

[image: Illustration]



[image: illustration]




PREVIOUS BIRDER MURDER MYSTERIES


A Siege of Bitterns (Book 1)


A Pitying of Doves (Book 2)


A Cast of Falcons (Book 3)


A Shimmer of Hummingbirds (Book 4)


A Tiding of Magpies (Book 5)


A Dance of Cranes (Book 6)


A Foreboding of Petrels (Book 7)




ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Steve Burrows has pursued his birdwatching hobby on seven continents. He is a former editor of the Hong Kong Bird Watching Society magazine and a contributing field editor for Asian Geographic. Steve now lives with his wife and muse, Resa, in Oshawa, Ontario.




[image: illustration]




For Briar and Miles:
For whom the world is still a blank page on which to write your stories




1


Autumn. If death had a season, thought Lindy Hey, it would be this one. Not the cold finality of winter, when the matter was settled, locked into its frozen state of permanent loss. But this time, when life could almost be seen leaving once vibrant, living things, could almost be observed leaching out and dissipating into the cooling autumn air. As it had done so recently from the body at her feet.


‘Natural causes?’ she asked.


Detective Chief Inspector Domenic Jejeune looked up and nodded solemnly, his hand still on the body. No warmth rose back through his outstretched fingers. He straightened from his crouch, turning to take in the surrounding woods. ‘I don’t see any evidence to the contrary. The vegetation is completely intact.’ Jejeune pointed to the undergrowth. Apart from their own trail leading from the main path, the tangles of bracken and leafy ferns lay undisturbed. ‘There would be some signs of disturbance if there had been an attack, or any kind of pursuit. Plus there are no obvious signs of trauma on the body.’ Lindy saw his brows furrow in thought. ‘In fact there are no signs of any cause of death at all.’ He gave himself a moment to assess the evidence and then nodded thoughtfully. ‘So yes, natural causes, I’d say.’


Lindy looked down again at the prostrate form, limp and still. It was as if an invisible veil had been draped over it, sealing it away from the world of the living. Though he hadn’t voiced it, she knew Domenic was taking consolation from the fact that this life had not been taken by violence. He spent so much of his time investigating deaths from unnatural causes, many of them horrifically so. But this one hid no sinister secrets, no ugly human failings like greed or rage, nothing that might reveal the darknesses lying within people. While it was unfortunate that death couldn’t leave him alone even on a quiet country walk on his day off, at least this one would require no further investigation.


A harsh call split the quiet of the moment and Jejeune looked up. ‘Carrion Crow.’


Lindy nodded. Even she knew that one. ‘It didn’t take them long, did it?’


‘It never does,’ said Jejeune. ‘It’s why they’re such successful scavengers. First to the kill get the spoils.’


Except this wasn’t a kill, it was a natural death, one where life had just escaped the body like a sigh in this tranquil, peaceful place. She looked around her. Dappled light fell like threads of spun gold onto the tangled undergrowth beneath. Only the gentle tremor of the leaves on the trees disturbed the stillness. ‘How sad,’ she said, ‘to die in a beautiful place like this. Still, I suppose if this woodland was going to be your last sight on Earth, you could do worse. Should we cover up the body, do you think? I know it sounds silly, but it seems like the decent thing to do.’


‘If it makes you feel better.’ Jejeune understood that people reacted in their own way to death, and he knew the need to make a gesture, any gesture, to acknowledge the passing of a life was necessary for some. He was not one of them. It might have been supposed it was the frequent exposure to the sight of dead bodies that had hardened this response out of him, but he had felt this way for as long as he could remember. He felt deaths keenly, and they wounded him, but he knew that no gesture, no matter how sincere, could affect the unrelenting finality they represented.


The shattering report of a shotgun echoed through the air, and Lindy’s eyes widened in alarm. ‘That sounded close.’


‘A shooting party.’ Jejeune pointed off into the distance. ‘The Cleve estate borders this woodland. Don’t worry. They’re far enough away that they don’t pose any danger.’


‘You know my rule on gunfire, Dom. If you can hear it, you’re too close.’


The crows, stirred perhaps by other memories of shotgun blasts, had lifted silently from their perches, and begun circling on outspread wings, like a host of black angels mourning the death in the clearing below them. Lindy looked down at the body. ‘You don’t think it had anything to do with this, do you?’


He shook his head. ‘There’s no blood, no evidence of any wounds. I don’t think a shotgun was involved.’


‘I’m glad you don’t go in for that,’ said Lindy, linking her arm in his. ‘Shooting things.’


‘Growing up where I did, it was all around me,’ said Jejeune. ‘Moose, deer, even bears. Hunting is a part of the culture there.’ He shrugged. ‘It just never appealed to me.’


‘So you never hunted, then?’


‘When I was a boy, before I knew any better. An uncle took Damian and me out once or twice. I fired at a couple of things, but I don’t think I ever hit any of them.’


She looked at him now, staring into the sun-dappled clearing, and past it, into his memories. But the possibility that you might have done stays with you to this day, doesn’t it? she thought. ‘And that was the last time you fired a weapon?’


‘I fired one last week, as a matter of fact. I had to retest to maintain my Authorised Firearms Officer designation.’


‘It’s funny, you and Danny Maik are the only AFOs I know, and I can’t think of anybody less likely to shoot someone than you two. He doesn’t hunt, does he?’


Jejeune shook his head. He knew that, like many with a military background, his ex-sergeant’s experiences had taught him the value of life. ‘I would guess that when you’ve seen enough death at close quarters, killing for sport just doesn’t have that much appeal.’


‘I wonder how he’s doing over in Singapore. He’s back soon, isn’t he? Will you see him before he starts his new posting?’


Jejeune shook his head. ‘Probably better to wait a while.’ Something in the undergrowth seemed to catch his eye, and he turned his gaze away from her. The distancing had already begun, she thought. She hoped they could maintain contact with Danny. Before his departure from Saltmarsh station, he had been the closest thing Dom had to a friend, unless you counted his mercurial relationship with his chief superintendent, DCS Colleen Shepherd.


Another gunshot rang out, the echo rumbling across the sky like the roar of a wounded animal. Lindy flinched again, and leaned in towards Domenic. ‘If you’re uncomfortable, we can go,’ he said. He looked around the treetops once again and paused, listening. ‘Things are pretty quiet around here anyway, bird-wise.’


‘Ones you can enjoy seeing, anyway.’ She looked down again at the body at her feet, nestled on a bed of tawny bracken that surrounded it like a shroud. There was still vibrant colour in the face, shiny red cheeks, the metallic green sheen of the rest of the head. The beauty seemed to heighten the sense of loss for her. Was it the death of the bird itself she lamented or was it something more selfish? Would she have felt the same kind of regret at the sight of a female pheasant, with its drab brown plumage blending into the foliage around it, or was it the loss of this male pheasant’s splendour to the world that made her so sad? It troubled her slightly that she couldn’t say for sure. It would not be long, she knew, before this fleeting beauty disappeared. Even without the crows, the insects and soil microbes that lay beneath the body had already begun their work. How long would it take? Hours? Perhaps a day? How would she feel about this death when it was marked by nothing more than a few bleached bones and tufts of feathers, when all that remained of this magnificent bird was her memory of it, and the tragedy of its loss in this quiet, sunlit glade on this gentle autumn afternoon, with the sounds of gunfire rolling across the skies like distant thunder?


‘I don’t want to be here any more,’ she said.


Jejeune curled an arm around her shoulder. ‘Okay. Did you want to cover the body before we leave?’


Lindy shook her head. ‘Better to just let nature take its course,’ she said. ‘Let’s go.’
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The heat hung in the room like a threat. Above the table, the blades of the solitary ceiling fan laboured though the heavy air without disturbing it. Through the half-drawn window blind, bars of coloured light flickered onto the opposite wall. From somewhere across the street, a neon sign was flashing. Perhaps it was a reminder that, outside, life went on. But if so, the message being morse-coded onto the dingy green paint in this room was also that, for the foreseeable future, any life beyond this one was out of reach.


From his chair at the steel table, the police officer looked up from his paperwork. Darkening patches on his blue uniform showed the effects of the humidity in the room, but he gave no signs of discomfort. He stared at the face of the man seated across the table from him. He seemed to be taking in the details: the clean dressing above the eyebrow, the fresh Band-Aid on the cheek, the gel that had stemmed the bleeding from the cut lip.


‘You have received treatment for your wounds, I see. I trust it was administered with appropriate care and attention.’ The man opposite him said nothing, but the officer nodded anyway. ‘This is good.’ He slid a single sheet of paper across the desk. ‘You may bring charges against the officers who caused you these injuries, if you wish.’ His tone bordered on insouciance. ‘The charges will be dismissed, of course. Your injuries came about as a direct result of your violent attempts to resist arrest. We have many witnesses to this. The officers were authorised to use necessary force to subdue you.’ He waved a hand airily. ‘But we are keen that you should be accorded the due process of law, should you choose to pursue it.’


The man reached out a hand and set it on the paper. His knuckles were raw and bruised but, unlike his face, these wounds had not been treated. Until recently, the hands had been encased in plastic bags. He slid the paper back across the desk. The officer set it aside. The matter was closed.


There would be other offices in this building, the man knew, suites of them upstairs, large, well-lit spaces, fully air-conditioned. Holding him here was for effect; another message, more unequivocal than the one being flashed onto the wall. You are here, in this tiny, stifling room, they were telling him, because this is where we choose for you to be. We decide what happens to you now. We control your fate, and you are powerless to change it.


‘But where are my manners?’ asked the officer. He fished a business card from the top pocket of his shirt and set it on the desk in front of the man. He lowered his eyes to read it, then snapped them up again suddenly and set his hands on the edge of the table with enough force to jolt it forward slightly. The guard stationed at the door behind him took a step forward, but the seated officer held up a hand and, after a second’s hesitation, the guard retreated to his post.


The officer nodded slowly. ‘Yes, homicide. The victim was pronounced dead upon arrival at the hospital. He never regained consciousness. You were responsible for causing that death and so,’ he spread his hands and looked around the room, ‘here we find ourselves.’ He looked down at the arrest report. ‘You claim the victim came at you aggressively, but none of the witness statements support this. What they saw was you adopt a combat stance and strike a blow to the victim’s throat. Now, admittedly, none of these witnesses are experts in martial arts. But there are a number of people on this police force who are, myself included. From the description of the stance, we have concluded they saw the kamae position. This is an offensive stance, not a defensive one. And we are all in agreement, furthermore, that the blow the witnesses describe you delivering was tettsui uchi; a kill strike to the throat. So we have lethal force, delivered deliberately and with some degree of expertise; a compelling case, not for manslaughter, but for murder.’


The other man said nothing. But it was a different kind of silence now, watchful and wary. His body held a new tension. A rivulet of sweat trickled down his temple, but he made no move to brush it away.


‘If you choose to retain the services of legal counsel, you will undoubtedly be told your cooperation may result in a more lenient sentence.’ The blue-uniformed officer shook his head gravely. ‘I cannot confirm this will be the case. Should you wish to make a statement at this time, we shall of course be willing to take it, but in truth we do not need your assistance. We have eight independent witnesses who are willing to testify they saw you deliver the fatal blow. You were arrested at the scene, fibres from the victim’s clothing were found on your hand, and your DNA will be found on the body.’ The officer allowed himself a small, satisfied smile. ‘I have been doing this job for many years, and I have rarely known the luxury of such compelling evidence.’ He let the statement hang in the sultry air for a moment before continuing in the same measured tone. ‘The victim, as you are aware, was a serving police officer. He was also a foreign national. We owe it to his friends and colleagues in in his home country to see that justice is done. Indeed, we owe it to him.’


The bead of sweat had reached the man’s cheek, but still he refused to acknowledge it. Perhaps he was concerned it might be taken as a sign of panic. He needn’t have worried. It was hard to read this man’s emotions, but the officer could tell fear was not among them.


‘I want to exercise my right to legal representation,’ said the man quietly.


‘A wise decision, I think.’ The officer nodded with seemingly genuine satisfaction and leaned back like a man who had already won his contest. ‘From our point of view, a guilty plea under the advice of counsel is always the preferable option. Without it, a confession can be subject to so many questions at a later date. Even with the cameras covering these rooms today, there is always the chance a lawyer can claim it was obtained under coercion, or some form of intimidation…’ He paused, as if to acknowledge such claims would be unlikely in this case. ‘Far better, I think, to hear the evidence we have in the presence of a lawyer, and then decide the sensible course of action. We will make a request on your behalf immediately.’ He leaned across the desk confidentially. ‘Though I have to say, it might be necessary to accept the services of a public defender. A private defence lawyer’s reputation is built on successes. Few, I think, would risk theirs on such an unwinnable case as this.’


The observation was met with more silence from the man on the far side of the table. Only his eyes moved, warily assessing the officer’s position, the size of the room, the distance to the guard behind him. The paint on the walls wore a shiny skin of condensation from the moisture-saturated air. It made it look as if the walls were weeping. But were the tears for the victim, he wondered, or for him?


‘Of course, it would not be prejudicial to your defence if you wished to disclose the nature of your relationship with the victim at this time. There are certainly those in this station who would welcome some insight into this.’


There was a pulse of hesitation as the man seemed to consider the offer, but ultimately he remained silent. The officer nodded. ‘This is your right.’ He waved another dismissive hand in the air. ‘It will make no difference. We do not need to present any compelling evidence as to why you killed this person. We merely need to prove that you did. And that, as you are aware, is something we are able to do. So, you will be found guilty of murdering this police officer, this foreign national, and you will be sentenced accordingly. I should warn you to expect a lengthy term. A Singapore judge will be keen to send a message that violence against the police will be harshly punished, especially when the officer is unarmed.’


This time, the suspect started forward enough to raise himself from his chair. His hands grasped the edges of the table and he hauled himself upright. The guard rushed towards him, but he had recovered his composure and retaken his seat before the other man reached him. The seated officer had remained impassive throughout the outburst and now looked the guard back to his post, where he continued watching the man carefully.


The officer looked across the table. ‘Since you have been in our custody, your wounds have been tended, you have been offered food and water.’ He checked a sheet of paper. ‘You have made no requests, therefore none have been denied. I think you will agree that your rights as a prisoner have not been violated in any way. This will continue while you await the arrival of your counsel.’ The officer looked beyond the man towards the guard. If it was a message to the rest of the station, there was little doubt it would get through. The officer returned his gaze to the man seated on the other side of the table. ‘It is my view that a dismissal of the case against you on some sort of technicality is your only way of avoiding conviction. I, and all of the other officers here, intend to ensure that this final glimmer of hope is extinguished, too.’


He lifted a laptop from a bag on the floor and set it on the table, opening it with exaggerated care as if to deflect any sense of drama from the moment. ‘Now, we shall get a few formalities out of the way before your lawyer arrives. Let us start with your name. Here in Singapore, we are required to ask whether there is a Chinese, Malay or Tamil name as well as an English one. Forgive the presumption, but I’m assuming we can skip that part. So, just your English name then, please.’


The man leaned across the table slightly to make sure his softly spoken reply would be heard.


‘Maik,’ he said. ‘Danny Maik.’
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‘What would you say to a restoration project, Domenic?’ DCS Shepherd inquired, as soon as Jejeune entered her office. ‘An individual who might need a bit of help getting a promising career back on track?’


‘Sounds like quite a challenge,’ he said. ‘With everything else you have going on at the moment, I’m surprised you feel this is something you’ve got the time to commit to.’


‘Not me, Domenic, us, we, the department.’ Shepherd fixed her gaze on him over her steel-rimmed glasses. ‘You.’ He’d seen the look numerous times. It could convey many things, but none of them, to the best of his recollection, was ever positive. He took a moment to stare out of the window. A male Wood Pigeon strutted along the edge of the field boundary a few metres away. Despite the lateness of the season, the bird’s plumage looked fresh and bright. It was a strikingly attractive creature and the detective reflected for a moment on how familiarity could sometimes cause us to overlook the inherent beauty of things. Having bought himself as much time as he could, he turned to address his superintendent.


‘I’m not sure I’d be the best guy for something like that, you know, given everything.’ He tried for a look that might remind her his own career had veered dangerously near the cliff edge on occasion.


Perhaps it had, thought Shepherd, but she would be hard pressed to find an officer in the division with a better closure rate. Policing was most definitely a results-based business, but success meant more than just a few points on somebody’s scorecard. Every case successfully closed meant one more criminal behind bars, and a safer society for everyone. As long as the collars were lawful, and resulted in safe convictions, if Jejeune wanted to show the new man a few shortcuts to success, she could live with the headaches such an approach might bring. But she recognised that people only ever highlighted their own shortcomings when they wanted to avoid doing something.


‘I understand your reluctance, Domenic. You’ve come such a long way in a short period of time, it’s easy to feel that you still don’t know all the questions yet, let alone that you’re in a position to pass on any of the answers.’ She paused. ‘But I can tell you, no matter how long you’ve been in this job, you will always feel that way. We can’t faff about looking for the ideal replacement for Danny Maik any longer,’ she added impatiently. ‘We need someone in, and this is a strong candidate. By far the strongest we’ve had, in fact.’


Jejeune twisted his lips thoughtfully. He knew once he began asking for details, the matter would be settled. He wanted to hold on to his escape route, however illusory, for a heartbeat longer. ‘Did Eric get to see the Ring Ouzel up at Kelling I called him about?’


Shepherd was an expert at the long game herself. She knew where the meeting was going to end, so she could indulge her DCI for a few more moments. ‘He did. And photographed it. Repeatedly. From every conceivable angle. I think it’s fair to say I’d be able to recognise a Ring Ouzel now from a single feather.’


Jejeune smiled. Shepherd’s partner was a fairly recent recruit to birding, and still pursued the hobby with a beginner’s enthusiasm. Recently, though, he had adopted the associated pastime of capturing his sightings on camera. Like most partners of photographers, Shepherd seemed to mind less the exorbitant amounts he had spent on high-end equipment than the prospect of being forced to view the reams of images when he returned from his photo-safaris.


Shepherd waited patiently, and Jejeune knew his grace period was at an end. ‘Do I know the officer?’ he asked finally.


To her credit his DCS kept any hint of triumph from her expression. ‘I don’t believe so, but you’ll have no doubt heard about the case. It was the one that happened while you were away in Colombia. A surveillance op that went badly wrong. Two officers had a warrant to search the premises of a known drug dealer and when they arrived, an officer who’d been dispatched to watch the place told them there was no one home. They went in, and the suspect opened fire on them. Two down; one recovered, one paralysed. The review board put the blame squarely on the surveillance officer. He had no business declaring the house clear if he wasn’t absolutely certain. They threw the book at him.’


She paused to see if there was any flicker of recollection in Domenic’s expression. His features were impassive at the best of times. When he was trying hard not to show any commitment like this, they were more impenetrable than ever.


‘The thing is, Domenic, he was a high-flyer. Great things were expected of him before all this happened. I think he’d be able to relate to you more than most. You understand the pressure of living with high expectations, especially at an early age. I’m not saying that’s what caused the wheels to come off in this particular case, but it would certainly be something you’d have in common.’ She paused for a second. ‘I’d be behind you all the way on this, Domenic. It would be made clear to him that he was on a tight rein, with no room for error. If it did turn out to be an inherent negligence or carelessness in him that can’t be resolved, then we would cut him adrift without a second thought.’


‘It’s been a while since I was in Colombia,’ said Jejeune. ‘Surely this officer hasn’t been suspended all this time?’


‘Six months,’ Shepherd told him, ‘plus another six for all the prescribed counselling and courses. But then he took a further year off; personal leave. I dare say the expectation was that he wouldn’t come back at all.’ Her look was that of a supervisor used to dealing with officers who had failed to meet expectations, in one way or another. ‘But when his leave was up, there he was, reporting for reassignment.’


And you offered to take him in, thought Jejeune. It was the kind of project Colleen Shepherd had built her career on. But it was not for any personal glory or bragging rights at the superintendents’ conferences. She genuinely believed in second chances. And if you were part of her team, that meant you did, too. He sighed. ‘I’d need to see his personnel file,’ he said, trying to keep a note of defeat from his voice.


‘Check your email. I’ve already sent it.’ This time she did allow the faintest hint of satisfaction to creep into her smile. ‘I’ve told him to be ready to report for duty at 0800 tomorrow.’


‘Your very own fixer-upper,’ said Lindy delightedly. She was standing at the window in the conservatory, staring at the inlet beside the house. ‘And you, the elder statesman, dispensing the wisdom of your years.’ She turned to him. ‘Shall I fetch your pipe and slippers?’


‘As my partner, wouldn’t that make you the matronly homebody, pottering round the kitchen covered in flour?’


‘Au contraire,’ said Lindy, tossing her hair in faux dramatic fashion. ‘I shall be the comely older woman who will gradually become the object of his desire, no doubt. Not to worry, though, I promise I shall always remain tantalisingly out of reach. Seriously though, Dom, even though I can tell you’re not keen, I think you’d be perfect for this.’


‘That’s what Shepherd said.’


‘I’m sure she took all your objections into consideration.’


He nodded. ‘She did. Before I’d even had a chance to raise them.’


Lindy smiled. She knew it was a particular skill of DCS Shepherd to leave Domenic unsure whether her meetings had been an invitation to further discussion, or simply a declaration of a decision already taken. She looked out over the inlet again. She found the moods of the water mesmerising. Earlier in the day it had been churning dangerously beneath a gunmetal sky. Now the weather had brightened, only a few intermittent waves rippled gently towards the shoreline. ‘I remember that case,’ she said. ‘The promising young officer’s tragic fall from grace.’ Whether she was quoting a headline she had seen or composing one she might have used wasn’t clear. ‘It came out at the hearing that there had been talk of fast-tracking him. It only seemed to add to the sense of tragedy surrounding the incident; that the force had lost two good officers through it, not just one. As I recall, he offered nothing whatsoever by way of a defence. What was his name?’


‘Summer,’ said Jejeune. ‘Detective Constable Noel Summer.’ He looked up from his phone to check the water for birds before returning to the PDF of the personnel file. ‘He accepted the punishment without comment and declined to request an appeal. The board took it as a sign of the overwhelming remorse he felt.’


‘Given that another officer was left paralysed, it’s not hard to see why,’ said Lindy. She looked at him earnestly. ‘It would be hard to live with that sort of guilt, wouldn’t it?’ I imagine that has got a lot to do with why he wants to come back; to make some useful contributions that might overwrite those terrible memories. This could all work out, you know. Noel Summer’s early press was striking. If you can recover the best of what was there before, I get the feeling you will be getting a good one. Would Danny be familiar with him, do you think?’


‘It’s possible. The incident was investigated by a multi-unit task force. Danny was our liaison for a while. He recused himself because he knew the injured officer, Bob Ferris, but he may well have run across this Noel Summer before he did.’ Jejeune nodded thoughtfully. An insight into the type of personality they’d be inheriting would be no bad thing. And there were few officers around who could offer a more astute assessment of a person than Danny Maik. ‘It couldn’t hurt to ask,’ he said. ‘I’ll give him a call as soon as he gets back.’ A good one, he thought, looking out over the calm water one more time. It was just as well. To fill the gaping hole left by Danny Maik’s departure, a good one was exactly what Saltmarsh station was going to need.
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It was unusual to find an establishment where the rules were set by the patrons, but to all intents and purposes that’s what had happened at the Board Room. During the morning breakfasts, the cosy interior of the handsome Georgian pub had evolved into an oasis of quiet contemplation. The locals read a paper or phone, or pondered over a studious game of chess. There was no music, no television, and the conversations rarely rose above low murmurs. There was no alcohol either. Though there was nothing preventing its sale, by convention the locals all settled instead for a steaming mug of tea with their full English.


Despite the increasing popularity of these morning sessions, there was plenty of room at the tables. Jim Loyal, however, had chosen to sit at the bar. Kenny, the landlord, looked between Loyal and the woman who had just entered to take the bar stool next to him. ‘Play nice, you two,’ he said.


‘Game pie today, is it?’ said the woman. ‘Or just an assortment of pig parts for breakfast?’


‘Give it a rest, Tara. I’ve just come in here for a quiet breakfast. The emphasis there would be on the word quiet.’


‘You know you can get all the protein you need from a plant-based diet, and not a single animal has to die.’


‘I don’t eat food for the protein.’ Loyal checked the phone he had laid on the bar. Another convention of breakfast at the Board Room was that phone calls were taken outside. His tone suggested he might have welcomed the opportunity. Loyal had long since become accustomed to Tara Skye’s startling appearance but there was something different about her today. The blonde hair was the same, shoulder length at the back and on one side, shaved on the other, and he’d seen the eyebrow rings many times, too. The calf-length gingham dress was familiar, as were the shiny black combat boots. Make-up, that was it. Tara Skye was wearing mascara and vivid red lipstick.


‘All dolled up for the weekend, I see,’ he said. ‘Just make sure you tell your people to stay off the land. It’s posted and I won’t hesitate to have the law on them if they trespass.’


‘It’ll all be law-abiding and peaceful,’ she told him, ‘and there won’t be anything you and your lot can do about it.’


Jim Loyal didn’t have a lot. He was a gamekeeper who preferred the company of the outdoors to people. The lot she was referring to, he knew, were the loose mishmash of protesters who would be assembled at the gates of Cleve Hall to counter Tara Skye’s group. He could see how people might assume his own interests were more closely aligned with theirs than Tara’s, but that would be a mistake. His own interests ended with the ongoing business of the estate. Any disruption to that, from either side, was unwelcome and would receive no support from him.


‘So who’d you lend your quad bike to, then?’ she asked.


‘What?’


‘Your bike,’ said Tara. ‘I saw somebody driving off with it when I got here. Whoever it is, I hope they know what they’re letting themselves in for. It’s a death trap, that thing. It shouldn’t be allowed on the roads.’


‘What are you talking about?’ asked Loyal.


But the landlord had picked up on the woman’s point already. He had rounded the bar and was heading towards the front door before the light finally dawned for Loyal himself. ‘Somebody’s nicked your bike, Jim,’ he said as the other man joined him at the doorway.


Loyal burst past him and looked along the lane that ran past the front of the pub in both directions. The landlord left him to his fruitless survey and went back inside.


Loyal had his hands to his head in despair when he returned. ‘God almighty. What am I going to do?’


‘Want me to call the police?’ asked Kenny. ‘Nobody’s accusing anybody of anything, you understand, but Tara here thinks it might have been Pete Estey she saw driving away with it.’


‘He was a long way off over the fields,’ she said guardedly, ‘but it did look like him.’


‘What? Estey? No.’ Loyal shook his head. He seemed confused and disorientated. ‘It wouldn’t have been him. It wouldn’t have been Pete Estey.’


‘Makes sense,’ said Kenny reasonably, ‘given the history you two have. A bit of mischief, just to cause you some grief.’ He held up his hands, a glass in one and a bar towel in the other. ‘Nobody’s making any accusations here, though.’


From the far corner, a pair of chess players looked up in contempt at the commotion coming from the bar. Tara Skye gave them a defiant glare. ‘Oh, get over yourselves. The bloke’s just had his bike nicked, okay?’


The players returned their gazes to their board. ‘The more I think about it now,’ she told Loyal, ‘it did look like Estey, that ratty old green shooting jacket he always wears.’


‘No,’ he said firmly. ‘I saw him. Earlier. On his bike, on the way to Cromer. He was miles away from here. He could never have got back in this time. It must have been somebody else.’ He ran his hand through his hair again. ‘Bloody hell.’


Jim Loyal had always struck Tara as someone who’d have no particular affinity for possessions. The things he owned would be tools only, fit for purpose or otherwise. That said, in her experience it wasn’t unknown for older men to become attached to some odd item, regardless of how decrepit and beat-up it was, perhaps even because of it. Maybe even a grizzled outdoorsman like Loyal had some sliver of sentimentality about him. ‘Well, whoever took it, you’d better report it to the police.’


Loyal shook his head. ‘No need for that. It’ll show up. Whoever it was, they’ll abandon it somewhere around here soon enough. Like you said, they’re not going to get far on it, the shape it’s in.’ He looked at Tara and tried a grin, but he seemed out of practice, and it turned out closer to a grimace.


‘You expecting a ransom demand?’ asked Kenny, nodding towards the phone Loyal had just checked again.


‘The time’s getting on,’ he said. ‘I should be going. Can I borrow your van, Kenny?’


He shook his head. ‘Need it today. I’ll call you a taxi though. Uber do you?


‘On second thoughts, I’ll walk. Do me good. Clear my head, give me time to calm down a bit.’


As he reached to gather his phone from the bar, it began to ring. Loyal answered it, inured from further disapproving glances due to his recent misfortune. ‘Mr Loyal, it’s Evan Knowles. How close are you to the Nye?’


If Kenny was searching for a word to describe the tone of the inspector from the Livestock Smallholding Agency, the eavesdropping bartender would have gone for agitated. No, on second thoughts, more than that – worried, closer to frantic even.


‘I’m in the Board Room. Why?’ Loyal cinched the phone close to his ear and gave a single short nod. He hung up and stretched his hand across the bar. ‘Keys, Kenny. I need to get to the Nye right away.’ His voice was taut with the effort of remaining calm, but it was clear he’d received alarming news.


‘I can give you a lift,’ said Tara Skye. ‘What’s up?’


‘Come on then.’ Loyal stood up sharply and strode towards the door, turning as he reached it. ‘Call the police, Kenny. Tell them to get over to the Nye right away. Evan Knowles has just received a text. He thinks Abbie Cleve is going to kill herself.’
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Selena Lim was young. There was no judgement attached to the observation, at least as far as Danny Maik was aware. He had simply reached the age where it was one of the things he noticed first, registering even before the person’s attire or personality. In Selena Lim’s case, both of those might have been described as crisp.


The drab beige walls of the consultation room seemed to be doing their best to suck the life out of the atmosphere. The venue was a step up from the dingy basement cell where he had been held until now, but that wasn’t the highest of bars to clear. At least the air conditioning was working in here. Selena began by introducing herself formally. She extended her arm fully for the handshake, as if to preserve maximum distance from him. After they were both seated, she wasted little time in getting to the point. She looked down at the documents neatly arrayed on the table between them, scooping her dark, shoulder-length hair back behind her ears as it fell forward.


‘Well, Mr Maik, there doesn’t seem to be a lot of grey area here. Eight independent witnesses have testified that they saw you deliver a blow to the victim’s upper thorax area, after which he fell to the ground. No one ever saw him move again. Your DNA was found on the victim’s shirt up near the throat, and fibres from the shirt were found on the knuckles of your right hand.’ She looked up like someone who had been told eye contact was important, and Maik tilted his head slightly to show he found no fault in her summary.


‘I suppose you want to hear my side of the story,’ he said.


Selena nodded slightly, but not in agreement. ‘I understand that as a police detective back home your first priority would be to try to establish the facts. But my job is to assess whether there is some element of reasonable doubt in what appears to be an iron-clad case against you. Unless the facts can help me with that, I’m afraid they’re of little use at this stage.’ She fixed him with a frank gaze. ‘It’s important you understand there’s no possibility of bail here,’ she said firmly. ‘You’re a non-resident with no ties in Singapore. You’ve spent enough time around the criminal classes to know how to avoid detection, and you’re resourceful enough to find a way off the island even if you have surrendered your passport. Plus, of course you’re charged with a Class One indictable offence: the murder of a serving police officer in the Singapore Force. Bail is out of the question.’ She gave her head a small shake, as if convincing herself of her earlier assessment.


She was considerably more engaged than most public defenders Maik had seen. They were typically on the younger side, too, many of them getting their first experience in defending clients. But that wasn’t to say they were particularly invested in their role. Strangely, despite Lim’s dire prognosis, there was no hint of defeatism in her tone, no sense that she saw her role in this matter as simply facilitating the inevitable. The uninspiring surroundings notwithstanding, Maik found himself buoyed for the first time since his arrest. He wouldn’t allow himself the luxury of hope just yet, but even the prospect that such a capable, committed young woman would be looking into the case was more encouragement than he’d known for days.


‘The police are offering a liaison officer,’ she told him. ‘It’s up to you whether you want to accept, Mr Maik.’


He smiled at her. ‘Danny will do. I wouldn’t have thought they’d be too keen to cooperate with the defence in a case like this.’


‘They aren’t. This would meet their minimum requirements for keeping us informed of developments at all stages. They don’t want to risk giving you grounds for appeal.’


Maik nodded. Only those found guilty needed to appeal. She was telling him in her own none-too-subtle way that she wasn’t seriously considering that the case would result in an acquittal. ‘I don’t suppose it can hurt to hear what he has to say.’


Selena inclined her head. ‘It’s your decision. I’ll let them know we’ll agree to meet. Nothing more, at this stage. Okay, so let’s get to your relationship with the victim, Titus Chupul. How did you know him?’


‘I didn’t. Prior to the attack, I’d never seen him before.’


‘Never?’


There was no ambiguity in Maik’s head-shake, no as far as I am aware or not that I recall. He meant never. She gave him a quizzical look and he was struck for a moment by her natural, unaffected beauty. Selena Lim would have no trouble getting respect from the men she dealt with, but few of them would be likely to overlook the fact that they were dealing with a stunningly attractive woman.


‘So you’re expecting me to believe a man you’ve never met travelled halfway across the city to attack you?’


‘No. I’m not expecting it to make any more sense to you than it does to me, but it’s what happened.’


‘There is no one who can attest to the assertion that he approached you in an aggressive manner. The witnesses are saying that by the time they became aware of the altercation, you had already assumed a combat position.’


‘I knew what was coming. A quiet word wasn’t going to solve it.’


‘Still, couldn’t you have just subdued him, a man half your size?’


‘He knew how to handle himself. He was a Gurkha.’


For the first time since she had entered the room, Selena Lim looked distrustful. It was as if a switch had flipped off behind her eyes. ‘How could you know that? I thought you’d never met him.’


‘I recognised his fighting style.’ Maik looked at her evenly. ‘You need to access this man’s medical records. He must have had an underlying condition. That blow shouldn’t have been enough to kill him. I know the difference.’


‘Yes,’ said Lim dubiously, ‘your expertise in this area is not something we will be keen to point out to a jury. Even if it was not your intention to kill him, if he subsequently died of injuries sustained in your attack, you would still be responsible for his death. You struck an unarmed man with lethal force and he died. In the eyes of the law, Danny, you did kill him.’


‘No.’


The vehemence of Maik’s denial stunned Lim for a moment. ‘Not unarmed. He had a knife. A kukri, they call it. They’re standard issue for Gurkhas serving in the Singapore police force, I believe.’


‘There’s no mention of a knife in the police reports. And your hands and clothing showed no signs of having been cut by a blade.’


‘When you’re defending yourself against a knife attack, that’s generally the idea.’


She consulted her notes, written longhand on a legal-size yellow notepad, which for some reason Maik found strangely reassuring. ‘No knife was found at the scene or among the victim’s possessions. And no witnesses reported seeing one. At this point, as far as the police are concerned, that knife doesn’t exist.’


The force of Maik’s silence was the only response required.


‘Very well. Tell me more about this knife. I’ll start looking for it right away.’


‘It was quite a bit smaller than a regular kukri, probably meant to be more ornamental than a service weapon. But it had all the same features: spring steel blade, with an inlay carved into the handle. They generally have some kind of Nepali symbol. This one was a bird. I’d say a pheasant.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘I know somebody back home who has an interest in birds. The handle was in the regimental colours of the Gurkha Infantry.’


‘So a person unknown to you came out of nowhere, armed with a knife, with the intention of attacking you.’ She stared directly into Maik’s eyes for a moment and then lowered her head in thought. ‘I believe we have a problem here, Danny,’ she said. ‘I know you think I’m young, but I’ve got enough life experience to recognise a liar when I see one. I don’t think I see one sitting here before me now.’


‘How is that a problem?’


‘Although you’re telling the truth, none of this makes any sense to me. And it won’t to a jury, either.’


Maik nodded. For Selena Lim to solve her problem, as she put it, and convince a jury to believe his unlikely version of events, she would need to build a case for self-defence. And to do that, she would need to provide some proof that the knife existed.


‘Can I ask you, Danny,’ she said cautiously, ‘why you didn’t mention this knife, this kukri, to the police?’


‘Because they clearly didn’t have it. And since they’re not the ones who are going to be defending me, I thought I’d wait and tell the person who is.’


Selena Lim’s expression was everything a defendant would want to see: engaged, resolute and sincere. ‘I don’t defend people, Danny. I defend their actions. And if I’m going to defend yours, we have a lot of work to do. So let’s get started. You can begin by telling me your side of the story now.’
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Domenic Jejeune wheeled his Range Rover to a stop beneath a sign that read THE NYE. Tony Holland was emerging from his silver Audi TT as he got out.


‘Sergeant Salter isn’t with you?’


Holland shook his head. ‘Called me as I was on my way to pick her up. She said she had to make an urgent call. She was trying reach some government department before they closed. Something to do with Max would be my guess. When it’s your kid, everything else takes a back seat, doesn’t it?’


Jejeune nodded. Even death, apparently.


‘New bloke’s already here, though, I see.’ Holland pointed in the direction of a tall, slender individual leaning forward to examine something on the ground. ‘He’s keen.’


Holland continued to watch the man while Jejeune took in the surroundings. The property was enclosed by a high red-brick wall on three sides, leaving only the frontage to the road open. A large, gabled house of whitewashed brick stood near the road, while along the perimeter walls ran a series of low concrete pens, fenced in with chicken wire. The entire forecourt to the property consisted of fine white gravel, giving the place a neat, manicured appearance. In the centre of the forecourt lay the body of a woman. From long, shallow cuts on her wrists, pools of dark blood were soaking into the white pebbles beneath her outstretched arms.


‘Abigail Cleve. Thirty-two years of age. Birthdate thirty-one twelve.’ The voice beside Jejeune startled him and he spun around to find himself staring into the lean features of the man he had seen on his arrival.


‘Noel Summer, I take it?’ Jejeune extended his hand. ‘Chief Inspector Jejeune,’ he said. ‘Domenic.’


The man’s handshake was unexpectedly robust and Jejeune realised the detective’s build was sinewy rather than simply undernourished. The man withdrew his hand but still held his shoulders hunched forward slightly, as if he was anticipating having to ward off a blow. Jejeune suspected, however, that the world had already delivered it. Summer joined him in looking at the body. ‘You don’t recognise her, then?’


‘Should I?’ asked Jejeune.


The question seemed to take the man aback. ‘She’s a member of a prominent local family, that’s all. They own the Cleve estate, bordering this property.’ He nodded in the direction of a row of stately oak trees that stood behind the red-brick wall.


‘We tend to concentrate more on previous form than bloodlines,’ said Holland, joining them.


‘She doesn’t have a criminal record,’ Summer told him. ‘So you don’t know anything about this place then, presumably, either.’


Was this clown going out of his way to make them appear ignorant, wondered Holland. It was hardly the way to make friends on his first day. ‘I know it’s a pheasant farming operation,’ he said flatly. ‘I remember it created a lot of interest among the locals when it first opened up. In one way or another.’ He looked at Jejeune. ‘It must have been, what, a couple of years ago now?’


‘Eighteen months,’ said Summer. ‘The property was originally part of the estate, but the business is a private enterprise. It’s registered with the Livestock Smallholding Agency.’ He consulted his notes. ‘Holding number 86522, issued in Norwich. No riders or restraints on the licence.’


‘Sixty-eight degrees,’ said Holland.


Summer looked puzzled. ‘I’m sorry?’


‘Today’s temperature. Might as well put that in your report, too. No point in doing a half-arsed job, is there?’


The new detective constable looked at Jejeune uncertainly, as if to confirm Holland was being sarcastic. But he found nothing in the DCI’s thoughtful expression. He was looking at the far side of the compound, where two men and a woman stood at a discreet distance from each other, alone in their responses, unwilling to seek the normal comfort of others at such a time. ‘Those are the ones who found her?’


Summer nodded. ‘Evan Knowles, the inspector from the LSA, was first on the scene.’


‘That’d be the male model,’ confirmed Holland, nodding towards the tall, good-looking man with immaculately groomed hair.


‘He was en route when he received a text from the victim indicating she was about to take her own life. He contacted Jim Loyal to alert him. Loyal is a gamekeeper on the Cleve estate so Knowles thought he would be able to get here faster. But Loyal was in the local pub, the Board Room, so Knowles arrived first.’


It was as if he was reporting on an incident from long ago, thought Jejeune, rather than on the death of a woman whose body lay less than three metres away. Summer’s shoulders had remained faintly hunched as he spoke. His tone was similarly guarded. Perhaps his emotions were, too.


‘And the girl?’ asked Jejeune.


‘Tara Skye. According to uniforms, she’s a local activist; animal rights. She was in the pub, too. She gave Loyal a ride here.’


‘Do we think we need a female officer, sir?’ asked Holland. ‘Only with Lauren not being here…’


Jejeune studied the young woman closely. He wasn’t sure what the dress code for local animal rights activists was, but he suspected Tara Skye would have opted for the unconventional look no matter what role she had chosen for herself. He told Holland to make the offer, though he expected the woman would decide she would be fine without any support, female or otherwise. It was the older man that concerned Jejeune. He looked so distraught Jejeune advised Holland to check on him first. As he began to leave, Jejeune called out to him.


‘Urgent, Sergeant Salter said? An urgent call.’


‘Yeah, that’s what I thought. I mean, what kind of government department closes at nine in the morning? Must be important though. I’ve never known her to duck a case due to personal business before.’


When Jejeune turned back to Summer, the constable was staring at the body. But perhaps not quite. ‘That’s where her gloves were found?’ he asked the younger man.


Summer nodded. ‘With the phone beneath them. The text was verified, but then the phone was replaced.’ He hesitated slightly. ‘The uniformed officers said you like to see things in situ.’


Jejeune continued looking at the gloves. ‘Why not put the phone back in her pocket? Wouldn’t that be the natural thing to do?’


‘And why leave it on? I would have thought she’d have switched it off completely. Maybe even taken the battery out.’


‘As a final gesture, the act of saying goodbye to the world, severing her connection to it,’ said Jejeune, nodding, ‘I don’t see a car, DC Summer. Did you walk here?’


‘My B&B is just up the road. I was out for a walk when the call came in. I was already halfway here. It was faster just to continue on foot than to go back to get it. Sir, there’s something else.’


Summer seemed to hesitate again. Holland had finished his interviews and was approaching them across the compound. The new detective constable’s eyes tracked his approach for a moment. ‘The gloves, sir. There’s what looks like hessian fibres on them. Only, I’ve had a look around. I don’t see any hessian on the site at all.’


Jejeune looked at the gloves, neatly positioned by the body, just far enough away to have avoided the blood flow from the woman’s wounds. He nodded thoughtfully as Holland reached them. ‘Loyal confirms he knew the deceased. He said she was up at the estate yesterday. She and her sister had words.’ Holland looked over his shoulder at the man. ‘He’s in a right old state, sir. He might need to see somebody. The girl’s all right, though. Seems a bit dazed by everything, but I don’t think she’s likely to fall apart. Oh, and Knowles would like permission to leave. He has to run his kid to some school programme.’ He looked at Jejeune, expecting a nod of approval. But his superior’s mind seemed to be elsewhere. ‘Sir?’


‘What? No, I’d like a word with him first.’


Holland beckoned Knowles over and he came at speed.


‘It was you that discovered the body?’ confirmed Jejeune. ‘Only, sometimes the mind has trouble coping with a shock like that. It can lead to distraction activities, a need to perform some action, just to keep from dwelling on what it has just taken in. I’m wondering if you might have tidied up at all, put the phone beneath the gloves, anything like that?’


‘No.’


‘You’re sure? How about the others?’


‘Jim Loyal couldn’t go anywhere near the body. He started to approach but as soon as he saw it, he turned away. He couldn’t bring himself to look. I told Tara to take him over to the far side of the compound. I said I would wait here by the… here.’


‘You knelt beside the body, didn’t you? It’s when you got that blood smear on your trousers.’


Knowles looked at the stain on his knee as if it was some alien presence. The skin over the man’s taut cheekbones coloured slightly. ‘I was going to check for a pulse. Tara came and pulled me away. She said not to touch… anything.’


‘So just to be clear, you didn’t disturb the body at all? Or any of the other evidence? And neither did Tara Skye or Jim Loyal? So we wouldn’t find your fingerprints or theirs anywhere, if we were to process the scene?’


‘Absolutely not.’


Jejeune nodded to himself. ‘Thank you, Mr Knowles. If anything comes back to you that might contradict that statement, please let us know.’


As the LSA inspector departed, Holland turned to Jejeune. ‘So what do you think, sir? Wrap this one up?’


‘Have you noticed the birds?’ asked Summer suddenly.


‘The birds?’ said Holland.


‘The pheasants. They’ve been so still since we’ve been here. You’d hardly know there are birds in those pens at all.’


‘They’re about to be packaged up as somebody’s dinner,’ said Holland impatiently. ‘They probably think the quieter they are, the more chance they’ve got of making it through the day.’


But Summer shook his head. ‘There’s an uneasiness about them. It’s not natural. The negative energy about this place, the birds sense it.’


‘A woman just killed herself here,’ Holland pointed out irritably. ‘So, yeah, I’d say there’s some pretty bloody negative energy about this place.’ He sighed impatiently. ‘Look, we have a note and once we’ve been up to the estate to verify the argument with the sister, I’d say we’ll have our motive. All the evidence is completely consistent with suicide. Agreed, sir?’


Summer looked at Jejeune, and the DCI read the message. He, too, was troubled by the careful positioning of the phone beneath the gloves. On another day, those hessian fibres might have given him pause for thought, as well. But Domenic Jejeune had other things on his mind at the moment. 9 a.m. in Norfolk was 5 p.m. in Singapore. And that was likely closing time for government departments there.
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Beneath an uncertain sky of mottled cloud, a new coolness was announcing the Earth’s slow transition into its next phase. The fronds of bracken below the stand of dark conifers that lined the driveway up to Cleve Hall were already showing the brown tinges that signalled the onset of the new season.


Noel Summer paused for a moment to look up into the trees. ‘Can you feel how still the world is today? No wind, no movement, no birdsong.’


Tony Holland’s expression suggested that, as far as he was concerned, the world seemed to be turning at about the usual speed. He wasn’t sure why Summer had asked him to park at the end of the driveway and make the long walk up to the house on foot, but at least it gave him a chance to ask a question. ‘That comment about the birds up at the Nye, it sounds like you know a bit about them.’


‘About birds? Not especially. Why?’


‘It’s just the DCI is a big fan, that’s all.’


‘What, of shooting them, you mean?’


‘Watching them.’


Summer stared at him. ‘He watches birds? Why?’


Holland nodded his head slowly. ‘There’s hope for you yet,’ he said.


The house was of a style Holland had seen many times dotted across the Norfolk landscape. Not on the scale of the baronial mansions, but imposing enough to instil the necessary deference in the estate workers. Two large narrow buttresses scaled the entire height of the building to the roofline, separating the façade into three equal sections. In the centre one, a towering peak-arched door stood open. The woman standing in the doorway wasn’t tall anyway, but she looked almost waifish in the immense space surrounding her. Holland had the impression she’d been waiting there since they pulled up at the foot of the driveway; but, with the protests and counter-protests scheduled to be coming to her gates in the next few days, a bit of extra vigilance would have been understandable anyway. She smiled a guarded greeting to the officers as they approached.


‘Lisbet Cleve?’ inquired Holland.


‘Only when I’m in trouble. Otherwise it’s Libby.’


‘Police, ma’am, Detective Constable Holland, and this is DC Summer. We have some news concerning your sister, Abigail. I wonder if we could come inside.’


‘Actually, it might be just as well if we were to speak out here.’ Summer managed to deliver the suggestion more like an addendum than a contradiction. But it didn’t really matter where the news was going to be delivered. Libby Cleve already knew why two police officers had made the long walk up her driveway to talk about her sister.


The sun had broken through the cloud cover like a circle of white fire. In its pale light, the dwindling flowerbed in the centre of the forecourt was bravely holding on to the last of its colour. From her seat on the stone bench overlooking it, Libby Cleve stared at the fading foliage, as if somewhere in the labyrinthine tangle of leaves and stems there might be a place where her sister’s death made sense. Perhaps Summer’s instinct was right, thought Holland. Perhaps it had been better for the woman to receive the sad news out here, rather than in the oppressive silence of some sunless interior, filled with reminders of happier times.


‘Your gamekeeper, Jim Loyal, was one of the people who found Abigail. He seems to be in a bad way.’


Cleve flashed a glance at Summer. ‘Poor Jim,’ she said.


‘He said she visited you here yesterday. The estate is yours?’


‘It passed to the oldest child on the death of my father, so it is mine – though, as Abbie used to remind me, not by much. We were born in the same year, me on 1 January, she on 31 December.’ A short, mirthless smile touched the corners of her mouth. ‘Even in that, we were about as far apart as it’s possible to be.’


Holland was struck by the similarity between the two sisters. He hadn’t dwelt long on the features of the deceased woman, but she seemed to have shared the same body shape as the woman seated beside him. The well-developed muscle tone of both belied the small-boned wiriness of their build.


‘I wonder, can you think of anyone who might have wished your sister harm?’ asked Summer.


‘Not unless that idiot Tara Skye took things too far.’ She gave a cold laugh at the men’s interested stares. ‘I’m not being serious,’ she said. ‘Her attacks are limited to nasty emails.’


‘About?’


‘Meat. She believes we should all give it up and become vegetarians. I mean, really? They didn’t call our ancestors grazer-gatherers, did they?’


‘And she specifically targeted your sister’s pheasant business in these emails?’


‘Tara Skye is opposed to all operations that involve the raising of animals for food. Including this one. We run a beef farming operation here. She is one of the organisers of this protest that’s coming next weekend. She’s joining forces with the climate activists and the anti-hunting brigade. We run a shoot on the estate every season as well, you see.’


Holland could see how the combination of meat production and hunting would make this place a lightning rod for protesters. ‘Mr Loyal suggested you and your sister argued,’ he said. ‘Can I ask what that was about?’


‘Abbie had been exiled from the family for some time. She came to ask to be readmitted. As head of the family, it was my decision. I refused.’


Holland sat forward. ‘Exiled?’


‘It was her choice to leave, but effectively, yes. She began seeing a man my father disapproved of, Peter Estey. She was given an ultimatum.’


The tyranny of a dead parent’s wishes, thought Holland. Even now, this woman had felt compelled to honour them. Unless of course, there were more convenient reasons for her decision. ‘How did she take it?’


‘Not well, but she can hardly have been surprised. She knew that once she chose Estey over my father, there was no way back for her. She broke our father’s heart. He blamed Estey of course, but Abbie never did anything she didn’t want to.’
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