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PROLOGUE


The hunter was closing in. It had pursued them relentlessly, silently stalking them as they ran, splashing water all around them in their panic. Now it was here; a menacing grey curtain, hovering over the surface of the water, ready to take her. To add her to the victory it had already claimed.


She didn’t know how long she had been standing out here, hunched against the dampness and the cold. She had stopped moving when Monte left, just as he told her she should. I’ll check ahead. Better you wait here. Now, she was frozen in this place. She couldn’t go back, she knew that. But her mind wouldn’t allow her to take even one step forward. The hunter was waiting. The hunter that had taken Monte.


The inexorable approach of the fog had gradually shut down her senses. First, the horizon had dimmed to nothingness, then the waters around her had faded from her sight. Now, even the air itself seemed to have gone. Only this deep, impenetrable greyness remained, surrounding her, filling her world. The sounds had disappeared, too, sucked up into this void until there was nothing. No foghorns, no bird calls, not even the soft lapping of the waves around her feet. It was as if all the voices of the world had ceased. Only the echo of silence surrounded her now. And the terror that came with it.


She felt the life slowly ebbing from her body. She could sense the wet patches on her skin where the thin dress was sticking to it; feel the dampness in her hair and on her bare arms and legs. There were water droplets beneath her eyes, too, and on her cheeks. But those were different. Those had been for Monte, when she could still weep. Now she couldn’t even raise a single sob for him. She had no tears left.


The waves washed over her shoes. The water was deeper than before, cold and cruel. Tide’s coming in fast. We got to keep moving. But she couldn’t. She could only stand here, with the fog and the sea all around her.


It was time. She would sit down and let the rising sea gather her in. It would be a relief, from the terror, the sorrow, the uncertainty. She wondered where she would be found when the fog lifted and the light returned to this place. Perhaps someone would discover her on the distant shore, lying peacefully on her side, looking like she was only sleeping. Perhaps she would drift with the tide and be found miles away, days from now. Perhaps her body would never be found at all. Her poor parents; they would never know what had happened to the daughter they loved so much and who had never really loved them enough in return. The thought pierced her heart with sadness. And it made her stay standing. Not to fight — there was no longer any point — but just to stave off the inevitable, to hold back the insidious creeping advance of death for a few moments more.


The water was at her ankles now. Her feet were aching and the dampness seemed to be seeping inside her. The air was getting colder, but she had stopped shivering. Her body had nothing more to give. Now it was just a matter of time. I’m sorry, Monte. I can’t do this anymore. For it to end like this, after all she had gone through, all they had both gone through, in the past few days. Once, she had believed it would all end well. Monte’s notes had said so. Hold on. Be brave. We’ll make it.


But they hadn’t. You didn’t make it, Monte. And you left me out here alone, far from the shore, with the sea all around me, coming in to claim me, while the fog hides its sins.


Perhaps it would have been better to end it the way Monte had, pushing on into the unknown, the unknowable. But she knew she didn’t possess that kind of courage. So she would wait. It would be over soon. Like him, she would simply disappear into the fog. Or the water. She had heard splashing once, before the swirling grey blanket had stolen the sounds from her. But there had been no calls. Monte had gone without crying out. It was his way. Be brave.


She didn’t know why she looked up. For so long her eyes had been cast down, towards the water she could only feel, towards her feet that had gone numb inside her shoes. But when she stared ahead, a shape coalesced in the fog, slightly darker than the surrounding greyness, almost human in form. And then she saw the arm, extended in her direction as the shape advanced towards her, through the fog, across the water. Sounds were coming from the form, but she couldn’t make them out. She was frightened, confused. It seemed so lifelike, this apparition, she wanted to believe it. The cruelty of her hope stung her. The arm had almost reached her now. It looked real; flesh and blood she could grasp onto. The sounds, too, started to distill into meaning, penetrating the awful silence of the fog.


“Are you alone?”


She nodded, still unsure if this spectre was real.


“There’s no one we should wait for?”


She shook her head dumbly. It was a real voice. She knew that now. But it sounded strange, the words odd and distorted.


“We have to start moving. We don’t have much time.”


And then she realized what it was about the voice, and tears started to roll down her cheeks. “It’s you. Monte said you would come for us. He knew you would.”


“Take my hand,” said the voice. “It’s over now.”


She reached to take the outstretched hand.
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Perhaps it was the frame that focused the scene so clearly. Through the single diamond of the chain-link fence, the objects seemed thrust towards the viewer in sharp relief: blocks of shattered concrete, shards of broken piping and twisted metal, mounds of bricks and plaster. Everywhere, debris and rubble littered the hard-packed earth in a silent, still-life tableau of destruction.


The spring sun was already high, casting shadows that turned the site into a checkerboard of light and dark. Ridges of hardened earth lay across the ground like healed scars, wounds of an earlier life, when metal blades and heavy industrial tyres had moved over the terrain like an army of mechanized invaders, gouging the history of their passing into the landscape as they went.


On the far side of the site, a row of scrubby poplar trees traced the boundary. Each cast a narrow finger of shadow, and sunlight fell in bright patches onto the ground between them. Beneath the trees lay the tangled remains of a collapsed fence. A few sparse weeds, dust-covered and water-starved, dotted the hard, stony ground. Pale-yellow flowers trembling uncertainly on thin stalks of washed-out green provided the only splashes of colour.


In the midst of this bleak landscape, caught between the shade of the trees and the bright sunlight, two men stood side by side, heads bowed like mourners at a graveside. At their feet was a shallow pit.


A black-and-white bird leapt onto the top of a mound of earth near the far end of the pit, flicking its long tail and tilting its head to one side as if in curiosity.


“That’s four. Perhaps that means it’s a boy,” said Sergeant Danny Maik flatly.


Detective Chief Inspector Domenic Jejeune looked across at him, puzzled.


“Magpies,” said Maik. “That one is the fourth I’ve seen since we arrived.”


“And that makes it male?”


Maik moved his head slightly. Jejeune knew so much about the big picture of English life now, but there were still these small pockets that had escaped the Canadian DCI. Local lore, references to a shared English past of which he had no part; childhood memories, nursery rhymes, like this one.


“Magpies: One for sorrow, two for joy, three for a girl, four for a boy …” There was more to the rhyme, but now that Jejeune was nodding his understanding, Maik saw no need to continue.


Jejeune watched the Magpie as it hopped boldly over the ground. He had seen a pair sitting motionless in the lower branches of one of the poplars as they arrived. The birds had been flitting around a lot since then. Perhaps the sergeant had seen four individuals, but it was more likely he’d seen only those two in various locations. A momentary image of another Magpie flickered across Jejeune’s memory. Another Magpie; another death. His mind recoiled from the thought and he turned his attention to the bottom of the pit.


A man in blue coveralls knelt beside a fire-blackened corpse. He looked up and pointed to the nearby rifle and the photographer above nodded to indicate he had already captured the image of where it lay in relation to the body. The medical examiner slid the rifle to one side and swivelled the charred head slightly to examine it.


Maik seemed unwilling to watch the proceedings. He looked around and his attention was drawn to a plant that appeared to be growing directly out of a crack in a concrete block near the edge of the pit. Slender clumps of colourless flowers dangled at the end of the arching stems. “It’s surprising anything could grow in a place like this,” he said.


“Buddleia,” said Jejeune. “It’s an invasive. From China, I think. A lot of alien plant species are more resilient and adaptable than native ones. They tend to thrive in these areas, where the resources are poor.”


Jejeune’s mind didn’t seem to be on his words as he spoke, even though he was staring directly at the sprig of vegetation. Life sought out every advantage in its fight for survival. It clung on tenaciously, desperately drawing the faintest threads of sustenance from its surroundings. Had the life in the bottom of this pit fought so hard to hold on to its existence? The thought only seemed to magnify the callous brutality of the crime that had taken place here.


“It looks like the M.E. is about to wrap up his preliminary examination. He seems very thorough.”


“You’ve not had the experience of working with Dr. Jones before, have you, sir?”


Jejeune noticed Maik had not described it as a pleasure.


Dr. Mansfield Jones scrabbled up out of the pit and made a note on his hand-held tablet. “Male,” he told the detectives, without looking up.


Four for a boy. Jejeune stared down into the excavated pit. He was fairly sure the charred body they were looking at was an adult. But Maik was right, of course, it was a boy. Someone’s boy. Everybody was someone’s child.


“There’s still some residual heat,” said Jones. “The burning occurred no more than twenty-four hours ago.”


“So the body has been here no more than a day?” Jejeune caught something in Maik’s expression that could have been a guarded warning. But against what?


Mansfield Jones looked at the DCI directly. “All I would be prepared to say is the body was set alight within that timeframe.”


Jejeune nodded. Logic suggested either the person had been killed here and the body set alight, or a corpse had been transported here and put into the pit to be burned. But the M.E. had a point. There was no way of ruling out the possibility that the body had been left in the pit earlier, possibly much earlier, than when it was set alight. Jejeune couldn’t immediately come up with a scenario where such actions made any sense, but it wasn’t outside the bounds of possibility.


“Was an accelerant used?”


“Petrol.” Jones inclined his head towards Jejeune again.


“Gasoline, I believe you’d call it. A great deal of it, as a matter of fact.”


“More than would be needed to burn the body?”


“Far more.” Jones looked back at the hole. “The entire pit was doused with it.”


Maik’s expression showed his surprise at Jones’s willingness to provide so much information. Reluctantly, perhaps, but he was still volunteering it. Except that volunteering wasn’t quite the right word. Jejeune’s style of questioning was leaving the M.E. little alternative but to answer.


Jones began to peel off his latex gloves, bending his thin, overly tall frame awkwardly as he did so, in order to tuck his tablet under one arm.


“Is there anything else you can tell us?” asked Jejeune. “I saw you turning the head.”


Jones allowed himself a slight nod of acknowledgement. “There are single entry and exit points near the base of the skull.”


“A bullet?” Maik’s eagerness to pursue the information overcame his earlier caution. “From the rifle?”


Jones drew up to his full height again and settled his gaze on the sergeant. “The wounds are consistent with bullet trauma. Fired from what, I couldn’t say at this stage.” He turned to encompass them both in his next statement. “I’d prefer to deliver my findings after I’ve had time to examine this person in my lab. I’m sure you can appreciate they’ll be of more value to your investigation than hasty conclusions offered in the middle of a construction site.”


Maik appeared to accept the M.E.’s point, though judging from his expression, appreciate might not have been Jejeune’s way of putting it.


The two men watched as Jones packed up his mobile examination kit and headed out across the rubble-strewn site to his car.


In the lower branches of the nearby poplar tree, one of the Magpies was preening its blue-black feathers carefully. It raised its head to survey the landscape, looking first one way and then the other; a disinterested sentry at this place of death. Jejeune watched the bird for a moment and then looked beyond it, at the crowd gathered near the chain-link fence.


Maik followed his DCI’s gaze, and his thoughts. Beyond the members of the Saltmarsh Serious Crimes squad gathered here, the person with the most interest in this examination would be the one who had left the body in this pit. Perhaps that person was in this crowd. It was unlikely; most killers would have done all they could to put a healthy distance between themselves and this place long before the body was discovered. But killers were as individual as their crimes, and there were those amongst them who revelled in observing the responses to their acts. Watching as the body was recovered and the police pondered over the situation would be a draw that might prove hard to resist. Perhaps he should have uniforms round up all the onlookers, thought Danny, a surprise sweep on the pretext of asking if anyone had seen anything prior to the police’s arrival. Get them in an interview room and look for signs — wariness, agitation, evasiveness — signs that shouldn’t be there in an innocent person. But if Danny’s mind was now racing ahead, drawing lines between dots that didn’t even exist, his DCI seemed to have gone the other way. Domenic Jejeune had withdrawn into a silence that suggested he was already on his way back into the past, where they would need to start if they were going to solve this case.


“How long has this site lain undeveloped?” he asked.


Maik thought for a moment. “Eight, nine years. It’s been a brownfield site. Used to be heavy industry here; they had to wait until they were sure all the contaminants had cleared from the soil before they were allowed to begin redeveloping it.”


“And construction was due to begin today? Was this common knowledge, would you say?”


“The local papers have been all over it, what with the promise of jobs, both during construction and after. You’d have to work hard not to know what was going on here.”


Jejeune thought about the sergeant’s comment. He had heard about people deliberately avoiding newspapers and television as a way of combatting the incessant stream of negative news stories. Even if he could understand this approach, he had his doubts about whether it would be successful. It seemed to him that bad news had a way of tracking you down, whether you hid from it or not.


“An out-of-towner might not know, or a recent incomer, I suppose.” But Maik’s tone suggested he was already a long way toward rejecting the idea, as he knew his DCI would be. Randomly choosing a site that sat neglected for years, only to have work begin there the very next day, smacked of the kind of coincidence they had both long ago learned to distrust.


“I might as well go on back to the station and get started on the missing persons database,” said Maik. “You’ll want to stay on here for a while, I imagine?” He knew his boss would want to take in the scene, trying to draw something from it, as it settled again to stillness once the disturbance of the body’s examination and removal was over.


Maik began picking his way carefully across the uneven terrain, leaving his DCI looking out over the site, deep in thought. On his way, the sergeant did his best to avoid stepping on the plant life, these non-natives that were, like his boss, now rooted in the Norfolk landscape, if not perhaps in its folklore.


The undulating land rolled across the space between the watcher and the younger detective. A safe distance. It had been hard not to draw back when the man had looked over this way. Certainly, this watcher would be nothing more than another indistinguishable shape on the far side of the wire, one of a growing number of people gathering along the fence to observe the proceedings inside the taped-off police perimeter. But he had a reputation, this detective, for seeing the things the others missed, for drawing connections that eluded everybody else.


Through the fence, the watcher’s eyes had tracked the older officer’s departure from the site. He had walked with his head down, staring at the ground, like someone lost in thought. Perhaps his mind was travelling beyond this place, reliving memories of other bodies, evoked by this scarred, rubble-strewn landscape.


That the younger detective had remained troubled the watcher. What was he seeing, as he stared around him? Perhaps the medical examiner had told him things that had given him a new perspective. It seemed unlikely the M.E. could have told him anything significant at this stage, but his comments seemed to have made an impact on the young detective. He was acting now like someone looking for a context into which he might place his thoughts.


Look well, detective, thought the watcher. Drink it all in, every detail, every feature of this place, because you will never be this close to the truth again. From this point on, everything you learn will lead you further away from an understanding of what really happened here. In the end, the evidence, the clues, all of it, will convince you that you know the truth. But you will be wrong. You will have only facts. And you and I both know that the truth is something very different.





2


Domenic Jejeune sat in the quiet gardens of Titchwell House, leaning back in the wicker chair and turning his face towards the sun. He closed his eyes, listening to the early spring birdsong that filled the air around him. A high box hedge screened the garden on three sides, the square completed by the glass wall of the hotel’s dining room. This had once been a place of refuge for Jejeune, when his brother’s problems were threatening to unravel his career, and his life. He remembered the deep reluctance with which he used to leave here to go out again and confront the turbulence Damian had brought to Saltmarsh. But even now, when Domenic did not need this garden setting as a bolt hole, it remained a favourite spot of his; a place for quiet reflection, a place to bask in the sun and watch the birds. The garden’s well-stocked feeders and varied vegetation attracted a wide variety of species, both local and migratory. On one remarkable occasion, he had seen a Hoopoe, an exotic visitor from the tropics, wheedling its way across the manicured lawns, looking for insects. He retained a birder’s illogical hope that the bird would one day return to this same spot, but, of course, it never had. There were other prizes, though, that he could rely on; the dainty Long-tailed Tits that came to the feeder, the Wren that fidgeted through the base of the hedgerow, the House Sparrows that flitted constantly back and forth through the curtain of ivy draping the rough stone wall above the dining room.


Jejeune opened his eyes and saw a couple at a table in the restaurant. Though the windows looked out onto the lawn, these people had eyes only for each other, leaning in intimately and parting only reluctantly as the waitress arrived to take their order. He thought about his last trip here with his girlfriend, Lindy, smiling at the memory of her indignant expression when he had remarked on the prices on the menu. “As the cost of bringing Lindy all the way up to Titchwell so she can sit in the Reserve’s car park while you go birding,” she had told him archly, “I’d say you’re getting off cheap.”


How close they had come to losing all this: these wide, blue skies, this air filled with the early spring fragrances of bluebells and violets, this abundant birdlife. Lindy had shared his despair when he’d been transferred following his return from Colombia. But since his reinstatement here, it was as if they had discovered Saltmarsh anew, revelling once again in all the wonders of the area. The reprieve had reinvigorated Lindy in other ways, too. She was back to her full-blooded best at work. Today, she was due to confront her editor, Eric, about another of his arcane journalistic policies. She would return home flushed with success — there really was no other possible outcome when Lindy had her dander up — but it would not be until later this evening, after the post-match analysis with her friends, over a glass of Chablis at the Boatman’s Arms. Going home now, to an empty house, was one more argument against leaving this garden oasis, where not even the sound of a passing car on the coast road beyond the hedge disturbed the tranquility.


Where had these times gone from his life? he wondered. How had he allowed them to slip away for so long? It seemed he had spent so much of the previous few months stumbling from one crisis to another; family, personal, professional. And now, all of a sudden, this; gaps in his day, chunks of time upon which no one was making any claim. He saw the waitress making her sweep of the gardens, and on a whim he decided he would order tea and scones. Jam and cream, too. But which cream was it that he liked? Clotted? Double? Were they the same thing? He realized that without Lindy to guide him through the intricacies of an English cream tea, he was lost. In the end, he settled for ordering just another cup of tea.


As he waited, he thought about the case that faced him. It had some troubling aspects to it already, but he was unlikely to receive any pressure from DCS Shepherd to arrive at a quick solution. In previous cases, Shepherd’s timetables had so often been set by someone else’s agenda — superiors, diplomats, politicians. But this time, no one would be pressing them for a result, at least until they located the victim’s family. So far, all they had was a body. And the dead have all the time in the world.


From the top of the hedge, Jejeune heard the distinctive, multi-part call of a Yellowhammer. He located the bird, the full sun catching its bright yellow head as it moved around. For once, he had no need to regret leaving his bins in the car. The bird was so close that even with the naked eye he could see the tiny throat muscles moving as it churred out its song. Birding, even snatched moments like this, had always had a way of driving the cares from his mind. Even during Damian’s situation, it had managed to provide some respite from the swirling madness he had faced. Damian’s situation. The decision of whether or not to acquit his brother of manslaughter now rested solely with the Colombian authorities, but Jejeune knew he had done all he could to assist in his brother’s case. There was a kind of reassurance in the thought, and if that was not quite the same thing as closure, for now, it would do.


The server delivered his tea and disappeared inside to take the lovers their lunch; cellophane-thin slices of cucumber on squares of flimsy white bread with the crusts removed. It seemed to Jejeune that if you were that intent on avoiding nutrition, you might just as well eat the paper napkin that came with the food. But he enjoyed these snippets of English eccentricity. Perhaps it was the guilty pleasure of forbidden access, an intimate look at a country’s unguarded self, a peek into this delicate, genteel world to which he was still, in so many ways, an outsider.


He looked around at the carefully landscaped gardens. It was still mostly evergreens this early in the season: Italian cypress, Japanese umbrella pine, Hungarian gold cedar. He had not realized how many were non-native. Exotics they were termed in settings like these. It was a garden landscaped for the humans that visited, rather than the birds. But the birds, too, had adapted, taking the seeds they found, gleaning insects from the alien branches and leaves.


Overhead, a single cloud plotted a leisurely course across the sky, a lone white blemish on the pale-blue canvas. Only one cloud remained on his own horizon; a review of an earlier case that he knew would be coming, had to be coming, all because of the unsafe conviction of a man named Ray Hayes. Jejeune had no wish to revisit the events surrounding his rescue of the Home Secretary’s daughter, but he had no need to fear them. He could have done things differently. He should have. But he knew no one would ever hold him accountable for his actions. Only he would blame Domenic Jejeune for what he had done, and what he had failed to do. And regardless of the outcome of the review, he knew he always would.


The cloud had drifted in front of the sun, turning the garden into a world of cool shadows. It was time to head home. Jejeune slid away his half-finished cup of tea. He hadn’t developed the unquenchable capacity for it the English seemed to have. He wondered if he ever would. He realized the Yellowhammer had stopped singing and looked over. There was a small flicker of movement deep in the hedgerow. The bird would reappear again soon enough. Perhaps he would wait, after all, just a few minutes more. For once, like the dead, Domenic Jejeune had all the time in the world.
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Silence was one of Danny Maik’s particular talents — that, and standing still. Few people could fill a space so completely with the force of their presence alone. But the brooding dormant volcano Detective Chief Superintendent Colleen Shepherd and the other officers were familiar with wasn’t the Danny Maik standing at the front of the Incident Room today. He seemed strangely distracted, disengaged almost, barely registering the usual commotion as the rest of the team settled into their seats. As Maik surveyed the room, Detective Constable Tony Holland saw the sergeant’s gaze flick to the empty desk of Lauren Salter.


“Don’t worry, Sarge. She hasn’t forgotten.”


Maik’s puzzled expression was its own query.


“Your birthday. While Lauren’s away, I’m under strict instructions to have a whip-round and get you something. Just between you and me, though, I think it makes more sense if we do away with all that paper and ribbons and crap, and you just pick something up for yourself. Let me know how much it is, and I’ll make sure these tight-fisted gits all chip in to make sure you’re not out-of-pocket.”


“Thank you, Constable. After all, it’s the thought that counts.”


“My feelings exactly,” said Holland, for whom irony sometimes seemed to be a foreign country. “There’s a secondhand shop on the high street that has some vintage Motown albums. Vinyl ones, with artsy covers and sleeve liner notes. You know, the way you lot used to like them. I thought you could grab yourself one of those. That is, unless you’ve already got them all.”


“I’ll give it some thought.” Despite his evident detachment, Maik still clearly recognized it as his duty to call the meeting to order, and once he had done so, he took up the black marker, ready to begin sketching out their lines of approach on the whiteboard behind him.


“The body we discovered yesterday belongs to an adult male, but the burning was so intense it has prevented the recovery of any usable DNA.”


The cold detachment with which they were discussing the calculated incineration of another human being seemed to occur to them all at the same time. A moment’s reflective silence fell across the room.


“So I suppose dental records are our best hope for an ID?” said Shepherd finally.


“There’s little to go on, apparently,” said Maik. “The teeth are in very good condition. There’s some evidence of light cosmetic work, but trawling through the databases to try to match our victim against everybody who’s had a bit of capping and straightening done would be a monumental task. I can’t see it being worth taking that route until we’ve finished looking at the serial number on the rifle. Although an attempt was made to file it off, it’s probably still our best lead.”


“An attempt?” said Shepherd.


“I could make out a couple of markings with the naked eye, so I’m fairly confident we can recover something once Dr. Jones puts it under a luminescent light. Even if it’s only some of the digits, it’ll help narrow down the search. The rifle is a Brno. They’re not all that common.”


Shepherd nodded with what might have been slight satisfaction. “And what about the significance of the location? Any thoughts on that?”


The response came from the back of the room, where Domenic Jejeune had perched himself on a desk, as usual, feet on the chair in front of him. “I’ll take this if you like, Sergeant.”


Heads spun to look at Jejeune as he dismounted from the desk and began to make his way to the front of the room. Well, this was certainly new. Was it a manifestation of the DCI’s relief at being re-instated, after so nearly losing his position? Did it portend a new era of engagement, a more conventional leadership style in their murder investigations? Whatever it was, it was definitely going to be preferable to having to drag contributions out of him one syllable at a time, the way they had in previous briefings. DCS Shepherd, for one, looked particularly pleased with the new turn of events.


Jejeune took up a position centre stage. Maik was hovering just beyond the DCI’s shoulder, as if he feared he might have to step in, should Jejeune’s newfound resolve suddenly fail him.


“Before we start, I need a little background on the site itself,” said Jejeune.


“Certainly, Domenic,” said Shepherd. “Ask away.”


“Obviously, I wasn’t around at the time the site came on the market.” The small self-conscious smile was new, too. Whatever had brought on this new approach, Jejeune was clearly determined to give it his best effort. “But a prime piece of land like this, at such a strategically important location, I’m sure there would have been no shortage of interest in it.”


“Blimey, you can see how he got his detective’s badge, can’t you?” said Holland, making sure his own smile was broad enough to keep things nice and friendly. “Residential, industrial, commercial; they all went after it like the last pint at a darts tournament. Not to mention the enviro nutters. No offence, sir,” added Holland hurriedly, “just how they were categorized at the time … by the other groups.… Remember?” He looked around the room for support, but none came.


Jejeune nodded. “The land could have formed an important wildlife corridor between the two protected areas. I can imagine environmental groups wouldn’t have been too pleased to see such an important opportunity lost.”


Lost, thought Shepherd. It was an interesting term for a project that was going to provide a much-needed boost to the local economy. “They certainly caused enough fuss at the zoning hearings,” she said. “We had to issue a couple of public order notices, if memory serves. Eventually, there was some sort of settlement reached whereby the environmental groups would agree to drop their protests if the developers promised to set aside some land as a conservation area.”


“That the local council would then have to pay to maintain,” added Holland, with a sour expression. “Which was great, because, you know, we were all hoping they’d find another way to flush our taxes down the drain.”


Shepherd’s expression suggested they might be able to move things along a bit more quickly if the constable could dispense with the editorials. Clearly, for all his new enthusiasm, the DCI was going to need some practice keeping a daily briefing on track.


“I have to say, Domenic, if you’re thinking this murder might be related to the decision to zone this area for development, I’m not sure the timing makes sense. Those decisions were made years ago. Even the plans to turn the site into a shopping centre have been public knowledge for months.”


Jejeune nodded as if to acknowledge he’d already taken the DCS’s point into consideration. “Yes, they have.” The room waited for something more, but it wasn’t forthcoming.


Holland stepped into the silence with another idea. “I suppose leaving a body at a construction site is an effective way of stopping the work,” he said, “if you are thinking this is about opposition to the construction project.”


The remark was directed at Jejeune, but it was Maik who shook his head slowly. “I can’t see anybody going to all that trouble to bring about such a short-term delay. It’s only going to hold things up for a matter of days, at most.”


“Speaking of which,” said Shepherd, “there is some urgency to conclude our evidence gathering and release the site. The local Chamber of Commerce is not best pleased, to put it mildly, to have found a body in the middle of the most important piece of commercial land to have come available in decades. An ongoing police presence only serves to remind people what happened there. There’s a concern that it might deter shoppers from coming, once the new centre is opened.”


“You’re joking, right?” From long practice, Holland’s tone fell just the right side of contempt. “Even now, it’s all uniforms can do to keep people far enough back so that we can do our jobs. A shopping centre built on the site of a violent murder? Once the place opens for business you could charge admission and the lineup would still go from here to Sheringham.”


Shepherd tilted her head slightly to acknowledge the sad truth of Holland’s remarks. “Nevertheless, the sooner we can turn the site back over to the developer, the fewer phone calls I’ll be receiving from on high. Any idea when that might be?”


Maik had spent the previous afternoon extracting from Jones what little bit of information they now had. He reached for his formal tone, to hide any lingering personal feelings he might have about Dr. Mansfield bloody Jones. “The M.E. would prefer to share his conclusions only after he has explored all possible interpretations of the evidence.”


“Well, I’m sure that’ll be worth us all coming out of retirement for,” said Holland. Like the others, he knew Maik found the man’s refusal to enter into any kind of speculation particularly exasperating. He had watched with amusement as the sergeant sat at his desk when he returned from his meeting, headphones on, staring blankly at his laptop screen as he sought to let his music bring his blood pressure back under control.


Shepherd nodded, but not with indulgence. “I’m sure we all appreciate Dr. Jones’s thoroughness,” she said diplomatically. “Nevertheless, the entire population of Saltmarsh shouldn’t have to sit in abeyance waiting for him to make his pronouncements. Try and hurry things along, would you, Sergeant?”


“It strikes me,” said Holland, “it might be helpful if the sergeant spent his days shadowing Dr. Jones. You know, working side by side with him. That way, he’d be on hand to report any findings as soon as the doc made them.”


Maik’s expression suggested the idea might not be the only thing to strike Holland, who was doing his best now to portray a look of wide-eyed innocence.


Shepherd looked at the pair of them carefully. So much of her time at these meetings seemed to involve ensuring they didn’t disappear down these rabbit holes of irrelevance, and instead stayed focused on the task at hand.


“So, Inspector,” she said briskly, “any other thoughts at this point?” It would have been unusual for the old DCI Jejeune to be very forthcoming at such an early stage, but perhaps this new, engaged edition was more inclined to share his ideas.


“Large amounts of petrol were used to burn the body. It was likely done to ensure the burn temperature was high enough to make DNA recovery impossible.”


“So you believe the intent of the fire was to conceal the victim’s identity?” said Shepherd cautiously. She nodded. “Yes, I think I’d be ready to go along with you on that.”


Jejeune wasn’t sure if Shepherd was already along with him on the rest of it. But Danny Maik was. “It seems to me the best way of concealing a murder victim’s identity is to make sure the body is never discovered in the first place.”


“Exactly, Sergeant. So why go to such trouble to disguise the victim’s identity and then leave the body where you can virtually guarantee it will be found within twenty-four hours, when construction work begins on the site?”


Shepherd nodded in understanding. “So you’re saying whoever committed this murder wanted people to know about the act, but not about the victim.” And just like that, the case had morphed from a straightforward murder investigation into one that was undoubtedly going to require the inspector’s special talents. She would have been grateful for her DCI’s involvement at any time, but she had a feeling that watching this new, fully-engaged Domenic Jejeune at work was going to be something to behold.
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A matter of life and death.


It was the kind of hyperbolic drivel that reminded Lindy Hey why they rarely listened to local radio talk shows anymore. In fact, they rarely listened to the radio at all when they were driving. Usually, it was a CD by one of Dom’s obscure Canadian bands, or something from this century if Lindy was at the controls. But today’s discussion topic was relevant to the investigation, so they had tuned in to listen. People wanted to know just how long the discovery of the body was going to hold up construction of the new shopping centre. And in Saltmarsh, “people” generally meant those with enough juice to put DCS Colleen Shepherd, and consequently DCI Jejeune, under significant pressure.


The callers were clashing over whether the delay would cause further traffic backups on the area’s narrow roads during the tourist season. Things had become heated and the host had felt compelled to intervene. Clearly, passions are running high on both sides, but I’d urge you all to keep some perspective here. I mean, it’s hardly a matter of life and death.


Few things are, thought Lindy. Even for this poor man whose body had been discovered on the site. It was simply a matter of death for him, now. His life was no longer of relevance. His existence, his achievements, his place in the world, they had all been consigned to the past. And that is where most people would be content to let them remain. But not you, she thought, looking over at Domenic. For you, this person’s life will still matter. Because you’ll be relying on the secrets it held to lead you to the reason for his death.


The Range Rover drifted towards the centre of the lane as Jejeune guided it along the narrow country lane. Lindy waited for him to correct it, but it continued to drift further still as he craned forward to look up through the windshield.


“No birding while we drive, Dom. Remember,” said Lindy calmly, “wheels stopped and handbrake on if you’re going to watch birds from the car. What are they anyway?” Her own eyes followed the small group as it crossed overhead and disappeared from sight behind the tall hawthorn hedge.


“Little Terns, back from West Africa.” He eased The Beast back into the proper lane. “The first ones of spring are always nice to see, but I’m surprised they’re here so soon.”


They turned onto an even narrower track and drove along in silence. In the waning light of the spring evening, Lindy could see the faint outline of the full moon hanging low over the newly tilled fields. It seemed so alien to the landscape that she stared at it for a long while. She was surprised when Dom drew the vehicle to a bumpy stop at the side of the road, and looked around her.


“Where are we?”


“Far side of the construction site. There are a couple of things I want to check out.” He jumped out and rounded to Lindy’s side to open the door for her. Dom occasionally surprised her with genteel courtesies like this, and they never failed to bring her a tiny frisson of delight. They scrambled up the low bank and began to pick their way carefully over the uneven ground. The traces of human activity that were so much in evidence on the far side of the site were absent here. The natural colonization that had begun after the destruction of the old buildings had continued unhindered, and the rubble now lay under a thick, tangled mass of ground elder and nettles. Dom and Lindy crested a small rise and emerged onto the dustbowl of the main construction area.


“It was here?” asked Lindy quietly.


Jejeune pointed to an area on the far side of the site where a perimeter of yellow police tape fluttered in the light breeze. Lindy drew her shoulders together slightly. It seemed worse, somehow, than a domestic murder. You could almost accept that as being a random act within the confines of somebody’s private space; a one-time event that happened when all the controls broke down. But a body left out in the open like this, abandoned on public ground — this crime seemed to belong to everybody, drawing them into the horror, the tragedy.


“You’re wondering if the killer brought the body up through the way we’ve just come. I don’t know, Dom.” Lindy shook her head uncertainly. “That’s a long way to drag a full-grown person.”


“I don’t see any evidence that happened,” agreed Jejeune. She looked at him now, surveying the area enclosed by the yellow tape, the place where a man’s body had been so callously discarded. There must be somebody who was missing this person, she thought. Didn’t everybody hold a place in somebody’s life, no matter how small? Perhaps. But if he did leave any connections behind in the world of the living, it was now up to Domenic to find them. He needed them if he was to discover why this person had been murdered and then had all traces of his human identity scorched out of him.


She left him to his thoughtful silence and wandered off between a low canyon of rubble that led to the far side of the site.


* * *


On the still evening air, her voice came to him like a siren’s call. “Come and have a look at this.”


Lindy was standing at a gap in a section of chain-link fencing that had collapsed. Just beyond was a large pond surrounded by steep-sided mounds of construction rubble. In the last of the low, slanting sunlight from the west, small waves rippled over the surface of the water like light along a serrated blade.


“Did you know this was here?” asked Lindy as she heard Jejeune approaching.


He shook his head. “It’s a construction pond, a man-made scrape that rain and runoff have filled up over time. If they’re allowed to survive for long enough, some of these ponds become a viable environment.”


“Viable for what? Look at all the concrete in there, not to mention the bricks and the rebar and the rest. God knows what that pretty little duck is finding to eat. It’s disappeared now. Dived. It’ll be back up in minute. It had a blue beak.”


Jejeune snapped a look in her direction. “You saw the blue clearly? It couldn’t have been a trick of the light?”


Lindy cast an exasperated look at him. “It was bright blue, Dom.” She began to protest as he opened his phone app. “Come on. You know I’m not going to have noted its scalloped primaries or partially indented septum.” But she nodded as soon as the image came up. “That’s it: Ruddy Duck. The tail sort of stuck up a bit, just like that.” She leaned forward to read the text. “North American vagrant. Interesting description. Friend of yours?”


Jejeune didn’t see her cheeky grin. He was already scouring the water surface again. There were so many weed-strewn islands in the water, so many piles of demolition debris around the edge. A small duck could be concealed behind any of them.


“That one was there, too,” said Lindy, scrolling down to another image. “Oh, it’s the female. That explains it. He’s probably brought her out here to this picturesque spot for a date. He seems to have the same flair for romance as another North American male I know.”


“There was a pair? Are you sure?”


Again her humour seemed to have missed the mark. She was used to Dom’s passion when it came to potential sightings, but the urgency charging his voice surprised her. “That eye-stripe’s hard to miss, even in this light, and she had that same pointy tail thing going. Are they rare? Has Lindy earned a slap-up dinner for finding her man a listable bird? Providing, of course, that he’s a good enough birder to re-find it … them.”


If Jejeune wasn’t rising to the bait, he was certainly taking up the challenge. She couldn’t remember when he had scanned an area for a particular bird with such unwavering intensity.


“Relax, Dom. I’m sure they’re still around. I would have seen them if they’d flown off.”


“I should have grabbed my bins. I never thought …”


“You won’t need them. They’re really close.” She flung out her left arm. “There, ten o’clock, in front of that island on the left. The male. Both now.”


By the time the female had bobbed up from her dive to join her partner, Jejeune had spun and focused on the spot. Together, he and Lindy watched as the ducks puttered around in tight circles before diving again suddenly and disappearing from view. The light was almost completely gone now, but he had seen enough for a positive ID.


“So, is that a lifer for you?”


He shook his head. “No, I’ve seen them before, plenty of them.”


“But not over here, I take it?”


He nodded. “Even here.”


He didn’t seem to want to say any more, to explain why it had been so important to him to see a bird he’d seen so many times before, why there had been such a desperation about his search this time. Lindy let it go. He continued watching the water, observing the ducks until the last vestiges of the day disappeared and the full moon bloomed on the horizon, spilling its milky light over the landscape. Lindy had already tired of the vigil and wandered along the fenceline. He found her now, resting her forearms on the top of a fencepost, her chin set on them, staring unblinkingly at the perfect yellow disc. She didn’t turn at his approach. “The moon has some of the most fantastically-named features I’ve ever heard,” she said. “The Sea of Tranquility, the Bay of Rainbows.” Jejeune looked at the moon carefully. Even with the naked eye it was possible to make out some of the topography, the suction-cup craters and the hard, bony ridges of mountain ranges.


Lindy sighed heavily. “How can another world have such beauty when there is so much horror down here on this one? To leave that man out here, to burn away everything that made him a human being, everything that might tell people who he was. Who could do that?” She gave a slight shiver. “We’d better get back to the car,” she said. “This bumpy ground is going to be no fun in the dark.”


They picked their way over the moon-gilded landscape in silence. Though she couldn’t risk taking her eyes from her path to check, she had the sense that beside her, Dom was deep in thought. As they approached the Range Rover, he paused and turned to look at her. “We can’t say anything about seeing these ducks, Lindy. Okay? Not even to Eric.”


Not sharing a sighting was so out of character for Domenic that she was taken aback. She’d already decided that the only reason he hadn’t already texted one of the bird lines was because it would have been so dark by the time anybody got here it would have been impossible to see the ducks anyway. Apparently, though, there was another reason.


“I’m going to need an explanation as to why I’d be jeopardizing my career by failing to inform my boss about such an apparently important bird. If he finds out I’ve seen these ducks and he ends up missing them, I’m going to be reporting on construction site developments like this one for the rest of my days.”


“I just need to check out a couple of things first. A day or so at most, I promise.”


Lindy nodded uncertainly. A day or so could be a lifetime in birdwatching, when even a few seconds could mean the difference between seeing a bird and missing it. But Domenic didn’t make frivolous requests, and certainly not with the urgency he was making this one. Whatever his reasons, she knew it was important. And that was enough for her. For now.


The night had filled the narrow lane with shadows. The sudden flurry of two shapes in flight flashed across in front of them as they drove and Jejeune spun his head to track the birds. He heard Lindy scream and felt the jolt as The Beast swerved wildly off the road, the two offside tyres mounting the grassy verge beside the hedgerow. The front tyre slipped down into the ditch beyond the verge, sending the vehicle lurching towards the hedgerow, branches scraping along the windshield and bodywork, squealing as the vehicle hurtled alongside them. He fought the steering wheel as the ditch threatened to snatch it from his grasp, the muscles in his forearms bulging with the effort as he held on and yanked the wheel hard to the right. The Range Rover began to tilt further in, and he accelerated, the big engine roaring with the effort of dragging the front wheel up from the ditch. With a final surge, The Beast remounted the verge and bounced down onto the road surface, the chassis rocking violently as it landed. As soon as he had righted it, Jejeune pulled the Range Rover to a halt and put it in neutral.


Lindy let her hands fall from the brace position against the door and dashboard. She drew a deep breath and patted her chest. “You idiot,” she said, giving him a hard slap on the shoulder. “I swear, you’re going to kill us one day with your car birding.”


“I’m sorry,” he said sincerely. “I thought it was the ducks flying over. I wanted to track their direction. Are you all right?”


Though she was still shaken, there was a part of Lindy that would never allow fear its complete victory. She needed to show her recovery even before she felt it, and irreverence was often the way. “Here lies Lindy,” she announced solemnly, “Birded to death. Not much of an epitaph, is it?” She fell quiet and looked out through the windshield for a second. The headlights lit up the hedgerow ahead of them, but the rest of the lane was in darkness. “Sorry,” she said. “That was wrong, considering that poor man who was left out there.”


Jejeune reached down to put the car into gear again, but before he did so, he paused and turned to her. “Listen, Lindy,” he said earnestly. “I can’t emphasize how important it is that we say nothing about having seen those ducks.”


It wasn’t like Dom to restate something. They were tuned in enough to each other to pick up the nonverbal clues that a thing was important; a sudden stillness that accompanied the words, or the slight leaning in to close the space between them. That he should mention this again now surprised her, especially when he should still have been offering her his apologies.


“Jeez, Dom, I get it,” she said testily. “Not a word. A matter of life and death.”


Jejeune paused for a moment. Finally, he slid the vehicle into gear and pulled away. “As a matter of fact,” he said, “it is.”
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In other police stations, getting hold of a medical examiner’s report was easier than this, Maik thought ruefully as he made his way down the steps to the basement. You called down and had it sent up. If the findings it contained were sensitive enough, perhaps the M.E. might even deign to bring it up himself, blinking in the light, no doubt, as he emerged from his lair. But to get anything of value from Dr. Mansfield Jones, it was apparently going to be necessary to go down to where he held sway. Maik gave a small sigh of irritation. He only remembered having to do this once with Jones’s predecessor. A popular television show at the time had featured a medical examiner in the lead role. For his own part, Maik didn’t understand the appeal of a show where the main focus seemed to revolve around dissecting bodies. Then again, there were a lot of things about television that Danny Maik didn’t understand, which no doubt went a long way to explaining why he spent most of his nights listening to vintage Motown tunes on his turntable instead. But the Saltmarsh M.E. at the time seemed to consider himself elevated to something of a celebrity along with his TV counterpart, and found himself far too much in demand to deliver mundane forensic reports to the detectives on the upper floors. Maik had been advised that if he wanted reports, from now on he’d need to come down to get them. Neither the arrangement nor the medical examiner had lasted very long.


At least this trip wasn’t the result of an outsized ego. Jones, to his credit, had no illusions about his own importance. He simply refused to sign off on anything until he had subjected every finding to a seemingly inexhaustible series of tests and verifications, to eliminate any possibility that he could be wrong. To get him to part with information any earlier was going to require somebody to come down and pry it from his grasp. For somebody, read Danny.


The stairwell was well-lit, but Maik was still unprepared for the glare of ultra-bright fluorescence that flooded the lab as he entered. It seemed to bounce off the pristine steel surfaces like a pulse of energy. A shiny pink skull showed through Mansfield Jones’s wispy hair as he bent over a body on the examination table. Maik couldn’t be sure, but he thought he heard a quiet murmuring as the M.E. went about his work. If so, it ceased as soon as he became aware of the sergeant’s presence.


Jones straightened as Danny approached, drawing himself to his full height, a good couple of inches taller than the sergeant. The height only exacerbated the cadaverously thin frame and added to the man’s overall sense of frailty. He offered Maik the sort of guarded welcome the sergeant had come to expect. “You’re feeling well yourself, Sergeant?”


Not least among the things Maik dreaded about these visits was the M.E.’s solicitous inquiries into his well-being. Perhaps there was a need for Jones to connect to the living, but Maik still felt there was something vaguely unsettling about a forensic pathologist asking after your health. It didn’t help that Jones himself hardly looked to be in tip-top condition. His skin seemed to have a particularly sickly pallor. Perhaps it was just the relentless glare of the overhead lights, but it wasn’t the best sign when you were working in a morgue and you weren’t the healthiest-looking person in the room.


“As well as can be expected, I think is the phrase, Doctor.” Maik regretted the words as soon as he said them. His comment opened the way for other, more pointed questions.


“I’d heard you were prescribed a fairly strict diet after your health scare. I trust you’re still managing to stay on it.”


Maik greeted the reference to his earlier heart condition with all the tolerance he could muster. “Doing what I can. The job doesn’t always make it easy. You know how it is, irregular hours and such.”


Jones looked into Maik’s face, as if to read something in it. “Your health should be of paramount importance these days. A cavalier approach may well have been understandable as a younger man, but we experience great changes as we get older.”


“Like becoming less tolerant of medical advice, for example?” asked Maik, as pleasantly as he could manage. Jones himself was a devoted vegetarian. The sergeant could understand how an M.E. might veer in that direction, after the things he must see during the course of any given day, but Maik had once been on a survival course that consisted of eating roots and leaves for a week. He didn’t know if Jones’s diet was actually going to extend his life much, but he was fairly sure it would make it seem like an eternity between meals.


“At this stage, there’s really not very much I can tell you with any certainty, I’m afraid.”


“Any information you could offer would be most welcome,” said Maik. “Even if we get height, build. It could all help to narrow the field for a potential match from missing persons.” With anyone else, such an explanation would have been unnecessary, but with Jones, Maik always felt strangely compelled to justify the reasoning behind even the most straightforward statements.


“I’ve taken some of the bone measurements, but I’d prefer to complete them all before I make any calculations. One set of results so often informs the other, you see.”


“I understand,” said Maik, more indulgently than he felt. “How about location? Do you have any indication of where the victim might have been shot?”


“Indeed I do. At the base of the skull.”


A sigh seemed the safest outlet for Maik’s frustration. For both of them. “The physical location, Doctor. SOCO have not recovered a casing from the pit, or any evidence that one was previously dug out of the soil. We don’t think the man was shot in the pit.”


“Ah, my apologies. Your question, you see. Perhaps if you tried for a little more precision …” Maik’s expression seemed to hurry Jones on. “There was no evidence to suggest the victim was moved from another location. Are SOCO absolutely sure? Just because they didn’t find the casing doesn’t mean it’s not there. I’d remind you that absence of evidence is not evidence of absence.”
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