two thousand years ago it would have been well above the tide line.’

			‘But why bury something on the beach?’

			‘They could have been a votive offering,’ says Ruth. ‘An offering to the sea gods.’ She looks at Nelson and knows that they are both thinking the same thing: bodies buried in the sand near here, murdered to placate nameless, vengeful gods. They have reached the hole – it can hardly be called a trench – and Ruth can see the dull gleam of greenish metal.

			‘Or sometimes you find escape hoards,’ David cuts in. ‘Warlords on the run, perhaps escaping back to Scandinavia. They buried their treasure, hoping they would come back for it.’ He squats down to look. Ruth is rather pleased to see that his shoes and trousers are wet and spattered with sand. He leans closer and, when he speaks, his voice is different. Thick with excitement.

			‘Ruth! I think this is Bronze Age.’

			Ruth comes forward to look. A Bronze Age hoard would be a find indeed. Rarer and older. Leaning in – uncomfortably close to David – she can see what looks like a fragment of a spear, shaped a bit like the club in a suit of cards.

			‘Broken spears,’ says David. ‘This could be Beaker.’ Ruth knows that the Bronze Age, and the Beaker People specifically, is David’s speciality.

			Ruth has brought her excavation kit, a backpack containing trowel, brush and zip-lock bags. She brushes the sandy soil away from the metal and sees something else in the earth below, something smooth and off-white.

			Nelson comes forward now.

			‘What’s that?’

			‘I think it’s a part of a skull,’ says Ruth.

			‘There’s a body there?’ Ruth can sense Nelson’s excitement, even without looking at him.

			‘I think so. We’ll need to do a proper excavation.’

			David has taken the trowel and widened the area around the bone. ‘I think there’s more here. Looks like we’ve got our dig.’ He grins at her. It’s the first time that Ruth has seen him smile and the effect is actually to make his face look even grimmer than before. She doesn’t smile back. Someone is dead, after all. Two people, if you count the body lying amongst the Bronze Age spears. Which she does.

			‘Glad someone’s happy,’ says Nelson. ‘It’s an ill wind.’ This too, suddenly sounds rather sinister, especially as the wind has been getting stronger in the last few minutes. Sand is rising from the beach in clouds, getting into Ruth’s hair and her eyes. Ruth suspects that Nelson got this particular adage from his mother and it’s never a good sign when he starts quoting Maureen.

			 

			When Ruth and her follower have trudged back to the car park, Nelson returns to the crime scene. The Forensics team are having to work quickly because of the incoming tide. Last night, the Night Hawks moved the body to higher ground. Normally Nelson would be cursing them for interfering but, in this case, it was the only thing to do. The tide was rising fast and, by the time that the police appeared, the body would have been lost to the water. It does mean that they can’t gain any clues from the surrounding area, ‘the context’, Ruth would call it. And they need to move the dead man before the tide comes in again, at midday.

			After exchanging a few words with the Forensics officers, Nelson heads back inland. There’s nothing more for him to do here. He’s not a fan of the north Norfolk coast, miles of sand and rocks and mangy looking vegetation. It whiffs to high heaven too, a horrible, rank, briny smell, not like the aroma of vinegar and chips which hovers over proper seaside resorts. As he treads carefully over the wet seaweed, he sees a woman coming towards him, dressed in a yellow raincoat. DI Judy Johnson always has the right gear for the climatic conditions. Cathbad, her partner, says it’s because she is in tune with the weather gods.

			‘Hi, boss,’ says Judy, when she gets closer. ‘I saw Ruth leaving. Who was that with her?’

			‘Some dickhead from the university. And guess what? We’ve found another body.’

			‘Another body’s been washed up?’

			‘No. Ruth thinks there’s a skeleton buried with a pile of old metal higher up on the beach. That’s what they were looking for, this Night Hawk gang. They call it a hoard. Of course, they didn’t know there was a body there too.’

			‘Is that why you called Ruth?’

			‘No,’ says Nelson, not looking at her. ‘I didn’t know about the skeleton. I just thought she’d be interested because some of her lot were involved. Though Ruth says that metal detectorists aren’t proper archaeologists.’

			‘Cathbad goes out with the Night Hawks sometimes,’ says Judy. ‘He says that they’re genuine questing souls.’

			That figures, thinks Nelson. Cathbad is a druid. He also teaches meditation and once trained as an archaeologist. Nelson doubts that there’s a single group of local eccentrics that Cathbad doesn’t know about. And, if they go out at night and break a few laws along the way, that’s right up his street. Questing souls indeed. He never knows quite what Judy, his best and most rational officer, makes of her partner’s beliefs. She certainly manages to say this sort of thing with a straight face.

			‘We need to secure the archaeological site,’ says Nelson. ‘And inform the coroner. Even though the body will turn out to be thousands of years old.’

			‘It might not,’ says Judy. ‘Stranger things have happened.’

			‘They certainly have,’ says Nelson. ‘And mostly to us.’

			‘Do we know anything about the body washed up on the beach last night?’ says Judy. ‘Any identification on him?’

			‘No,’ says Nelson. ‘I think he must have come from a migrant boat. Have the coastguard reported anything?’

			‘No. I rang round all the stations this morning. Of course, they could have come ashore somewhere where there are no checks. Who attended the scene first?’

			‘PC Nathan Matthews and PC Mark Hammond. Local boys. Good coppers. I came across them in Cley last year.’

			‘I’ll read their reports, but shall I get them to come in for the briefing later? Might be good to hear about it in their own words. Especially as we won’t have forensics from the scene.’

			‘Good idea.’

			‘The tide’s coming in,’ says Judy as, on cue, a wave sneaks over the shingle and breaks just in front of them. ‘We need to move the body. I’ve got a private ambulance standing by.’

			‘I’ll leave you to it,’ says Nelson. ‘Briefing at three. See you later.’

			‘Super Jo was looking for you,’ says Judy, over her shoulder. ‘I told her you were out.’

			‘Good work,’ says Nelson. His boss, Superintendent Jo Archer, is always trying to make him have meetings with her. Avoiding her is his main form of exercise.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			As soon as Ruth gets back to her office, she rings the coroner’s office. She needs a licence before she can excavate the bones. In order to get the licence, she has to prove that excavating the remains will further historical and scientific understanding. She doesn’t think that this will be difficult. If the weapons look to be Bronze Age, then it’s reasonable to suppose that the skeleton must be too. Of course, there might not be a complete articulated skeleton – an animal could have deposited the bones there – but the presence of the swords makes Ruth think that this is a significant site of some kind and, in that case, it’s quite likely that it’s also a burial site. Bronze Age bodies are often found in burial mounds, typically surrounded by pottery and other grave goods. She remembers reading about a burial in Wiltshire – near Stonehenge, she thinks – where the body was surrounded by gold, like some Inca deity. What if they unearth something like that on Blakeney Point?

			The encounter with Nelson had gone well, she thinks, perhaps helped by David’s presence. Since she has returned to Norfolk, her relationship with Nelson has been cordial but slightly distant. She’s aware that her feelings for him played a big part in the decision to return but she doesn’t necessarily want him to know this. Nelson is the father of Ruth’s child but he’s still married and, whilst Ruth once might have overridden her conscience and ignored this fact, the arrival of baby George has made this impossible. She couldn’t forgive herself if she took Nelson away from his three-year-old son, even assuming that he wanted to come. Nelson is a family man, first and foremost, and his family is his wife Michelle and their three children. Ruth thinks that there was a time when Nelson did consider leaving Michelle for her, but that time is firmly in the past. The trouble is that Ruth, as an archaeologist, feels more comfortable in the past. But, in the present, Ruth has her life with her daughter and her cat – and her work. She has to be content with that.

			Her reverie is interrupted by David. If he knocked, she didn’t hear him.

			‘You know, this is potentially a very exciting discovery,’ he says.

			‘Come in,’ says Ruth pointedly. She doesn’t want David taking ownership of the find, something she suspects he is quite likely to do. He was only with her on Blakeney beach because she was too polite to tell him to get out of her car. Or was she just too feeble?

			David looks around him, as if surprised to find himself in the room.

			‘I think it’s a Beaker burial,’ he says. ‘You know I did my PhD research on the Beaker folk.’

			‘Yes,’ says Ruth. She has read his CV, after all. The Beaker people are thought to have migrated to Central Europe from the Eurasian Steppe, continuing west until they eventually arrived in Britain around 4,400 years ago.

			‘As you know,’ says David, ‘just a few hundred years after the arrival of the Beakers, only ten per cent of the native population remained. Neolithic Britons were wiped out. It’s my theory that it was a plague. A new virus brought by the Beakers from Central Europe. The native population had no immunity. Ninety per cent of them died. Their DNA just disappears.’

			‘A plague or genocide,’ says Ruth.

			‘The Beakers were a peaceful people,’ says David. ‘They were interested in culture and pottery.’ Ruth knows that the Beakers take their name from their distinctive bell-shaped pots, but she thinks that David is making some sweeping assumptions here.

			‘I was thinking,’ says David. ‘Once we’ve excavated our skeleton, we should get a facial reconstruction done. Beaker people were more likely to be blue-eyed and fair-skinned whereas the native Neolithic population were dark-skinned with brown eyes. It would make an interesting social point.’

			Interesting, thinks Ruth, and potentially controversial. She doesn’t want to feed into the idea that immigrants bring diseases which wipe out native populations. And she dreads to think of the sort of people who will crawl out of the woodwork complaining if they portray Neolithic Britons as people of colour. All the more reason to do it, of course. The real stumbling block is that facial reconstruction is very expensive. It’s depressingly Phil-like to have to think in this way.

			‘We don’t even know if there’s a complete skeleton there yet,’ she says.

			‘There is,’ says David. ‘I’m sure of it. I sense it.’

			Ruth gives him a sharp look. Archaeology is divided between people like Phil, who love geophysics and technology, and those, like Ruth’s old lecturer Erik, who reply on instinct and inspired guesswork. Before today, Ruth would have put David in the former camp. She likes to think that she is a mixture of the two.

			‘I’ve been talking to the coroner’s office,’ she says. ‘We’ll have to do a controlled excavation following IFA guidelines.’ She can hear herself sounding more corporate by the second.

			David sounds slightly chastened. Maybe it’s the mention of the Institute for Archaeologists. Or the coroner.

			‘Of course,’ he says. ‘When we’ve excavated the body then maybe we can do a dig for the students. I’ve been talking to an old school friend of mine. He was actually one of the metal detectorists who found the body last night . . .’

			‘An old school friend?’ says Ruth. ‘Are you from Norfolk then?’

			She remembers the Beakers from David’s interview but she doesn’t recall him ever saying that he was local. They had talked about UCL and David’s years in Scandinavia but schooldays hadn’t come up. Surely David should have mentioned that he knew the area well?

			‘It was a private prep school in West Runton,’ he says now. ‘Closed years ago, thank God. I was only there a short time. Alan was a few years above me but he was kind to me, we were friends. I lost contact with him but we came across each other on a history forum a few years ago.’

			No wonder David had been so quick to defend the Night Hawks.

			‘Anyway, Alan saw that there have been lots of discoveries along this part of the coast. Iron Age hoards but also Bronze Age burials. And there’s the henge, of course. You were involved in excavating that, weren’t you?’

			A series of images flash across Ruth’s brain: the timbers rising out of the sea, Erik falling to his knees in the henge circle, her then boyfriend Peter trapped on the quicksand with the tide rolling in, a little hand wearing a christening bracelet . . .

			‘Yes, I was involved,’ she says. ‘But it was a long time ago. I’ll let you know when I’ve got the dig organised. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a lot of work to do before the Meet and Greet.’

			 

			The briefing room is full. The body on the beach isn’t necessarily a case for the Serious Crimes Unit but any unexplained death has to be investigated. Nelson runs through the details: ‘Deceased male, probably late teens or early twenties, found on Blakeney beach in the early hours of the morning. Death looks to be from drowning but we’ll wait for the autopsy results to be sure. By the look of the body, the deceased had only been in the water for a few hours. The deceased . . .’ He misses his former DS David Clough, now a DI, who would have given the dead man a name, probably taken from one of the Godfather films. The rest of his team are watching him intently. Judy, inscrutable, notebook in hand. Tanya, ever eager, hand hovering to be the first to ask a question. Tony, the new DS, trying to look mature with a newly grown beard and an expression of carefully cultivated nonchalance. Nathan and Mark, the PCs who first attended the 999 call, sitting awkwardly to one side. Nathan, in particular, looks nervous at finding himself in the CID lair. He is sweating profusely and has to keep wiping his forehead.

			Mark Hammond takes the lead in reporting their part of the story. ‘We got the call at one forty-five a.m.,’ he says. ‘We proceeded to Blakeney beach where we found four individuals beside the body of a deceased male. They stated that they had found the deceased while searching for buried treasure on the beach. They had moved the deceased to higher ground because the tide was coming in. We secured the site and took statements, then we allowed the witnesses to return home. Their names . . .’ he consults his notebook, ‘are Troy Evans, aged twenty-one, Alan White, aged fifty-eight, Neil Topham, aged fifty-six, and Paul Noakes, aged thirty-one.’

			‘Do we know anything about these men?’ asks Nelson.

			‘Alan White runs the Night Hawks,’ says Judy, ‘a local group of metal detectorists. They’re a proper registered group. Alan is very respectable. Cathbad knows him. He’s an ex-history teacher.’

			Nelson nods but doesn’t say anything. The words ‘Cathbad’ and ‘respectable’ don’t exactly go together. And he’d like to know why Alan White left teaching. Once again, he misses Clough, who would certainly have been rolling his eyes.

			‘Did you get a look at the dead man?’ Nelson asks the two PCs.

			‘We checked that he was dead,’ says Nathan. His voice is hoarse and his hands are shaking slightly. Nelson wonders if he has the right temperament for a police officer. ‘We also looked for any identifying documents but there was nothing in any of his pockets. He was wearing jeans and a check shirt. No shoes. They had probably come off in the water.’

			‘Anything that struck you as strange?’ asks Nelson.

			‘He had a tattoo,’ says Mark.

			‘Nothing so odd about that,’ says Nelson. He has one himself. It says ‘Seasiders’, a reference to Blackpool FC, his beloved football club.

			‘This was a bit strange though,’ says Mark. ‘It was on his neck and it was a snake with sort of spikes on its back. Looked as if it was about to bite his ear off.’

			Tony laughs and turns it into a cough. Tanya, who has a discreet dolphin tattoo on the inside of her wrist, says, ‘Maybe it was some sort of gang insignia?’

			‘That’s what I thought,’ says Mark.

			‘An unusual tattoo might help with identification,’ says Nelson. ‘Thanks, boys. Looks like this poor lad was just unlucky. Maybe he took his own life or maybe he was in a ship that got into trouble. Anything from the coastguard, Judy?’

			‘A blank so far,’ says Judy. ‘No reports of any migrant boats last night but there are lots of places along the coast where ships could land unnoticed. Cathbad says that’s why there used to be so much smuggling in the area.’

			‘There’s still smuggling,’ says Nelson, ‘only now it’s people, not barrels of rum. We’re only about a hundred miles away from the Dutch ports. But let’s not get fixed on the migrant idea. Our boy might just as well be local. We’ll know more when we have his DNA. In the meantime, we’ll make some enquiries. I don’t want anything in the media just yet.’ Super Jo will want to give a press conference. She’s addicted to appearing in front of the cameras. Nelson, though, wants to avoid the world and its life partner claiming the boy as their own.

			‘Oh, and we’ve got another dead body,’ he says. ‘But don’t get excited, it’s probably a few thousand years old. These Night Hawks unearthed a lot of old metal and it looks like there’s a skeleton there too.’

			‘Is Ruth going to excavate?’ asks Tanya.

			‘Yes,’ says Nelson. ‘She was there today. I called her in because archaeology was involved.’

			No one says anything. They all avoid mentioning archaeology in front of the boss.

			 

			When Phil was in charge, the Meet and Greet was one of Ruth’s least favourite events of the year. Now, when it’s her job to welcome the new students, the ordeal is even worse. The freshers stand in a nervous huddle close to the drinks, the staff are meant to circulate but often seem even more ill at ease than the students.

			The Archaeology department at UNN is small. As well as Ruth and David it consists of Bob Bullmore, an anthropologist cruising towards retirement, Fiona Green, a newish recruit who still has a bit of idealism and energy, and Peter Llewelyn, who specialises in cultural heritage and rarely utters a word on social occasions. Also present are Ted Cross from the field archaeology team, who’s only here for the beer, and several graduate research assistants circling the perimeter of the room.

			Ruth stops to exchange a word with Ted, whom she knows from various digs.

			‘Congratulations on the new job,’ says Ted, who is sticking mini pork pies together to make a more substantial whole.

			‘Thanks,’ says Ruth. She got the job almost a year ago but had to work out her notice at Cambridge, and Phil was not going to be cheated out of a valedictory final term. She’d hoped that she could put off the move until her ten-year-old daughter, Kate, was at secondary school but has ended up moving Kate back to her old primary school for one last year. Kate has coped well and is clearly delighted to be back in their old cottage but it’s one more thing to feel guilty about.

			‘We need a few more digs,’ says Ted. Ruth eyes him suspiciously. It’s natural for Ted to want more fieldwork, that’s his department after all, but has he been talking to David? Has Ruth already lost an ally?

			‘A possible Bronze Age hoard has been found at Blakeney Point,’ she says. ‘Could be a really interesting excavation.’

			‘Good,’ says Ted, rubbing his hands together. ‘A bit of leprechaun gold.’ Ted is often known as Irish Ted although he comes from Bolton and has no discernible Irish accent. Ruth thinks that he makes remarks like this just to add to the mystique.

			‘Looks like there are some bones there too,’ says Ruth.

			‘Even better,’ says Ted. ‘That’s your speciality. You’re the Bones Lady.’

			Bones are Ruth’s speciality. She even has a life-size cut-out of Bones from Star Trek in her cottage, a present from some former students. She’s not sure that she likes being described as the Bones Lady though.

			David appears, holding a glass of wine in one hand and a mini kebab in the other. She hopes that he hasn’t overheard.

			‘Are you talking about our find?’ he says.

			There he goes again. Our find.

			‘We’re talking about the possible Bronze Age hoard at Blakeney Point,’ says Ruth.

			‘And there’s a skeleton too,’ says David. ‘I’d like to get a facial reconstruction done.’

			‘They do wonders with that these days,’ says Ted. ‘Have you seen Oscar Nilsson’s reconstructions at Brighton Museum?’

			‘Let’s do the excavation first,’ says Ruth. David looks as if he’s about to argue so she grabs a fork and taps the side of her glass. The room goes silent. Ruth clears her throat. She doesn’t mind public speaking – she’s a lecturer, after all, and has even appeared on television – but there’s something daunting about addressing the new students as head of department. She’s conscious of David standing just behind her, no doubt looking deeply contemptuous. Ted raises his glass in a half-ironic salute.

			‘Welcome to archaeology,’ says Ruth. ‘I hope you’ll have an interesting and instructive three years with us. I’m Dr Ruth Galloway . . .’

			 

			Nelson is in his office looking at recent reports of migrant boats. A map of Sea Palling, a small Norfolk beach, was recently found in the possession of people smugglers arrested in the Netherlands. As Judy said, there are many stretches of the coast not covered by coastguards. He seems to remember though that there are some volunteer coast-watch groups set up in derelict coastguard huts. It might be worth getting in touch with some of them. They are probably all friends of Cathbad’s.

			He looks up and has to stifle an exclamation. Super Jo has materialised in front of him. How does she do that? Ruth’s cat is the same. You’re sitting there quietly on her sofa and suddenly that orange beast is in front of you, radiating waves of hatred.

			Jo isn’t radiating anything except friendliness. She’s even holding two cups of takeaway coffee.

			‘Can I have a word, Nelson?’

			‘Of course,’ he says, clearing a space on his already tidy desk.

			He’s not fooled. He knows what Jo wants to discuss and it’s scarier than smuggling and skeletons put together.

			Jo wants to talk about his retirement.

			It’s been in the air for a while now. Once, under a rule called A19, Nelson would have been forced to retire after thirty years of service. It would have seen him out of the door, clutching his silver carriage clock, at forty-eight. Now, it’s up to the individual police force. Nelson can see where Jo’s coming from. He has years of experience but he’s expensive. If he retired, Jo could probably employ two new DCs and have some change to spare.

			But Nelson is not going to go without a fight.

			 

			It’s seven o’clock by the time Ruth gets into her car to go home. Kate is with her friend Tasha and won’t be missing her mother, but Ruth doesn’t want to impose too much on Tasha’s parents. Tasha was Kate’s best friend before the move to Cambridge and Ruth is delighted that the friendship seems intact. She supposes that social media has its uses. Nelson gave Kate a mobile phone for Christmas. Ruth had disapproved at the time but it has certainly helped Kate keep in contact with Tasha and this seems to have preserved their closeness. And Kate is good at friends, a nebulous skill that somehow seems essential for a successful and happy life. Ruth has no idea who she gets it from. Ruth has a few close friends but shies away from making new ones. She supposes that Judy and Cathbad are her best friends in Norfolk.

			Ruth is just starting up her car when a face appears at her window. She actually jumps.

			‘Have you got a minute?’ says David, when she lowers the window.

			‘Can it wait?’ says Ruth. ‘I need to collect my daughter.’ She curses herself for giving the classic single-parent excuse but, then again, it’s the truth.

			‘I didn’t know you had a daughter,’ says David. ‘I do too.’

			‘How old is yours?’ says Ruth, wondering when she can put the window up.

			‘Eleven,’ says David.

			‘Mine too,’ says Ruth. ‘Well, she will be in November.’ David says nothing but he has backed away slightly. Ruth seizes her chance. ‘See you tomorrow,’ she says, closing the window and starting the engine.

			As she drives away, she sees David still standing in the car park, frowning after her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Kate is high on sisterhood and e-numbers. She tells Ruth that she and Tasha watched a film and mimed to several pop songs. They also made cupcakes and iced them. Ruth takes her hat off to Nikki, Tasha’s mum, although she’s set a worryingly high standard for the return fixture.

			‘I found some buried treasure today,’ she tells Kate as they take the turning for the Saltmarsh and their cottage.

			‘Real treasure,’ says Kate warily, ‘or just some old bones?’ Poor Kate. The perils of being an archaeologist’s daughter.

			‘There are some bones,’ says Ruth. ‘But also swords and daggers. Maybe some jewellery too. Necklaces and bracelets.’

			‘Do you get to keep the jewels?’ says Kate. She has worryingly capitalist traits. Ruth blames her father.

			‘No,’ says Ruth. ‘It doesn’t belong to me.’ She thinks of David saying, ‘These finds belong to the people.’ He’s not wrong but there’s something annoying about the phrase all the same. Maybe it’s the smug, slightly Stalinist tone of ‘the people’.

			It’s almost dark by the time they reach their cottage but there are still lights flickering on the marshes. Ruth thinks of the lantern men, mythical figures who are said to lead unwary travellers to their deaths. But these are more likely to be fishermen or even nighthawks searching for more leprechaun gold. The security light comes on as Ruth parks by the gate and it illuminates her cat, Flint, staring out of the sitting room window, managing to look both welcoming and disapproving.

			‘We’re coming, Flint,’ says Kate. ‘Poor angel. He must have been worried.’

			‘He’s just thinking about his supper,’ says Ruth.

			When she opens the door, Flint hurries towards them, weaving around their legs. If Kate is happy to be back in her old home, Flint is delighted. He didn’t like the town house in Cambridge and, to Ruth’s distress, became rather aloof and sullen. But, back in his old domain, he is his old demanding, affectionate self. Now he leads them into the kitchen and looks meaningfully at his bowl.

			‘You’ve still got some biscuits left,’ Ruth tells him.

			‘He needs fresh food,’ says Kate, getting out the packets of expensive cat food that is all Flint will contemplate eating. Feeding Flint is the only chore she is always happy to do.

			Kate has already eaten and Ruth is full of mini pork pies so she makes them both hot chocolate and they watch an episode of Friends, something that feels like wholesome pre-bedtime viewing despite being full of sex references and men with anger problems. But, sitting on the sofa with Kate watching ‘The One with All the Wedding Dresses’, while Flint purrs noisily beside them, suddenly seems like the very pinnacle of earthly pleasure.

			Joey is monologuing about ‘I’ve gotta do what I’ve gotta do . . .’ Ruth’s attention drifts.

			‘Frank used to say “gotta”,’ says Kate.

			‘Yes, he did,’ says Ruth. ‘It was cool. Do you miss him?’

			Ruth and Frank had lived together for nearly two years and, by and large, they had been peaceful, happy years. Ruth’s decision to leave him and go back to Norfolk had been traumatic enough but having to mark time in ­Cambridge, living in a rented flat, dreading bumping into Frank on her way to and from college, had left Ruth in a constant state of tension and guilt. When she heard that Frank was going back to America, she had felt only relief. But now she finds that she does miss him. Which is probably why she’s asking Kate the question.

			‘Sometimes,’ says Kate. ‘A bit. Not really.’

			On the screen, Monica, Phoebe and Rachel are capering about in big, white dresses.

			‘You’ve never been a bride, have you, Mum?’ says Kate.

			‘Never,’ says Ruth. Frank asked her to marry him. She said no and that’s when their relationship started to unravel.

			‘I won’t either,’ says Kate. ‘I want to be an actress.’

			‘You can do both things,’ says Ruth, refraining from adding ‘or be a doctor’.

			They watch Friends in silence for a while.

			‘Are you enjoying being in charge at work?’ says Kate.

			Ruth is touched that she has remembered. ‘I think so,’ she says. ‘It will be better when teaching starts on Monday.’

			‘Dad says that he loves being in charge.’

			‘I can believe that,’ says Ruth.

			‘I’m going to be in charge when I’m an actress,’ says Kate.

			‘Acting is teamwork,’ says Ruth. ‘That’s one of the best things about it.’

			‘But there’s always someone in charge of the team,’ says Kate.

			 

			Judy and Cathbad are in their garden. They have taken to sitting on the terrace in the evenings. Cathbad lights candles and has hung lanterns in the trees. Even in early autumn it’s warm enough to sit outside although Judy has a blanket over her shoulders. Cathbad seems impervious to cold – or heat. Judy tells Cathbad about the body on the beach and the Bronze Age skeleton. Strictly speaking, this is still confidential, but she wants his take on the Night Hawks. Besides, Cathbad, though fond of gossip, can keep a secret.

			‘Blakeney’s an odd place,’ says Cathbad. ‘The name means “black island”. There’s certainly lots of psychic energy around the place. Have you heard of the hyter sprites?’

			‘No,’ says Judy. She hasn’t heard of half the things that Cathbad talks about.

			‘They’re little spider-like creatures that are said to live in tunnels underneath Blakeney. They kidnap children and take them out onto the marshes.’

			‘Charming,’ says Judy, who is not fond of spiders. ‘What do you know about Alan White? He’s the leader of this metal detecting group.’

			‘Alan’s a good man,’ says Cathbad. ‘I think he has suffered in his life. That’s the impression I get, anyway. But he’s a gentle soul.’

			‘Suffered? How?’

			‘I think he had a hard time at school. Then, like a lot of people who hated school themselves, he became a teacher. I think he’s much happier now he has retired.’

			‘What about the Night Hawks? I told the boss they were legit.’

			‘They are. They’re registered and they report anything they find. But I think archaeologists are suspicious of them because they always go out at night.’

			‘That does seem a bit odd.’

			‘I don’t know. Sometimes you see more at night.’ ­Cathbad’s teeth gleam in the darkness as he grins. Judy knows that Cathbad’s past included its share of night wandering, but she doesn’t want to think about that now.

			‘Tell me about the dead man,’ says Cathbad. ‘Do you think he was an asylum seeker?’

			‘It’s possible,’ says Judy. ‘I called the coastguard and they didn’t see any suspicious vessels last night but that doesn’t mean there weren’t any.’

			‘The water’s very deep in some of the coves,’ says Cathbad. ‘Weybourne, for example. That’s why the area was popular with smugglers. You could get a big boat very close to the shore.’

			‘The dead man had an unusual tattoo,’ says Judy. ‘A snake with spikes down its back. Nelson thought it might be some gang insignia.’

			‘I wonder . . .’ says Cathbad. At the end of the garden something, a fox maybe, is snuffling by the compost heap. Their dog, Thing, rushes out to bark at it.

			‘Wonder what?’ says Judy, when the animal has quietened down.

			‘Well, the snake sounds a bit like the Norfolk Sea ­Serpent.’
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