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VI. Six. The most dangerous number of all. It meant perilous conditions. It meant violent, unpredictable forces. And for Annie Prior, it had meant death.


The man stared back up the river, transfixed for a moment by the raw energy of the water boiling down through the narrow chasm. A low roar reverberated off the rocks, filling the air with its dull thunder. He had never seen Category Six rapids before, but he knew these would qualify. Surely, no level of river danger could exceed the way this water was churning through the steep-sided gorge, crashing down in explosions of white spume onto the jagged rocks below. Even for the most experienced white-water canoeist, any attempt to navigate this stretch of rapids would be madness. For a novice, without a helmet or life jacket, it was tantamount to suicide. But for someone who is in fear for their life, any escape route must be tried, no matter how terrifying.


The man still found it hard to believe that this stretch of river was undocumented. In most places on earth, such waters would have been part of the local folklore, highlighted on the maps, most likely with a sidebar warning about their dangers. But in this vast, remote wilderness, even deadly Category Six rapids could go unrecorded. They were merely one more hazard in this unforgiving landscape that offered no quarter to those who dared to challenge it. Those like Annie Prior.


He had suspected the body would end up in this eddy. The two of them had noted it during their earlier reconnaissance of the river, when they had decided the drops and ledges of this section were far too risky, far too treacherous to be navigated. He’d headed for this spot as soon as he’d seen the canoe disappear into the rapids. Annie Prior hadn’t bailed out by then, and that meant she wasn’t going to. All that remained for her now was a short, dizzying descent towards death. As the raging waters thrashed the canoe to pieces on the razor-sharp rocks, she would have been rag-dolled into a state of near-unconsciousness, even before the craft flipped and submerged her in the frigid currents. After that, there would have been no hope. Annie Prior’s body would be pounded against the boulders time and again by the force of the churning water, until it eventually broke free of the rapids and drifted downstream to this spot.


He saw Annie’s lifeless form now, a few metres from shore, turning in a slow spiral. Set against the manic rushing of the river beyond, the movement of the water in the eddy was as benign as the swirling of cream in a coffee cup. The silence here seemed to fill the air like a pocket of empty time. But despite the peace of this place, he could not allow Annie Prior’s body to remain like this.


He took off his clothes and laid them in a neat pile on the shore. As cold as the water was going to be, it would be vital that he had warm, dry clothes when he was done. In these temperatures, damp clothes wouldn’t dry for a long time, and as evening approached, they’d leach out what little body heat he had. With no heavy jacket to protect him, it would leave him vulnerable to the cold night ahead.


After two steps, the shallow incline disappeared into a steep drop-off, plunging him thigh-deep into water so cold he couldn’t even breathe. Numbness seized his legs, freezing out all feeling, the still air all around him seeming only to heighten the intensity of the icy chill. Carefully testing the footing, he began wading forward. He felt his chest contract as the icy water rode up his ribcage, and he opened his mouth repeatedly, as if trying to bite off chunks of the cold air to gulp down into his lungs.


Part of him had hoped he would not see her face, but as she drifted round towards him, he could not bring himself to look away. She stared back at him through cold, dead eyes, her face so bloated and battered it was almost unrecognizable. He had not seen many smiles from Annie Prior, amid the firm set of her jaw, her intense concentration, her determined expressions, but those few that had come his way had been worth waiting for; face-brightening moments of unfettered joy. She should have let herself smile more often, he thought.


He stretched out his arm across the glassy surface and his fingertips touched the rough Gore-Tex material of Annie’s jacket. He tugged at it and the body began to drift gently in his direction. He felt in the pocket of the jacket to retrieve Annie’s inReach device and clicked it off. Then he removed the battery and threw both parts of the unit into the fast-flowing waters beyond the eddy. He reached out once again and pushed Annie’s head under the water, forcing the body down against its natural buoyancy until it snagged on a submerged log.


His grisly task completed, he was in the process of turning away when the body broke free and burst up beside him in the water. He recoiled from the grotesque mask of discoloured flesh with its dead, unseeing eyes, sputtering and gasping furiously as he splashed back into the frigid water. Recovering, he approached the body and tried again, pinning it beneath the log and securing it firmly. He paused for a moment, in case the body broke free and once more floated to the surface. But this time, it held fast and he backed away carefully until he reached the shore.


He emerged from the water, shivering violently. He pulled on his clothes as fast as his numb hands would permit, hugging his thick, lined sweater around him tightly when he had finished. As he stepped into his boots, he stopped to fish out his own inReach device. He pried off the case and removed the battery. Pausing, he held the two parts as if testing their weight. And then he slid them both gently into the water. For a moment they seemed to hang suspended on the surface, and then they slowly sank, until through the clear water, he saw his only contact with the outside world disappear.


He stood up and took one last long look out over the eddy. From this shore, the body was completely invisible, as he knew it would also be from the air. Annie Prior’s final resting place in this empty landscape was now a secret known only to him.


Out beyond the body, the foaming white waters of the river continued to race past the eddy. It may have been the Category Six rapids that had claimed Annie’s life, but it was the two men who had pursued her who bore the blame. They had come looking for her, tracking her through this uncharted wilderness until her only way out was to plunge a flimsy canoe into the deadly waters of the Little Buffalo River. But with Annie Prior’s death, the men would now be turning their sights on another target. They would have already found the campsite; found the two backpacks, the two coffee cups, the two metal food dishes. And the two sleeping bags; but only one unrolled. They would have surmised that couples who shared a sleeping bag also shared secrets. They would be wrong. He didn’t know what Annie Prior had been involved in. But these two men who had pursued her to her death would think he did. And that meant they would be coming after him.
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There was grace in the turn. That would have been important to the man, once. A slight lowering of the shoulder blade to lead into the spin, the chest held square, the other shoulder sweeping around to complete the move. It had been a signature movement in some of the man’s best routines; the slow, elegant swirl transporting the audience seamlessly from one sequence into the next.


The only thing the turn lacked was symmetry. Both hands should have been held to the sternum, drawn up, making butterfly wings of the elbows as the performer clutched them in tightly to enhance the spin. But only the right hand was raised, pressing against the chest. The left hand trailed off awkwardly, reaching towards the floor, leading the body down into an inelegant backward pirouette. The clumsiness of the turn’s conclusion would not have pleased the man at all. His legs seemed to collapse beneath him as he spun, and his body slumped to the ground, splaying out across the width of the hallway, flat on his back.


From the open doorway, the visitor looked on with astonishment. The blood had come more quickly than expected. It had gushed from the chest wound immediately, seeming to bubble up even before the knife was fully embedded. It hadn’t sprayed, pooling instead in a dark red stain, first around the knife, then spreading over the man’s white shirt. Now, as the body lay on the floor, it continued to flow, out across the torso and onto the harlequin-tiled floor.


From the doorway, the figure peered down at the man sprawled in the hallway. The left arm was extended, the hand still clutching the telephone receiver. The phone’s grey cord coiled back up to the base mounted on the wall. It was an overlong cord, designed specifically to allow a wide range of movement in the days before untethered home phones became the norm. The visitor looked again at the clunky, old-fashioned receiver in the man’s hand. It could have just as easily fallen from his grasp as he stumbled back in his final death spiral, but instead it had remained clasped in his vice-like grip. The evidence would tell investigators that the man had died instantly from the knife wound, collapsing back and falling where he now lay. It would be obvious there had been no time to hang up the receiver or press down the pegs on the wall-mounted base. A rueful smile curled the corners of the visitor’s lips. You could plan things meticulously, plot them with the minutest precision, and still, there would always be these chance details for which no amount of choreography could account. Taking care to avoid the spreading pool of blood, the visitor stepped lightly over the body and moved towards the interior of the house.


It seemed like only seconds, although time was always going to be an elastic commodity when one’s mind was dealing with the knowledge that a newly dead body lay in the hallway behind you. Still, it was hardly credible that in such a short space of time, so much blood could have flowed from the body. Returning now to the tiled hallway, the visitor saw it had spread across the entire floor, covering the pitted black and white diamonds from wall to wall. There was now no way to reach the front door without stepping in blood. To take the back door would mean leaving the interior bolts unlocked, and anybody who knew the man would point out these would have been secured when he was at home. Leaving by the front door was crucial, perhaps the most important detail of the entire sequence of events. There needed to be no trace at all that anyone had entered the house after the stabbing.


Beyond the body, the front door was still slightly ajar. The front of the house was shrouded by a hedgerow, a small screen of privet behind which the visitor had waited patiently until the time was right. But perhaps a faint sliver of light from this dimly lit hallway might still be visible from the street. It might encourage casual inspection, even a neighbourly call, to remind the man that the door had been left unlocked. A knock might follow the answering silence, and a solicitous inquiry, just to check that everything was all right. With the knock, the door would swing slowly open to reveal the sight of the homeowner sprawled out in the hallway, lying in a pool of his own blood. The visitor needed to get out of here before that knock came.


There was enough room, just, between the far edge of the blood and the front door. With the right momentum it might be possible to land there. But to judge the leap, so you could clear the body and the pool of blood and still plant a firm landing on the far side, in such a narrow margin of safety? Perhaps it could be done, by someone with enough agility and athleticism. By the dead man himself, perhaps, in his youth. But certainly not by this visitor. There was only one other solution. In its way, it was every bit as challenging as the leap. It would require balance and precision; it held great risk, but time was moving, and that knock on the door could come at any moment. The receiver in the dead man’s hand, too, meant there were only minutes left to get out. The chance had to be taken.


Approaching the near edge of the pool of blood, the visitor leaned one gloved hand on the wall of the hallway for support, took a long, steadying breath, and stretched out a foot. The hilt of the knife moved unsteadily beneath the weight, even as it drove down deeper into the man’s chest. Teetering dangerously, the visitor reached out to press the other gloved hand hard against the far wall, fighting for balance. The calf muscle was clenched in tightly and then released to launch its owner off the knife handle and into the air. As the foot landed in the narrow space between the blood and the door jamb, the sole of the shoe skidded on the polished tile. The visitor’s body began to sway back into the hallway, the momentum dragging it into a fall. With a desperate lunge, leather-clad fingertips scrabbled for purchase on the inside edge of the door frame and held on tightly. Pausing for a moment to drink deep breaths into grateful lungs, the visitor eased upright again on taut arm muscles. Pulling the door open slightly, the figure squeezed out into the waiting night. There was no backward glance.


A calm demeanour was a minimum requirement for a Front Desk Associate of the Demesne at Saltmarsh. How much greater, then, the need for poise under pressure as one ascended the management ladder? To have attained the lofty rank of Evening Duty Manager, Nigel must have had a considerable supply of ice in his veins. Which was good, thought Front Desk Associate Stephanie, as she carefully replaced the phone receiver. He was going to need it.


“That was the Saltmarsh Police Department. They’re on their way, but they’re requesting we send a hotel representative down to Room 111 immediately. They’d like someone to stay with the guest until they arrive.”


Nigel broke off his survey of the hotel lobby and turned his eyes to Stephanie. “Do we have a problem?” Nigel liked to remind his staff that they were in this together. Whatever endangered the smooth running of the five-star resort posed a shared threat to all of them.


“I really think you should go over there as soon as possible, Nigel. The police are also insisting that on no account should the telephone connection to Room 111 be interfered with in any way.”


Even if Stephanie’s tone hadn’t piqued Nigel’s interest by now, the police’s instructions would have done so. “Why on earth would they care about that?”


Despite her training, Stephanie couldn’t maintain her own calm demeanour any longer. “For God’s sake, Nigel, get over there, now! The bloody woman is on a call with someone, and she thinks she heard him being killed.”
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“Cheese puffs.”


Lindy Hey licked her fingers and tucked the package guiltily into the drawer as the man set a coffee on her desk. “Large, one cream, no sugar.”


“Thanks, Jeremy.”


“I’ve already told you, it’s Jer to my friends.” He pointed a forefinger at her in a gesture that was usually accompanied by a wink or a clicking of the tongue. But in this case, all he offered her was a hopeful smile. “So, we on then? For tonight?”


Lindy gave him a puzzled frown.


“The pub. Remember? Trivia night?”


She shook her head, surprised still at how it felt with her new, shorter hairstyle. She’d worn her corn-blonde hair shoulder-length for as long as she could remember, and was only a couple of days into her new look, and feel. “I don’t think so, Jeremy. I’m not really up for it tonight.”


Jeremy nodded, his disappointment obvious. “Oh. Only you said you’d see. Still, it is what it is. Perhaps next time. Whenever you’re ready, though, no pressure. I understand it takes a bit of time to get over these things.”


She offered him the same confused look as before.


“Your cold. You said you thought you might be coming down with one. Last time.”


She hadn’t expected him to have stored away her previous excuse like this, but if it served a purpose … “Yes, right. I think a quiet night in might be the best thing for me.”


“A quiet night in at Emma’s,” said Jeremy, as if confirming the plans, “with her being away and all.”


Lindy looked at him carefully. For somebody who’d only recently begun delivering coffees from the local café, Jeremy was remarkably up on the office tittle-tattle. Everyone at work was aware that Lindy had been staying at Emma’s since her breakup with Domenic. For the most part, people had managed to avoid making reference to the fact, but discretion was not something Lindy would have called one of Jeremy’s strengths. He seemed to be lingering with intent, and she was afraid he might be gearing himself up for another try at the pub date.


“Great chatting, Jeremy, but I’ve got a mountain of work to catch up on, so …” She gave him what she hoped was a kind smile of dismissal.


“Do you want to settle up now, then? Only, I’ve got to cover my ‘outgoings,’ haven’t I?” He tweaked the word with quotation marks in the air. His bunny fingers, the girls in the office called them. It wasn’t Lindy’s favourite gesture at the best of times, and the frequency with which Jeremy managed to trot it out had done nothing to increase its appeal for her.


As Lindy fished in her bag for some change, Jeremy affected a look out of the window, and she took in this awkward person who’d suddenly become such a major feature of mornings in the office. Nobody could ever remember actually agreeing when Jeremy came in and offered to begin delivering coffees and pastries in the mornings. “Order first thing, I’ll whip down and get them from the café, you settle with me on delivery.”


For the most part, the staff of the magazine supported his enterprise. In truth, Lindy suspected they felt the same way she did about Jeremy: willing to tolerate his annoying habits to support an awkward young man struggling to make a living. Life wasn’t going to offer many chances to someone with limited social skills and a wardrobe seemingly consisting exclusively of shabby shirts with frayed collars and cuffs that he always kept buttoned. She added a small tip and handed the money over to him. “Sorry, I don’t have any more change.”


“I get what I get.” He lowered his voice and looked around him furtively. “I take it you haven’t found those keys yet.”


Lindy shook her head. In the turmoil following Domenic’s departure and her temporary move, she had mislaid her keys. It wasn’t catastrophic: Emma’s place had a keyless lock and the car dealer had provided a spare fob when she leased her new Volkswagen Jetta. There was also a spare key to the cottage beneath one of the marram grass planters, if she ever felt like returning to the scene of the crime — the place where Domenic had killed their relationship. But her office keys had also been on her key ring, and revealing to her boss that she’d been careless enough to lose them was out of the question. Eric Chappell had been watching for signs that she’d been damaged by the breakup, that she really did need the time off he had been advocating so insistently. The loss of the office keys would provide him with all the ammunition he needed. Lindy couldn’t imagine what had possessed her to confide in Jeremy in the first place, but her normally sound judgment had been a bit off lately. Chopping off her hair may have been one example; leasing the diesel version of that Jetta certainly was. She suspected enlisting Jeremy’s help with the keys might be another. She was fairly sure he had read more into her whispered confidence than she’d intended; and while he would undoubtedly get the message sooner or later that it was just an innocent request for help, sooner would definitely be better.


A tall, willowy woman came over to pick up her soy latte. It eluded neither of the women that Jeremy never quite seemed to make it all the way to Claire’s desk to deliver it directly, the way he did with Lindy’s order. “I saw that man again this morning,” she said. “The one I told you had been watching you that day.”


Jeremy’s interest was immediate. He bent to look through the window and scoured the street intently. “Nobody out there now. Did you say he’s been here before? What day was that, then?”


Behind Jeremy’s back, Lindy offered her friend a pair of extravagantly-raised eyebrows. “Don’t worry about him,” she said. “As I say, Jeremy, it’s been lovely to chat, but …”


“I do think you should take it a bit more seriously, Lindy,” said Claire earnestly. “Perhaps even mention it to the police.”


Lindy gave her a soft smile. “He is the police, Claire. His name’s Sergeant Maik.”


It was an inadvertent turn in the High Street a couple of days earlier that had allowed Lindy to catch the brief glance of her watcher. He’d ducked out of sight as soon as she spun around, but she’d seen Danny’s bulky form often enough to have no doubt who it was.


“If you know him, why doesn’t he just come up and say hello? Why keep shadowing you like this?”


Because somebody asked him to, Claire, thought Lindy. In truth, it seemed like pretty menial fare for Danny Maik, checking up on Lindy and reporting back to his old boss, Detective Chief Inspector Domenic Jejeune. And why bother, anyway? It had been weeks now and there had been no word from Lindy’s ex-boyfriend. He wasn’t coming back. That much was clear. But even if he was having trouble letting go, involving his former sergeant in this silly spying game seemed a bit much. And, it seemed stranger still that a sensible, no-nonsense man like Maik would have agreed to have anything to do with it.


“Well, as long as you’re sure he’s no threat, Linds,” said Claire uncertainly.


“No, no threat at all.”


Despite Lindy’s assurance, Jeremy surveyed the High Street once more. Apparently satisfied, he turned and approached Lindy’s desk as Claire moved away. “Don’t worry, Lindy. I’ll keep an eye out. See you tomorrow.”


Lindy watched him as he made his way to the door. As cloying as his attention seemed at times, at least it was an indication that somebody out there was interested in her. Disappointment. That was the word. The dissolution of a relationship was never easy on the circle of mutual friends, but the way that lot at the police station were carrying on, you’d have thought it was a contagious disease. Beyond this foolish, furtive surveillance by Danny, there had been no contact from anyone at all. She’d have expected, at the very least, a call from Domenic’s boss, Detective Chief Superintendent Colleen Shepherd. She’d been through her own share of troubled relationships, and she knew how close Lindy and Dom had been. The suggestion of a quiet chat over an afternoon tea wouldn’t have been too much to ask, surely? Lindy might have refused, probably would have, but the offer would have been nice. It would have at least shown that she was still in the thoughts of somebody down at the station.


She shrugged aside her resentment and brought herself back to the present. She stood by the window, sipping her coffee absently, watching the people moving along the street outside, oblivious to their surroundings, to the emotional earthquakes that might be ready to shake them to their foundations at any moment. The pain of the breakup with Dom had been almost paralyzing at first, but the rawness of the feelings was dulling slightly with each passing day. Perhaps it helped now, with distance, that she could understand some of the reasons for Domenic’s sudden departure. He was tormented by the guilt over a boy’s death that he felt he could have prevented. Compounding it, he felt he had let so many people down. His findings in the case had been mistaken, allowing them all to believe in a solution that he now knew was wrong. For a while, Lindy had tried to convince herself that there was some hope in the anaemic comments he had left with her about his return. He wasn’t sure. Maybe. Perhaps. But one word stood out, the one that had cut so deeply: Alone. He had things he needed to work out alone. It was the word that told her Domenic could no longer find what he needed from her, or their relationship. The word that told her it was over between them.


Lindy focused again on a sunny Saltmarsh High Street, busy with midmorning activity. So many of the places flashed memories at her. The trattoria where she and Domenic had shared an occasional glass of Chablis, the travel agency where they’d stood shoulder to shoulder and considered tropical destinations they might visit, if he could ever get time off work. A sudden wave of sadness swept over her. It doesn’t come when you’re ready for it, she thought, when you’ve steeled yourself and are prepared to handle it. It lies in wait, ready to ambush you when you’re distracted by other things. So, you have to be on the alert, prepared at all times. But it was so wearying, this constant vigilance. It wrung you out, until eventually you couldn’t do anything but let your guard down. And then sorrow snuck in, delivering its stab of pain before melting away again like the coward it was.


She gave a deep, soul-shuddering sigh. No more. No more sadness, no more dwelling on the past, or what might have been. It was time to move on. She’d have a quiet night in tonight, and in the morning, she’d find a way to tell Danny Maik that he could end his watching brief. Perhaps she’d just go up to him and deliver the message straight to the sergeant’s stoic, world-weary face. I’m okay, Danny, really I am. Look at me, footloose and fancy-free, without a care in the world. Well, perhaps one care. She still had to find those bloody keys.
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Juan “Traz” Perez took a long drink of his Lone Star beer and considered his reflection in the neon-framed mirror behind the bar. Even without the disturbing hue the blue light gave his complexion, the expression that looked back at him was a long way from the easygoing one he usually wore. Three days ago, he was a Saint Lucia resident with loose plans for a trip back home to Canada. One text message later, here he was in the south of Texas, preparing to embark on a task he didn’t really understand, but one that troubled him just the same.


The bar was called the Stock Pond, and it billed itself as Amblin’s Favourite Watering Hole. There wasn’t much water in evidence, but Traz believed they’d got the other part of the description pretty much spot on. He’d been hoping a casual beer or two might give him the chance to collect his thoughts, but he’d known as soon as he set foot in here that this wasn’t going to be the place for quiet reflection. On the stage behind him, a morose guitar player was sharing his three-chord anguish with the half-empty room. He had just concluded a song called “I’m Gonna Put a Bar in My Car and Drive Myself to Drink,” and while Traz could have pointed out there were a number of levels on which this might be inadvisable, if the singer’s circuit consisted of many places like this, he could at least understand the man’s sentiment.


He looked over his shoulder and listened to a few bars of the singer’s newest offering before turning away again with a slight wince. The woman who had just taken the vacant bar stool beside him offered a sympathetic smile. “Country and Western oldies not your thing?”


“It’s not even the end of the third verse, and already his truck has broken down, his dog has died, and his truck’s broken down again.” Traz shook his head. “Makes you wonder why he doesn’t get a more reliable truck.”


“Or a more reliable dog. His sweetheart’s gonna be leaving him any time now, too,” said the woman. “Hardly surprising though, with the run of luck he’s on. I mean, who’d want to hang around a loser like that?” She held up her bottle by the neck and chinked Traz’s glass. “Verity, by the way. Verity Brown. My friends call me Verry.”


As she turned to watch the singer, Traz took the opportunity to study the woman in detail. She wore a lip ring, and her fingernails were individually painted with tiny designs, but her chopped auburn hair had a lustrous shine and her suntanned skin glowed healthily. There were no signs that sitting in Amblin’s Favourite Watering Hole was a long-time habit for this woman. Perhaps her bright eyes held a touch of discontent, but just because people took their troubles to a bar didn’t necessarily mean they were open to sharing them. Besides, Traz had enough problems of his own just now. He looked toward the stage, where a haze of blue smoke hung over the empty dance floor.


“They still allow smoking in here? Is that even legal anymore?”


“This is south Texas,” she reminded him. “They don’t take kindly down here to folks tellin’ them what they can and can’t do. I take it you’re new in town.”


Traz nodded. “Flew in today. I came to visit the Aransas Wildlife Refuge.”


“You’re a bird watcher, huh?” She didn’t sound overly impressed. “Down here doing the South Texas circuit?”


Traz shook his head regretfully. “I’m driving north in the morning, so unfortunately, I won’t have a chance to see any of the other sites around here.”


The woman’s slightly skewed expression could have indicated a number of things, a comment on his itinerary among them. For a birder to come here for a single day in Aransas and then drive out without taking in the Gulf Coast’s other rich birding opportunities suggested either very bad planning or another agenda. But if Verity Brown had any further interest in the matter, she masked it with a long drink from her bottle. She waved the empty in the bartender’s direction, gesturing for two more.


The final notes of the song were greeted with what could only generously be called applause, but more enthusiasm accompanied the announcement of the next tune. Traz pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger and closed his eyes.


“If you don’t mind my saying,” said the woman, “I wouldn’t exactly have you figured for a place where the set list includes songs like ‘I’d Rather Have a Bottle in Front of Me than a Frontal Lobotomy’.”


“What gave me away?”


“Well, for one thing, you’re way too neat to be a cowboy. Don’t get me wrong, some of these guys clean up pretty good when they put their minds to it, but you take things to a whole ’nother level.”


Traz gave her an ironic smile. “Thanks, I think.” It said something about the alienation he felt in this part of the world that he was genuinely unsure if the woman’s comment on his well-groomed appearance was a compliment or not.


The bartender set two opened beers on the bar before them. Verity handed one to Traz and cast him a quizzical look. “I’m curious. How’d you manage to book a car to drive on out of here, if you only got in this morning? I tried a couple of days back and all the rental agencies were cleaned out for the week.”


“This drive’s not a rental. Some snowbird has been down here restoring a car over the winter, and now he’s flown back and he needed somebody to take it up to Saskatchewan for him. There’s an agency that arranges these things. A few of them, I guess.”


The singer ended his set to more lukewarm applause and told the audience he would be taking a short break. As far as Traz was concerned, it was the best thing he’d heard through the P.A. system since he’d walked in, but as the singer trudged off stage to slump dispiritedly against the far end of the bar, he couldn’t help but feel a pang of sympathy for the man. However difficult Traz’s own task was going to be over the next few days, at least he knew his efforts wouldn’t go unappreciated.


The audience, such as it was, broke up and people moved off in various directions to stretch their legs. Verity smiled and nodded to some of the people as they passed, exchanging pleasantries with one or two.


“You’re obviously from here,” said Traz.


“Not originally. I was born and raised in Lafayette, Louisiana, but I don’t get back there much these days. What you call snowbirds, they call ‘winter Texans’ down here. I come here in autumn and do some research over the winter months, but once my subjects leave in the spring, I head up to a place called Scenic, South Dakota.”


“What’s the big attraction in Scenic?”


“Not much of anything anymore. It’s a ghost town. Kinda sad and kinda scary at the same time. But my grandmother has a farm just on the outskirts. As a place to sit on your front porch on a summer’s night, listening to the crickets and watching the sun set, it’s about as good as it gets. ’Course, whether I can ever get there is a whole ’nother question.”


“Can’t you get a flight?”


Verity shook her head and sipped her drink again. “I need to take a bunch of lab equipment along with me. I’d rather not run the risk that some bored airport worker thinks Fragile is some kinda secret code for Indestructible. Please Try.” She smiled sadly and nodded towards the singer at the end of the bar. “You know, you listen to enough of his songs, you might come to believe all of life’s problems can be solved by sitting in a bar and having one more cold beer.” Verity raised her bottle and took another long drink. “Just not mine, I guess.”


Traz scrolled through his phone and turned it towards her. “This is the agency that set up my drive delivery. Perhaps if you call them in the morning, they might have something for you.”


“Yeah,” said Verity ruefully, “’cause my luck’s been running that way.” But she put the number into her phone anyway. She scooted off the bar stool, heading for a door beneath a sign that read Fillies.


While he waited for the return of the woman he was already finding strangely captivating, Traz thought once more about his task. Three thousand miles. Forty-eight hours of driving time. A week out of his life. And for what? He didn’t know. He’d been sent only a series of coordinates that tracked straight north for the first half of his journey and then veered off to the northwest for the second part. He had no idea what he was going to find when he reached each of his checkpoints. The implication had been that this was all going to make sense at some point. But at the moment, it made none to him. He packed away his doubts when he saw Verity returning and offered her one of his best smiles. In her absence, at least one light had gone on for him.


“Your subjects leave town after the winter, you said. As in migrate. You’re studying birds, aren’t you? And down here, that probably means Whooping Cranes.”


“Avian genetics, specializing in migratory imprinting.” Verity eyed him warily. “And there’s that look. The one that says an accent like this has no business in the company of such fancy-soundin’ words.”


“No, not at all.” But Traz’s guilty grin suggested the thought had at least crossed his mind. “But, working with Whooping Cranes, I mean, wow,” he said, giving it a little extra by way of apology, “that must be great.”


“It is,” she conceded, “but now the birds have mostly moved on for the season, I’d kinda like to do the same. Instead it looks like I’m gonna be stuck here listening to this guy’s tales of woe for a few more days yet.”


“You know, I’m heading that way myself,” said Traz casually. “Oklahoma, Kansas, Nebraska, then the Dakotas. Leaving tomorrow, bright and early. There’d be room for one more. And a few fragile packages.” He raised his eyebrows, perhaps not even sure himself how serious the offer was.


“You seem nice enough and all,” she said uneasily, “but driving across the country with somebody I just met in a cowboy bar isn’t right up there at the top of my bucket list, if you know what I mean. Thanks all the same, but my rent is paid to the end of the month, so all waiting’s gonna cost me is time. And now the birds have all but gone, I have plenty of that.”


Traz nodded his understanding. “Probably wouldn’t have worked out anyway. I’ll be making some stops along the way. If you were looking to get to Scenic in a hurry, I wouldn’t be your best bet.”


The woman seemed grateful that he hadn’t taken the rejection to heart. She indicated the singer, beginning to make his way slowly from the bar back towards the stage. “We should get another round in before he starts,” she said. “He tends to feature some gospel songs toward the end of the night. Trust me, ‘Dropkick me, Jesus, Through the Goalposts of Life’ is not something you want to experience with a clear head.”


A clear head was not something either of them needed to worry about by the time they stumbled from their shared taxi into the motel’s neon-lit forecourt. They had packed in a couple more beers and even a brief swirl around the dance floor during the singer’s last set, and as they watched the departing lights of the taxi, both would have admitted the night had turned out a good deal better than they’d been expecting.


They stood for a moment, listening to the silence that seemed to hover somewhere beyond the glare of the motel’s lights. Above them, a halo of insects swarmed around the neon sign. The sultry air still held the last remnants of the day’s warmth, and the soft coastal breeze played around them, riffling the fronds of the nearby palm trees with papery snaps.


“This is me, neighbour,” said Verity. As she mounted the curb, she lost her footing and lurched into Traz, supporting herself with a hand on his chest.


He helped her upright and smiled. “Allow me,” he said, taking her keys and unlocking the door. He peered inside the room to make sure all was well and then stood aside, holding the door open for her.


“Well, you don’t find old school manners like that much anymore.” Verity paused in the doorway and looked up into his face, teetering slightly as she tipped back. “You know, if it wasn’t so late, and I wasn’t so drunk, I do believe I could enjoy the company of a gentleman like you.”


“Of all sad words of tongue or pen,” quoted Traz wistfully, “the saddest are these, It might have been. I hope you make it to Scenic, Verity Brown. You and your fragile packages. Goodnight.”
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Domenic Jejeune stood on the shingle beach and looked west across the flat surface of Lake Ontario. The haze had robbed the Toronto skyline of its edges and now the distinctive profile of the CN Tower and the cluster of skyscrapers surrounding it seemed to hover over the water like a distant grey mountain range.


Jejeune marvelled at how many new buildings had sprung up in his absence. But if the view had changed so much since he was last here, how different, then, must it be from when the spies had gazed upon it, when this place had functioned as a training centre for covert operations during the Second World War. In those days, a man approaching this area with a pair of binoculars and a backpack might not have been met with the same polite disinterest that Jejeune had encountered today.


He left the shoreline and retraced his steps back up to the paved lane leading into Thickson’s Woods. Stopping along the way to check the tops of the overhanging trees for signs of movement, he entered the tall stands of white pine, and turned right, heading for the northwest corner. From here, he would follow the track across to the marshy area in the northeast, before doubling back to cross the lane and check out the meadow on the far side. It was his long-established, unvarying route in these woods. Patterns, he thought. What a hold they have on us, staying in our memories even during our absences, ready to impose themselves once again the moment we return.


The interior of the woods still held much of the day’s earlier coolness, as Jejeune had known it would. The spring arrivals were in by now: the warblers, the vireos, the thrushes, but the numbers seemed lower than he recalled. Individual birds were sprinkled through the trees and undergrowth like garnish. Perhaps this was what normal days had always been like here. Maybe there was no place in our memories for the mundane, only for the glories, or the disappointments. So perhaps a typical day in Thickson’s Woods wasn’t one where the spring migrants were dripping from the trees, as he had so fondly recalled when he was overseas.


A figure flickered in and out of view behind the stands of dark tree trunks. Jejeune picked up the approach in his peripheral vision and knew immediately who it was, in that way the familiar can sometimes form itself in the mind even before the senses have a chance to register it.


“Known whereabouts,” said Roy Ducannon as he approached. He offered Jejeune a smile, but there was little warmth in it.


“You didn’t have to track me down, Roy. I’d have come to you if you’d called.”


Roy shrugged easily. “No trouble. Just found out why Damian never responded to the invitation to the family reunion. He never got the voicemails.” Roy had a habit of jutting his chin forward slightly when he spoke. When he was first dating their sister, Suzette, Damian had secretly referred to it as Roy’s gecko move, but for a long time now Domenic had found something slightly more sinister and confrontational about his brother-in-law’s gesture. “Damian’s somewhere out in Wood Buffalo National Park, miles out of range of the nearest cellphone tower. The comms equipment he has with him seems to be out of order. Same with his partner’s.”


“His partner?”


“He’s in there with some researcher. Her device doesn’t appear to be working either. The park staff don’t think there’s any cause for alarm, though. They’re not overdue on any reporting schedule and they’ve both got back-country experience. If one had got into difficulties, the other would have had plenty of time to reach somewhere to get help by now.”


Roy paused to let the information sink in. When the two men had renewed their acquaintance recently, Jejeune had been too preoccupied with other matters to pay much attention to his brother-in-law’s appearance, but now he regarded him carefully. In overall terms, Roy was little changed from his youth. Always stout and barrel-chested, his frame had filled out a little as he approached middle age, and there was a touch more colour in his cheeks. There was a dash of salt and pepper in the closely-trimmed hair now, too. But Roy Ducannon still projected an imposing presence. In his capacity as an RCMP sergeant, it was a useful trait to have.


“What’s that one then?” Roy pointed at a small, sparrow-sized bird flitting through the tops of the cedar trees along the side of the clearing. It had a crimson dusting on its cap and chest.


“House Finch. Male,” said Jejeune, when the bird had ducked out of sight deeper into the cedars.


“Rare?”


“Common enough. Though you don’t usually see them down here. At least not when I was here before. Perhaps they’ve expanded their range since I’ve been away.”


Roy nodded. “Perhaps we all have.”


Silence settled over the men again, heightened by the sound of the wind brushing through the tops of the tall pine trees. There had always been wariness to their exchanges. Roy had never made much effort to hide his contempt for Damian’s undisciplined lifestyle, but his issues with Domenic traced back to a different source. The family attributed the men’s strained relationship to Roy’s annual hunting trip in the autumn, but while Jejeune had never been able to fully understand the appeal of killing as a recreational activity, both men knew there were deeper issues between them. Roy was a faithful husband and a good father, but his career was central to his identity. Only he had to work hard at it, pouring every ounce of energy and dedication into being a police officer. For Domenic, on the other hand, the job always seemed to come so easily. Solutions occurred to him, suspects materialized seemingly out of nowhere. And he always appeared to be so unappreciative of his gifts, so dismissive of his God-given talents. Despite the veil the two men drew over Roy’s resentments for the sake of the family, whenever it was just the two of them together like this, a faint thrum of discord would always flow between them.


But that hadn’t stopped Jejeune from seeking Roy’s help when he needed it. And despite the prelude about Damian’s whereabouts, Jejeune knew it was this that Roy had come to discuss today. Wordlessly, he handed Jejeune an envelope. Although Domenic didn’t look inside, he knew what it contained: a thin gold bookmark, with three birds intricately traced into the metalwork. “Single print,” said Roy with another chin jut, “spread across the filigree work. It’d be open to challenge if you were planning to use it as evidence.” He waited, in case Jejeune wanted to offer confirmation, but after a moment’s silence, Roy continued. “Our guys are good, though. They say it’s a match to that name you gave us; Ray Hayes. They did an entire workup, DNA, fibres, chemical traces, but the fingerprint is the only thing on there.”


Jejeune nodded slowly. Through the silence, the flute-like call of a Baltimore Oriole came to the men from the black cherry trees beside them. It had been a gamble, and it had not paid off. To his DCS in the U.K., Jejeune had sold his sojourn here in Canada as a temporary situation, just until Ray Hayes emerged from hiding and could be captured. Whether she had ever truly believed it, or merely willed herself to, Shepherd would know by now that Hayes was not going to resurface. Jejeune’s unauthorized gambit in having the bookmark examined had been one last attempt to find some evidence that might lead them to Hayes. A single fingerprint was not enough to do that. With no new leads to follow, it seemed that the final doorway back into his old life had now been closed forever.


Roy looked around. “So, this is where Camp X was located. Supposed to be where Ian Fleming came up with the idea for James Bond. I never was much of a one for stories about evil geniuses and all that. Seems to me there’s enough villains in real life to keep the likes of you and me busy, eh?”


Jejeune peered into the dark, quiet spaces of the cathedral-like groves of trees. He thought about Fleming and those long-dead British spies who had been stationed here, contemplating their temporary new home, nestled in this remnant of white pine forest on the shores of Lake Ontario. Would they have experienced the same sense of dislocation he now felt, the feeling of transience, of a life held in abeyance while the rest of the world turned without him?


“Do you think you could get me Damian’s records from just before contact was lost?” he asked quietly.


“They were both using a system called inReach.” Roy allowed himself a small smile at the irony. “I’m sure Damian and his new lady friend are fine, Domenic. Apparently, she’s intelligent, single, and good looking. According to the park super, the two of them seemed to be getting along very well, even before they went into the park.” Roy looked at Jejeune frankly. “I don’t imagine they’re in any great hurry for their cosy little holiday in the woods to be over.”


“Still, if it’s not too much trouble.” Jejeune summoned a smile from somewhere and Roy responded in kind. There was too much between them for a genuine friendship, but Jejeune still respected his brother-in-law as a father and a husband, and perhaps as a surrogate son to their parents, too, during the prolonged absences of the brothers. This was a long way to come to deliver the findings from the bookmark in person, whatever Roy’s motives, and Jejeune knew he should make some overture to acknowledge the fact that he had made the journey.


“Do you want to get a coffee before you head back? There’s a doughnut shop a little way up the road.”


Roy declined with a shake of his head. “I’m going to see if I can grab the last flight out tonight. Surprise Suzette and the kids.” He reached out for Domenic’s hand and shook it. “I’ll send you those inReach records, but believe me, communications in the interior of Wood Buffalo are a lot sketchier than you might imagine. The authorities up there get a hundred reports like this a year. You can count the number that amount to anything on one hand.”


Jejeune watched him walk up the tree-lined laneway and checked the time on his phone. There was no chance Roy could get back to the airport on Toronto Island in time to catch a flight north tonight. But part of his commitment to his job meant Roy was a fully paid-up member of the police officers’ brotherhood. No summer barbeque, no poker night, no retirement party fell beneath Roy’s radar. As he disappeared around the corner behind the bank of trees, it occurred to Jejeune that even though the inhabitants of Camp X may be long gone from this place, the ghosts of secret lives still lingered.
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Detective Chief Superintendent Colleen Shepherd often singled out individuals in the morning briefings, for praise or otherwise, but she rarely summoned them to the front of the room. Today, though, everyone gathered in the Incident Room at Saltmarsh Police Station knew what was coming. Lauren Salter coloured slightly as she stood. She took a moment to smooth her crisp white blouse, but seemed to accept that further hesitation was only going to delay the inevitable; whether she welcomed the invitation or not, she, too, had been expecting it.


“With so much emphasis on the team approach to policing these days, I always feel there’s a danger that individual achievements might not get the credit they deserve,” said Shepherd as Salter joined her in front of the assembly. “But when a member of this department does something worthy of note, you can rest assured, it won’t be allowed to pass unnoticed.” She looked across at Salter, whose expression suggested she wished she’d chosen a blouse that might have done less to emphasize the pink flushing of her cheeks and neck. “I don’t think it’s a surprise to any of us that Constable Salter was able to pass her examinations, though I’m not sure even she would have expected to achieve such, frankly, ridiculously high scores on the written component. And I’m reliably informed she did just as well in her interviews. Her ideas about the application of new technologies in policing seem to have struck a particular chord with the panel. Which I suppose means we’ll now have at least one person in the police service who knows how to use the new phone system.”


Detective Sergeant Danny Maik had always felt Shepherd’s attempts at humour in these situations were received far more warmly than their actual merits deserved, but today’s generosity from the assembled group, he recognized, was more about the popularity of their colleague. The DCS turned to Salter once more as she made her announcement. “Congratulations, Detective Sergeant Lauren Salter.”


The derisive cheers and apathetic, half-hearted applause reinforced the genuine affection among the ranks and Salter shifted slightly with embarrassment. As she stood there, with her frozen smile and her eyes flickering for an exit sign, Maik’s heart went out to her. Shepherd had grasped one of her hands and placed the other on Salter’s shoulder, turning her to face the room like a new midfielder being welcomed to the local football club. As stilted and awkward as the moment was, even Danny realized it was a photo op. Only he’d never yet taken a truly successful photo with his phone, and even if he did, it would likely take him the better part of a day to work out how to post it anywhere. Eventually, one of the bright young things from Traffic grabbed Salter’s own phone and took a few shots that could be posted on her social media network, where they could be instantly commented on and just as quickly forgotten.


“And as it turns out, Sergeant Salter,” said Shepherd, “your timing could hardly have been better. With Inspector Jejeune off on his leave and Tony Holland on secondment to the Met, there is room for a second sergeant here at Saltmarsh, at least for the time being.”


Others in the crowd turned to seek out Danny Maik’s face. He was renowned for his stoic expressions, but it was obvious he had already been informed of Shepherd’s decision — and approved. From the front of the room, Salter flashed him a smile, equal parts gratitude and nervousness.


“With the temporary manpower shortage, you might both find you have to go it alone a bit more than usual, but make no mistake, I’ll be expecting you to share out the sergeant’s duties equally,” Shepherd told her.


“That means Danny puts the kettle on while you fetch the biscuits,” offered somebody from the cheap seats.


Salter shook her head gravely. “Sorry, no can do.”


Shepherd looked slightly startled by the new sergeant’s response.


“I’m off the biccies just now,” explained Salter, patting her stomach. “Doing a bit of running, too.”


“I do hope these are not new requirements for the position of sergeant. Jogging and no biscuits? Sergeant Maik will have his retirement papers on my desk by the end of the day.”


Like the crowd, Maik was in a generous mood today, and he rewarded the effort with a smile. Of sorts. He watched Salter now as she thanked those who came up to offer their individual congratulations. He’d already taken care of that, as soon as she walked into the building.


As the assembly broke up, it crossed his mind that if it had been anyone else at the station being celebrated in this way, the event would almost certainly have been marked by a cake, courtesy of Lauren Salter. He felt disappointed in himself that he hadn’t thought to arrange something. It wasn’t as if he could have expected any of this useless lot to have done anything. He was still watching Salter, from his safe distance, when he heard Shepherd’s voice beside him.


“I’m going to give her the lead on this domestic stabbing, Danny.”


Sergeant Maik wasn’t a man who normally went about avoiding people. If anything, he was aware people sometimes found his own presence a touch on the intimidating side. But he had studiously avoided getting anywhere near the orbit of his chief superintendent recently. It wasn’t a situation that could continue for much longer, so there was almost a relief for Maik that she had finally caught up to him. Almost.


“I trust you’ll be keeping an eye on things, though. There’s something about this one that I don’t like. This business of the extra force for the second stab wound, for one thing.”


By making it about the case, rather than the investigator, Maik realized Shepherd had hoped to draw him out. But even if he had any misgivings about giving a new detective sergeant such a tricky case as her first lead, he would have kept his silence. He’d be ready to offer his thoughts whenever she wanted them, but he’d let her make her way alone until she asked. Only, he suspected the new sergeant wasn’t going to ask, no matter how bogged down her progress became. She’d be too afraid of looking out of her depth. Nor would it do any good for Danny to reassure her they were all out of their depth, in every situation, every minute of the bloody day. So if Shepherd did want him to keep an eye on this case, it wasn’t only for the developments in evidence gathering and investigative procedure and such like. It would be to watch Salter, too.


Shepherd left her shoulder-to-shoulder position and turned to face him. It was what you might do if it was important to see somebody’s reaction when you spoke. “I’ve received a report about a request that came through from the RCMP in Toronto recently, asking for access to fingerprint records for Ray Hayes.”


“Yes, ma’am.” Like his expression, Maik’s tone was giving nothing away.


She looked at him dubiously. “Yes, ma’am as in ‘how interesting,’ or yes, ma’am as in you already knew about this? There’s only one reason I can think of why the RCMP might be making such a request. How about you? And where do you suppose they may have obtained a fingerprint for comparison?”


She waited.


“There was a bookmark in Lindy’s car,” said Maik eventually. “I believe the DCI may have taken it with him when he left.”


“Are you telling me Inspector Jejeune removed evidence from a crime scene? Evidence that he’s now having independently assessed in another country? Has he taken leave of his senses?”


“It wasn’t a confirmed crime scene at the time he took it,” said Maik, “just the scene of a motor vehicle collision.”


Shepherd’s complexion darkened slightly. “A word of advice, Sergeant. If this goes as far as a review board, I would strongly advise you not to voice an observation like that. They’re not overly tolerant of people who insult their intelligence.” Shepherd shook her head incredulously. “God almighty. What was he thinking? That bookmark could have been vital in a case against Hayes, but there’s no hope we’ll be able to use it as evidence after this.”


“With respect, ma’am,” began Maik. He stopped at her stare. The phrase was bandied about at the station far too easily for Shepherd’s liking, but she could usually be at least reasonably sure Danny Maik’s use of it was sincere. “Since we didn’t request the print match, the results won’t be reported back to us. But the one thing we can be sure of is that there was nothing on that bookmark that could bring us any closer to finding Hayes. If there was, the DCI would have already let us know.”


“If you believe that in any way excuses his actions —” She stopped, accepting Maik’s point. It didn’t excuse them, but until anyone asked, it gave them some breathing room. “So the two of you have not been in touch?” Despite her frustration, Shepherd had lowered her voice slightly. Maik’s search for Hayes had been purposely kept from the rank and file. Ray Hayes wouldn’t have the resources to breach the sophisticated firewalls of the police department’s secure communications systems, but he might well tap into a source of equally rich information — the unguarded gossip of officers patrolling the streets of Saltmarsh, or having a quiet pint at the Boatman’s Arms.


“No, ma’am. No contact, as agreed.”


Shepherd gave her sergeant a look designed to remind him that, in the past, both Maik and Jejeune had occasionally followed procedures that were not entirely as agreed. “I’ve not had a chance to check my inbox this morning. Anything in there from you that might help push this bookmark business to the back of my mind?”


“No new leads to report, ma’am. All the existing ones have been rechecked, but there’s nothing come to light there, either. We’re no closer to finding Hayes than we ever have been.”


Shepherd nodded slowly. It was a variation of every update she’d received from him so far. He’d even stopped adding the other part, she noticed, some vague assurance that he was doing all he could; a statement so vapid it sounded like it had come directly from a police press release. Not at all what she might have expected from the sincere, straightforward officer to whom she’d entrusted the most important task of his career. She knew the probability of Hayes’s arrest was diminishing with each passing day, and with it, the prospects for Domenic Jejeune’s return.


“Your latest written report suggests you’ve stepped down your surveillance on Lindy.”


Maik understood her need to check and recheck the small details. It was always that way with one’s superiors when there had been no progress on the larger ones. “I didn’t want to take any unnecessary chances that I’d be seen, on the off-chance Hayes is still around these parts.” But Maik’s tone did not suggest he felt this was a very real possibility any longer. If it ever had been. Shepherd knew he believed they were now out of options, and while she didn’t want to accept it, at the moment she could find no reason to disagree.


“You feel Lindy’s safe, then?”


“There’s been nothing to suggest otherwise.”


Shepherd nodded. So, DCI Jejeune had been proven right. He had predicted his absence would ensure Lindy’s safety. He’d always felt Ray Hayes would only pose a threat to Lindy again if Jejeune himself came back to Saltmarsh. But unable to confide his reasons for leaving to Lindy, he had left her discreet surveillance in the hands of the one man he trusted most. It was a duty Sergeant Maik would execute as diligently as any he had ever taken on, and Shepherd knew that Danny would never have scaled back his watching brief unless he, too, was convinced there was no longer any threat to the DCI’s girlfriend.


The two officers watched as the last of Salter’s well-wishers left the room. With a final lingering glance in Maik’s direction, the newly-minted sergeant followed them. Shepherd gave a sigh and looked at Danny. “As I say, Sergeant, keep me apprised. Any developments. Any at all.”


In either case, she meant. But they both knew there was only one he would be reporting on. The other one was already closed in all but name. And soon, DCS Shepherd was going to have to make it official.
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“Mints.”


In truth, Jeremy’s constant habit of identifying the items he saw Lindy holding was beginning to wear a bit thin. Mints, cheese puffs, and once recently, even lipstick. He was like someone learning a new language, trying the words out loud to show he had mastered them. But if this minor irritation was the price she needed to pay for having a fresh coffee delivered to her desk every morning, she continued to find it worth it. For now. She proffered the pack of mints to Jeremy and he took one eagerly.
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