[image: The Mermaid’s Scream]

    
      
        
          
            
              
              By Kate Ellis
            

          

        

      

      A High Mortality of Doves

       

      Wesley Peterson series:

      The Merchant’s House

      The Armada Boy

      An Unhallowed Grave

      The Funeral Boat

      The Bone Garden

      A Painted Doom

      The Skeleton Room

      The Plague Maiden

      A Cursed Inheritance

      The Marriage Hearse

      The Shining Skull

      The Blood Pit

      A Perfect Death

      The Flesh Tailor

      The Jackal Man

      The Cadaver Game

      The Shadow Collector

      The Shroud Maker

      The Death Season

      The House of Eyes

      The Mermaid’s Scream

       

      Joe Plantagenet series:

      Seeking the Dead

      Playing With Bones

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              COPYRIGHT

            

          

           

          Published by Piatkus

           

          
            978-0-3494-1310-5

          

          
            
              
               

              All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Copyright © 2017 by Kate Ellis

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The moral right of the author has been asserted.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            

          

           

          PIATKUS

          Little, Brown Book Group 

          Carmelite House

          50 Victoria Embankment 

          London, EC4Y 0DZ

           

          
            
              www.littlebrown.co.uk
            
          

          
            
              www.hachette.co.uk
            
          

        

      

    

  
    The Mermaid’s Scream

    
      
        Table of Contents
      

      
        	
          
            
            By Kate Ellis
          
        

        	
          
            COPYRIGHT
          
        

        	
          
            
            Journal of John Lipton
          
        

        	
          
            
            1 
          
        

        	
          
            
            2 
          
        

        	
          
            
            3 
          
        

        	
          
            
            The Journal of Mary Field
          
        

        	
          
            
            4 
          
        

        	
          
            
            5 
          
        

        	
          
            
            6 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Journal of John Lipton
          
        

        	
          
            
            7 
          
        

        	
          
            
            8 
          
        

        	
          
            
            9 
          
        

        	
          
            
            10 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Journal of Mary Field
          
        

        	
          
            
            11 
          
        

        	
          
            
            12 
          
        

        	
          
            
            13 
          
        

        	
          
            
            14 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Journal of John Lipton
          
        

        	
          
            
            15 
          
        

        	
          
            
            16 
          
        

        	
          
            
            17 
          
        

        	
          
            
            18 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Journal of John Lipton
          
        

        	
          
            
            19 
          
        

        	
          
            
            20 
          
        

        	
          
            
            21 
          
        

        	
          
            
            22 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Journal of Mary Field
          
        

        	
          
            
            23 
          
        

        	
          
            
            24 
          
        

        	
          
            
            25 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Journal of John Lipton
          
        

        	
          
            
            26 
          
        

        	
          
            
            27 
          
        

        	
          
            
            28 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Journal of Mary Field
          
        

        	
          
            
            29 
          
        

        	
          
            
            30 
          
        

        	
          
            
            31 
          
        

        	
          
            
            32 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Journal of John Lipton
          
        

        	
          
            
            33 
          
        

        	
          
            
            34 
          
        

        	
          
            
            35 
          
        

        	
          
            
            36 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Journal of Mary Lipton
          
        

        	
          
            
            37 
          
        

        	
          
            
            38 
          
        

        	
          
            
            39 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Journal of Mary Lipton
          
        

        	
          
            
            40 
          
        

        	
          
            
            41 
          
        

        	
          
            
            42 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Journal of John Lipton
          
        

        	
          
            
            43 
          
        

        	
          
            
            44 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Journal of John Lipton
          
        

        	
          
            
            45 
          
        

        	
          
            
            46 
          
        

        	
          
            
            47 
          
        

        	
          
            
            48 
          
        

        	
          
            
            AUTHOR’S NOTE 
          
        

      

    

  
    
       

		For all library staff everywhere.

       

      		With thanks to Julie Shepherd who allowed her name to be used in this book for a very good cause.'
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        Today the puppets have come to town.

        Mr Gunster’s marionettes attract the crowds wherever they appear with their tales of bloody murder, and today is no exception. I see little ones watch with mouths agape, their tiny fingers clutching their mothers’ hands as the marionettes dance and stab and strangle.

        Today in Tradmouth’s Market Square I witness a small wooden William Corder ending the miserable life of a small wooden Maria Marten in a miniature Red Barn, all to the audience’s rapt delight. How I marvel at people’s appetite for death and suffering as they feast on cruelty and violence like beasts of prey. Mankind, I think, must be most wicked species on this earth.

        If I were given to imagination, I would fear Mr Gunster’s puppets with their hard painted faces. There is something evil about them and I dislike Gunster with his avaricious, glinting eyes.

        I walk round to the back of his booth and watch Gunster and his son as they control the puppet’s strings. The scenery before which the puppet’s murderous deeds are enacted is as well painted and elaborate as that in any theatre. I have heard Gunster has a daughter who paints the backdrops with great skill, although at present she is nowhere to be seen.

        It must be a family business for Mrs Gunster collects the money from the assembled crowd. Gunster’s wife is pale and unsmiling like a ghost. I can’t help but wonder if she is afraid of her husband and her son.
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      Zac Wilkinson had read the opening passage from The Viper’s Kiss, Wynn Staniland’s best-known book, so many times that he almost knew it by heart.

      ‘“I can hear the mermaids screaming,”’ he began. ‘“They sit each day on the rocks at the foot of the cliff, throw their heads back and scream at the waves crashing by their glistening tails. I am afraid of the mermaids. I fear that one day their screams will turn into a song and they’ll lure me into the sea with all those poor dead sailors whose souls they have claimed over the centuries.

      ‘“Because the dead never leave you. The dead are there whenever you glimpse a vague shape in the shadows, caught for a moment then gone. Never forget the dead because they never forget you. What you do to the dead in this life matters more than you can know because they haunt you forever with blessing or vengeance, like the mermaid’s song.”’

      As always he ended his talk with these familiar and disturbing words and, as always, there was an uneasy pause between his silence and the polite applause, as though the mention of the dead had left the middle-aged and predominantly female audience temporarily stunned.

      Once the reading was over they asked the usual questions. ‘Have you met Wynn Staniland? What does he think of the biography you’re writing? Does he mind having his dirty linen washed in public? Is he ever going to write another book?’

      Zac’s answers were well rehearsed and noncommittal. Yes, he’d met Wynn Staniland. He’d visited the author and his daughter at their home, Addersacre, on a number of occasions. And yes, Wynn was happy to cooperate with the biography. But it had been made quite clear to Zac that one subject was strictly off limits and that was the death of Wynn’s wife. This was quite understandable, Zac said. A biographer shouldn’t be in the business of resurrecting painful memories just for the sake of selling a few more copies of the book (which, incidentally, will be out next spring, published by Bream and Seager, priced at £18.99).

      Zac’s reply to the audience’s final question had been more vague. Wynn hadn’t altogether ruled out writing another novel, but that’s all he was at liberty to say for the moment.

      As the last stragglers trickled out of the room, Zac tidied his papers and returned them to his leather shoulder bag before complimenting the librarians who’d organised his talk with their customary efficiency. They hadn’t been sure how many people to expect but, as it turned out, the subject of Wynn Staniland had attracted quite a crowd, all fascinated to get the lowdown on the reclusive author’s private life and to find out why, after five award-winning books that had taken the literary world by storm, Wynn Staniland had suddenly turned his back on fame and chosen to live the life of a recluse. Zac, reluctant to spoil the revelations in his book, had dropped tantalising hints but he’d been careful to give little away.

      After saying his farewells he stepped into the night, aware that he needed to go over the latest draft of the opening five chapters first thing the next morning. Since he’d taken on the biography there had been draft after draft to be pored over like some precious, sacred tome. Then of course Wynn would want to give it his nod of assent or otherwise, adding ideas and taking others away. Zac’s previous subjects had never been so particular, but then they’d been sportsmen, TV personalities or actors, happy to go along with anything he suggested. Writing about Staniland, the author he’d admired so much during his teenage years, had seemed like a dream when he’d first gained the great man’s approval for the project. It couldn’t feel less like one now.

      Zac walked straight back to the tiny cottage near the town centre he was renting for the duration. It was up a steep, narrow street – a one-in-three hill. He took a deep breath before attempting the climb, contemplating the bottle of single malt waiting for him on the coffee table. His reward for a hard day’s work.

      When the cottage came into view he stopped to catch his breath for a few moments, suddenly reluctant to carry on. With everything that had happened over the past days, the cottage had ceased to be his haven. A serpent had crept in, curling itself round the foundations, slithering over his sleeping body. He had the sensation of being watched, but every time he looked round there was nobody there.

      Although he told himself it was all in his imagination, the question always nagged at the back of his mind. What if somebody had discovered the truth about who he really was? He’d been assured it could never happen but those promises were starting to seem hollow. He felt vulnerable. More vulnerable than he’d felt since he’d been reborn as a new creation.

      As he approached the cottage he took his key from his pocket. Then he saw the damage: splinters of wood around the lock as though somebody had taken a chisel to it. For a brief moment he contemplated calling at the neighbouring houses to ask whether anybody had seen or heard anything suspicious. But his front door stood down a small side passage, invisible from the street.

      His heart pounded as he unlocked the door, and when it swung open he hovered on the threshold for a few moments before flicking on the light switch.

      As far as he could see, nothing had been disturbed which meant that whoever had tried to break in hadn’t succeeded. Either that or they’d gone about their business with neat professionalism.

      His hands were shaking as he took his phone from his pocket, wondering whether to report it to the police. It took him a few moments to decide that he’d need a crime number for the letting agency’s insurance and, besides, he’d done nothing wrong. This time.

       

      Farming was tough these days and, from bitter experience, David Gough knew you had to diversify to survive. His father had bought the field overlooking the sea in more prosperous times and while the ten static caravans he’d put there a couple of years ago didn’t bring in a fortune, every little bit helped – just like the time he’d sold those strange old puppets he’d found in the barn for a tidy sum to some weird man who ran the Dukesbridge Arts Festival.

      His wife, Joan, had moaned when he’d spent money on the new fencing in the caravan field but he’d got it done cheaply. No problem. Although at times David wondered whether the caravans were worth the effort of all the maintenance. But, since he’d handed over the day-to-day running of the farm to his sons, they’d become his responsibility.

      A couple of weeks ago a family from Birmingham had complained about the smell of slurry. But nothing could be done about the slurry pit when the wind was in the wrong direction. Now someone else had called him with another complaint and as he opened the gate to the field, shutting it carefully behind him, he rehearsed his excuses.

      At least the rain had stopped; there was nothing like rain to put the holidaymakers in a foul mood. As he trudged across the damp grass in the darkness, he could see the glow of the moon through ominous clouds. If the sky had been clear there would have been a fine display of twinkling stars. The visitors often commented on the lack of light pollution here.

      The latest complaint had been made by the man in caravan three and, after Gough had had a terse word, he approached the caravan in question and sniffed the air. He knew the smell of slurry only too well and this wasn’t it.

      Caravan five stood at the end of the field by the new fence, slightly apart from the others. Lights blazed behind the thin floral curtains, suggesting someone was at home. But as Gough drew nearer he saw that the windows were alive with moving black dots. It took him a few seconds to realise they were flies.

      He gave three sharp raps on the door. According to the man in caravan three, the occupants hadn’t been seen for a couple of days and the curtains hadn’t shifted. When Gough knocked again all he could hear from inside the caravan was the faint buzz of insects and he had an uncomfortable feeling that something was very wrong.

      The man from caravan three, a nosy character with a shiny bald head and an officious manner, was still watching. Gough unlocked the door and as it swung open the buzzing grew louder and he put his hand to his nose as the odour of decay hit him.

      He forced himself to look at the two people inside. The woman lay on the floor, fully clothed, her arm outstretched as though she was trying to reach for help. She wore a yellow sun dress that seemed quite inappropriate in that grisly tableau.

      Beyond her a man was slumped on the tweed banquette seating, reaching for the half-empty champagne bottle on the table as though spoilsport Death had caught him before he could help himself to another glass. The man’s other hand rested on the woman’s hair. A touch of farewell before their world turned dark.

      Gough heard the man from caravan three’s voice behind him.

      ‘We should call the police.’

      David Gough hesitated then took his phone from his pocket. It looked like he had no choice.
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