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Water is a murderer’s friend. It can rinse away blood, wash off fingerprint oils, submerge evidence. If it is dirty enough, water can contaminate wounds and compromise DNA. If it is cold enough, it can falsify the time of death, delaying decomposition and changing lividity, offering up vital hours that may be exploited by clever, pre-planned alibis. But water can do more. It can make moving a body easier so that, when the corpse is gently slid into a river from beneath the darkened archway of a bridge, water can take up the burden and float it along on its surface, leaving the murderer only to hold on and wade alongside, like a pallbearer at a funeral.


With the body supported in this way, the murderer may pause for a moment in the centre of the river and look around, to make sure there are no eyes observing from the darkness beyond the banks. Then, turning, they may locate, through the pale moonlight, the tree limb half-submerged in the water. And move towards it. And when, at last, the body has been guided to its chosen resting place, water can help once more, buoying the corpse, even as it twirls and spins in the current, until the murderer can lift it and hook it onto the gnarled branches, where it may hang suspended like a sad, saturated rag doll, until the coming dawn reveals it to the world.


Afterwards, when the murderer has returned to the bank, soaked and exhausted from their exertions, it is to the water that their eyes turn once more. As they sit and wait to recover the strength to complete the next phase of their task, they look out at the tree limb, bowed down now with the weight of its dreadful new bounty. The fast-flowing waters of the river approach, ready to wash past the new obstacle. But on their surface they carry a tiny object; a feather, caught in the trail of moonlight. It revolves slowly, buffeted by the racing waters but not conquered by them, fighting determinedly to stay afloat. As it reaches the body, the feather becomes caught in an eddy churning in front of the obstruction. Spinning in place, it seems to be trying to decide which side to pass; until some unseen force chooses for it. The water eases the feather around the body on silver ribbons of current; carrying it away into the night.


Because night, too, is a friend of one who chooses to take another’s life. It shrouds the act in darkness, shielding the crime from prying eyes and cameras. For the murderer who requires time to complete their task – to drive, to kill, to load a vehicle, and then to drive some more – night provides the necessary cover. And when the driver has made the turn from the narrow road into the field and switched off the headlights to complete the careful approach down to the water’s edge, night will be waiting once again, beneath the bridge. It will hide the murderer’s movements as they enter the water with their heavy burden, and when they return afterwards to retrieve the body and ease it, too, into the river, and float it to its resting place.


But although the twin allies of night and water can conspire to conceal the act and wash away the evidence, what they cannot do, either of them, is hide the guilt or cleanse the taint of having taken a life. Those feelings will remain as the murderer stands and walks back to their vehicle, and linger as they turn to stare for another long moment at the water, illuminated still only by the palest of moonlight. The feelings will be there as the murderer climbs into the driver’s seat and turns the key. And as they reverse back up the slope beside the bridge, turn onto the narrow track leading away from the river, and begin to drive from the scene. They will always be there.


The vehicle lurched slightly as it mounted the grassy verge and returned to the paved road surface. With a flick of the switch, the headlights suffused the surrounding land in a soft, ghostly glow. The scene at the river was set now; the tree limb in place, the body suspended from it. By the time the sun rose on the low, flat landscape, it would reveal the narrative the killer intended. As would the other scene that would be found in the morning. That one already held its story: the victim’s laptop still open on the desk where he had been surprised at his work, the chair upturned during the struggle that led to his death, the murder weapon lying on the floor of the office. Everything was in place; the computer cord, the empty file folder, the door. The door. That was wrong, the killer realised now. A small oversight, perhaps, but enough? It was too late now to do anything about it. Returning to the office was out of the question. Ever since Dostoyevsky had Raskolnikov do so in Crime and Punishment, the myth has existed that killers will return to the scene of the crime. These days, the professionals who investigate murders don’t give much credence to the idea. Most murderers, they know, like to give the crime scene as wide a berth as possible. Still, there are some who are compelled to return, out of a sense of remorse, perhaps, or perverse satisfaction, or even in an attempt to come to terms with what they have done. But surely none ever needed to add finishing touches to a story, as this killer must do now. So yes, there would be a return to the scene of the crime. But not the one at the office.


The river was disappearing in the rear-view mirror now. That office lay behind it to the east, where the earliest rays of the sun were already beginning to trace a thin line on the horizon. But the vehicle was heading west, towards a hill overlooking a valley filled with sharp, angular lines. At the very top of the hill, on a wide, flat expanse of grass criss-crossed with walking paths and fringed by an ancient woodland, lay a scene that told a story the killer still needed to change. Timelines had to be blurred, clues disguised, evidence concealed. The killer needed to erase any sign that this was the scene where the victim had been murdered. For the second time.
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‘Resignation!’


The word had ricocheted around the walls of DCS Colleen Shepherd’s office and left a gaping, stunned silence in its wake. It had come only a few minutes into Domenic Jejeune’s entrance, at Shepherd’s invitation.


‘Well, that’s me done,’ she had announced as he entered the room. She had tapped a sheaf of files into a tidy stack and set them in her out-tray.


‘Done?’ asked Jejeune.


‘Finished. I’m out of here.’


Jejeune looked out of the window behind Shepherd. His life seemed to be in a constant state of turmoil these days. There had been the recent tragic incident involving a colleague, and, if blame could not be laid at his feet, it did not alleviate the feeling that he could have done more to prevent it. Then there was his previous sergeant, life coach and support system moving on to pastures new. Even his long-time partner, Lindy, had been expressing some restlessness lately about the direction of her future, and by extension, he supposed, their relationship. And now this.


He fixed his gaze on the view beyond Shepherd’s office window, the fields bathed in the bright spring sunshine. This was one of his favourite birding seasons, with its migration spectacles and its courtship displays, but it was a time of great change, too. In contrast, there had always been a reassuring permanence to the slow, measured rise and fall of the fields as they rolled away towards the distant fringe of pine trees marking the far boundary. Despite the ever-changing moods set by the weather, this landscape provided constancy, when all about him seemed to be in flux, as it so frequently did.


‘Don’t look so down in the mouth, Domenic. If you’re concerned about my replacement, it’s all been sorted. In fact, that was what I wanted to talk to you about.’


Shepherd’s customary briskness appeared to hold no hint of regret. The decision seemed to have come so suddenly, Jejeune wondered if it had been triggered by some specific incident. It was the little things that usually broke the spirit in the end, some tiny, momentary detail that normally would have been processed, but had this time managed to pierce the battle-hardened armour of a career police officer. Perhaps it was a dead child’s outstretched arm, as if pleading for help you were unable to give. Or the flicker of terror you remembered from the face of a now murdered woman when her husband’s earlier domestic abuse charge had been dismissed. Or the veiled sadness in the eyes of a bereaved elderly person who could no longer find any tears. Any one of these, or a thousand other scenarios, could have been the catalyst that caused Colleen Shepherd to call time on her career. Or perhaps it was something else.


‘Is everything okay?’ asked Jejeune. ‘Health-wise, I mean.’


‘With me?’ The question seemed to surprise Shepherd. ‘Never felt better. That’s part of what went into the decision, actually. You know, do it while we still can. And the prices are unlikely to be this good again for a long time, if ever.’


‘Prices?’


‘For flights, Domenic. We leave for Perth. Tonight. Four glorious weeks in sunny Australia. Where did you think I was going?’ There was an awkward pause as the realisation dawned on her. ‘You thought I was jacking it all in?’ She smiled cruelly. ‘No, Domenic, I was talking about the long-deferred holiday Eric and I have been planning. The stars have finally aligned and we’re able to do it.’


‘Resignation!’ Back in the present, Shepherd repeated the word and shook her head in wonder. ‘Honestly, Domenic, I can’t believe you’d imagine I was even considering such a thing. Whatever gave you that idea?’


He shrugged. ‘Nothing, I was just thinking...’


‘Yes, well, it would appear that your thinking, wishful or otherwise, is somewhat wide of the mark. Despite the numerous challenges brought by this position’ — she paused and offered Jejeune a significant look over the rim of her glasses — ‘I still find that the rewards outweigh them. Should that ever change, I’ll be sure to let you know.’


Jejeune tried to find a suitable expression from somewhere. For all her testiness and impatience with him, DCS Colleen Shepherd was a superb administrator and he was content being part of her team. He doubted her temporary replacement, whoever it turned out to be, would provide anything like the smooth running the station enjoyed under her watchful eye. Who would it be? And that, he remembered now, was what he had been summoned in here to discuss.


‘I suppose it will be Greene coming in?’


Shepherd’s eyes found her desktop. ‘Under normal circumstances it would have been, but he’s off on a compassionate.’ She glanced up. ‘It looks like it might be a long one, sadly. So they’ll be bringing someone else in. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.’


It was the second time she had used the phrase, which in Jejeune’s experience meant that it was almost certainly something she did not want to talk to him about, but rather something she felt she had to. And now, he had a good idea why. He looked out of the window again, as he composed himself. He recalled once watching a Kestrel from here, earning its epithet of windhover as it hawked dragonflies over the fields. It was a similar day to this, weather-wise, though perhaps it was later in the season. He had suspended a report to her in mid-sentence to watch the bird, and Shepherd had waited as she did now, her expression a fine balance between weary indulgence and a barely suppressed irritation.


‘King’s Landing?’ he asked finally.


Shepherd nodded shortly. ‘He’ll be temporarily overseeing both areas, KL and Saltmarsh. The emphasis here is on temporarily, Domenic. Four short weeks is all, and then I’ll be back. Besides, from what I’m hearing, Marvin Laraby is a changed man these days. Promotion to DCS seems to agree with him. And whatever you may think about his methods, you can’t deny he gets results.’


Jejeune nodded. The same could be said of bombs and bulldozers, but, as with Laraby, cleaning up in their aftermath was not for the faint of heart. ‘I can’t see his methods aligning with the CC’s declared aims of a more humane police service,’ he said.


‘He seems to have learned the art of compromise. If you have any thoughts about future advancement, it’s a lesson you might do well to take on board yourself.’ She fell silent for a moment, recalling the many spectacular successes her DCI had achieved precisely because of his refusal to compromise. ‘All I’m saying is, despite your past differences, I’m sure the two of you can manage to get along until I come back.’


Sometimes, the blankness of Jejeune’s expression was like the most highly silvered mirror, in which you found your inner thoughts reflected back at you even as your words professed the opposite. ‘I hardly expect Laraby will be going out of his way to make life difficult for you, Dominic.’


Jejeune doubted he’d pass up an opportunity, either, but he said nothing.


‘Certainly Danny Maik is having no trouble working under him,’ she added resolutely.


Jejeune gave no response to this comment either. His former sergeant had forged a career by making himself invaluable to his superiors, and, in all the time Jejeune had worked with him, he could never remember Maik voicing open criticism of one. The reference was undoubtedly intended to suggest that perhaps Danny might be a bridge between him and Laraby. But it would be a big ask. Jejeune knew Marvin Laraby had a great deal of respect for Danny Maik, both as a police officer and as a person. The same could not be said of the incoming DCS’s views of Domenic Jejeune. In either category.


‘I’d like to hand Laraby over as clean a slate as possible. There isn’t much on the board at the moment, save that idiot from HR Holdings throwing a high-profile temper tantrum.’


Jejeune looked at her uncomprehendingly. As uncomfortable as it was for him to admit, the lives of Saltmarsh’s citizens didn’t often cross his radar unless a violent death had clouded their horizon.


‘Marius Huebner. It’s just been revealed that he was the central figure in that sketchy land deal the government got embroiled in. The fact that he was involved sheds a new and even more unsavoury light on the whole affair. It’s no wonder the government went out of its way to hide his identity. They should have known better than to get in bed with the likes of Huebner in the first place. He’s always been bad news.’


‘Nobody pointed this out at the time?’


‘I understand that, even though some objections were raised, the deal was ultimately justified as being in the interest of the greater good.’


‘Another compromise?’ said Jejeune.


Shepherd acknowledged the point with a tilt of her head. ‘It’s hard to see the greater good in protecting a vile article like Huebner, I’ll grant you,’ she said. ‘He’s a proper old-school villain. Callous, intimidating, and brutal. But he’s clever, too, as calculating as they come. Never draws a breath without looking at all the risks. It’s why we’ve never been able to get him on anything. If it was me, I have to say, I’d have been more inclined to pursue the lesser good and nail him once and for all.’


‘But the word is out now that he was involved in this deal?’


‘It is. Despite the government’s best efforts to prevent it. Somebody released his name to a podcaster who, of course, wasted no time in revealing it in his most recent episode. Now Huebner is swearing vengeance on whoever gave up his name. Only he’s doing it online, in language that borders on the illegal. And since he has both the means and the disposition to follow through on his threats, we’re going to have to get someone out there to have a word with him.’ She paused, but Jejeune seemed disinclined to volunteer for the task. ‘I feel confident I can get on that plane tonight knowing that this has been taken care of,’ she said flatly.


There were lots of ways to ensure something got done in a police station, from direct threats to gentle cajoling, and in his time as a detective, Jejeune had encountered most of them. But Shepherd’s way of simply stating her confidence in an outcome was as compelling and effective as any he had come across. ‘I’ll see to it,’ he said.


Shepherd nodded shortly. She knew he would. ‘Good. So with that, I shall take my leave of you. I’ve still got a lot of running around to do before I get on that plane. The Huebner file is there on my desk.’ At the doorway, she turned. ‘Compromise, Domenic,’ she said. ‘It’s not a word any of us likes, but it’s a reality in today’s world. Lock the door when you leave, would you?’


He stood for a few minutes in the empty office, looking out of the window again. For a moment he contemplated how different that landscape might appear to him if Shepherd really was leaving. It was inevitable that one day she would. She was closing in on her pension eligibility and, for all her professed love for the job, he knew this trip was merely a foretaste of the travelling she and Eric had planned for the future. But she had assured him that she would be around for some time yet. And Jejeune knew that, among Colleen Shepherd’s many other admirable qualities, she could always be taken at her word. With one last long look at the fields, he picked up the file and tucked it under his arm, locking the office door behind him as he left.
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The rising sun lit the horizon like a distant fire, but its light hadn’t fully reached the small group standing on the bridge yet. As he approached, Jejeune could pick out the imposing silhouette of Danny Maik and guess at the identity of two of the others standing beside him. Only one among the group, the smallest shape, was unfamiliar to him.


He walked up to join them, leaning on the wall of the bridge next to a floodlight trained on an object a short distance downriver, in the middle of the water. Even from here, Jejeune could tell it was a human body, snagged against a half-submerged tree limb bleached white by the glare of the floodlight. Marvin Laraby eased himself up from his own position against the wall and extended a hand. ‘DCI Jejeune. Nice of you to join us.’


Danny turned and nodded a short greeting towards Jejeune. He knew the history between these two men and appreciated how Laraby’s innocuous greeting could have carried a hint of sarcasm. Tony Holland, standing beside him, would recognise it, too. But Jejeune understood how benign it would have sounded to the unknown woman next to them, who had no knowledge of the men’s previous involvement. ‘This is Lelia Segal,’ said Maik. The woman offered a warm smile in place of a handshake. ‘I’m the new regional ME,’ she said.


Another change. Jejeune had forgotten that Mansfield Jones had retired. He wondered if dealings with this new ME would prove any less fractious. Her friendly expression and breezy greeting suggested they might.


‘Lelia? Not a name I’ve encountered before.’ he said.


‘Named after an early Christian saint. Can’t say I’m exactly crushing that aspect of it, truth be told,’ she said, smiling.


‘DCS Shepherd got off okay then?’ asked Laraby.


‘Last night,’ said Jejeune. He turned to survey the surroundings. The bridge elevation was not high, but in these parts it didn’t need to be for him to see all the way to the horizon. As the morning light began to seep into the landscape, the features were emerging into focus. Flat land stretched out on both sides of the wide, fast-moving river that passed beneath the bridge. Yellow tape fluttered along both sides of the riverbank. To his right was Saltmarsh district, to his left, King’s Landing. Jejeune’s knowledge of local history didn’t extend to which king might have landed here, or when, but he had been in these parts long enough to know that ancient boundaries, even those now invisible to the human eye, still held an almost mystical power. Though many had undoubtedly been redrawn over time, few, he imagined, would have been as bitterly contested as the latest one. Jejeune had heard it said that the measure of a fair negotiation was one where both parties left the table feeling slightly aggrieved. If so, the recent redistribution of police authority between King’s Landing and Saltmarsh, now demarked by the river, had been an unqualified success.


Jejeune raised his binoculars to his eyes to watch the activity in the river. Uniformed officers in waders were approaching the body, their silvery slipstreams glinting in the rising light. A short distance away, a photographer manoeuvred for position to capture his shots. But no one was making any move to detach the corpse from its spindly harness. Instead they were standing around uncertainly and looking back towards the bridge.


‘We need to clear up the jurisdictional responsibility before we can remove the body,’ Laraby told Jejeune without taking his eyes from the officers. ‘As I’ve already told these people, normally in a boundary case one DCS will simply formally cede it to another and we can get on with things.’ He turned to fix Jejeune with a look, as the gazes of the others found him as well.


‘I don’t have the authority to cede this case. In DCS Shepherd’s absence, I’d suggest the decision is going to rest with the Assistant Chief Constable. I thought you were overseeing both areas anyway,’ said Jejeune.


‘I am, but I don’t want any later prosecution compromised by suggestions that it was conducted in the wrong jurisdiction. I’ve got a call in to the ACC, but for now the body stays where it is.’


‘Which is not, frankly, an ideal situation from my point of view,’ said Segal. ‘Every minute that body is in the water, evidence is being washed away and more and more contaminants are being deposited. Can’t we just whip it out to one side or the other and sort out the details later?’


Maik and Jejeune exchanged a glance. Superseding the ACC’s authority was not an action to be taken lightly. Colleen Shepherd might have considered it, for the good of an investigation, but both men knew Marvin Laraby wouldn’t.


‘We certainly caught a break,’ said Holland. ‘Fast-flowing water like this, if the body hadn’t snagged on that dead tree, it might have been carried all the way out to the sea. Could have ended up anywhere along the coast or even drifted away altogether.’


Segal extended a hand to Jejeune. ‘Mind if I use those bins for a moment?’


Jejeune handed them over and she took a long, careful look at the body, nodding to herself. ‘Deep ligature marks round the neck.’


‘Cause of death?’


‘I would suggest those wounds are not something anyone could survive.’


She left a look on the bins as she handed them back to Jejeune. ‘Zeiss. I should have known. Great low light capabilities.’


‘Are you a birder?’


‘No, but the quality of those tells me you must take it pretty seriously.’


Laraby moved in to intercept the shared smile. ‘Can you tell how long the body has been in the water?’


‘It normally takes about three days for a submerged body to float to the surface,’ she said. ‘I would have said the lividity patterns on the neck look fresher than that. Otherwise, though, I’ll need to wait until I’ve had a proper look at the body in the lab.’


‘The jogger who reported it didn’t run this route yesterday,’ said Holland, ‘but he claims it definitely wasn’t here two days ago.’


Segal nodded. ‘I might be able to tighten up the timeline a bit. No guarantees, though. Immersion in water for any length of time is going to make it tricky.’ Laraby stared around at the landscape. ‘So what do we think then, killed up here and dumped in off this bridge?’


Maik looked around them. ‘No sign of fibres on the wall, No scuff mark in the gravel, no tyre tracks,’ he said. ‘If he did go in from here, somebody went to a lot of trouble to tidy things up afterwards.’


Jejeune raised the bins again and focused on a section of the bank downstream beyond the body. It could have been a trick of the morning light, but the grass looked slightly flattened. He switched his focus to the body, cradled against the basket-weave of bare branches. He lowered the glasses and looked around. ‘I don’t see anywhere that tree limb could have come from. There’s nothing taller than a bush anywhere in sight.’


‘Went in somewhere upstream and drifted down here, no doubt,’ said Laraby. ‘Must happen all the time.’


‘It would have to have come a long way. I’m pretty sure that’s a Green Woodpecker hole in the branch just above the victim’s head.’


Even Danny Maik recoiled slightly from the comment. If you were looking for a time when a birding observation might be welcome in a Laraby-run investigation, never would probably be your safest bet.


‘A woodpecker hole?’


Jejeune nodded. ‘A Green. Typically, you’d expect to find them around parks and lawns.’ He looked out over the marshy fields. There was not a blade of manicured grass anywhere in sight. He let his silence make the point for him. ‘You know, the kind of dry environments where they can find ants to eat,’ he added helpfully.


Maik suppressed a smile. He would have said Jejeune was as adept at handling people as anyone he had ever met. It was unlikely that his former DCI would be unaware of how his comments were likely to be received by Laraby. Perhaps not trusting himself with a response, the DCS instead called down to the officers examining the muddy ground around the footings of the bridge. ‘Anything?’


‘Footprints,’ an officer called back. ‘Too much of a mishmash to get any clear casts, but somebody was definitely down here.’


‘Signs of a struggle?’


‘More like something has been dragged through here. Something heavy.’


‘The wounds suggest the victim was strangled from behind,’ said Segal. ‘You would need firm footing to generate the amount of force required. It’s not likely you could manage it in mud like that.’


Laraby nodded thoughtfully. ‘So he was almost certainly already dead when he was taken down there. But if the killer brought the body here to dispose of it, why not throw it from the bridge? Why risk parking up while he unloads the body and manoeuvres it down a steep embankment just so it can end up in the same place it would have done anyway? What sense does that make?’


Laraby’s phone pinged and he reached for it immediately. ‘ACC,’ he said. He listened intently, head bowed, for a few moments, then pointed to the King’s Landing bank before moving away to continue the call. The others watched from the bridge as the recovery team waded to the suspended body and began to meticulously detach it from the branches.


‘After all this time in the water, I’m going to forgo any further field examination, in an effort to preserve anything that might still be left on the body,’ Segal told them. ‘As soon as it’s lifted out, I’ll have the team bag and seal it and transport it straight back to the lab.’


Laraby returned, having concluded his call, and leaned on the wall again, watching as the ME made her way down to supervise the body’s arrival on the bank. ‘Sergeant Maik,’ he said without taking his eyes from the unfolding scene, ‘while we are waiting for the ME’s findings, I want you to see if any mispers have come in for a male, well-dressed, early thirties, short black hair, about, what, six foot?’


He pushed himself up off the wall and looked squarely at Jejeune. ‘If anything pops, we’ll run it for a match against our victim and let you know. In the meantime, in the absence of any evidence, ID, or even a murder scene, I’d suggest your skills are not yet required, Inspector. I’ll let you know when they are.’


Quite when that might be, Danny Maik wouldn’t have liked to say. He was keeping his own focus firmly on the activity in the centre of the river. But also on the tree branch. A thoughtful expression crossed his face. He didn’t know what had happened here, but he did know one thing. When it came to birding matters, Domenic Jejeune rarely got it wrong.
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‘Laraby?’ Lindy Hey’s voice rose in disbelief. ‘Marvin bloody Laraby? A DCS?’ Frustration never seemed to be far below the surface for Jejeune’s partner these days, but in truth the news would probably not have met with any kinder reception even on one of her better days. ‘The police promotions board must have no standards at all.’ Having tolerated Jejeune’s momentary sojourn to watch a Reed Bunting with thinly veiled impatience, Lindy set off again at pace. ‘Laraby’s an embarrassment to the service.’


Jejeune shrugged as he fell into step beside her. ‘Clearly the board don’t feel that way.’


‘No, they tend to get blinders on when someone is telling them what they want to hear. But giving all the right answers at an interview and having the basic skills to do the job properly are two different things. Marvin Laraby has all the wisdom and insight of a fridge magnet.’


They continued walking along the riverbank at the crisp pace set by Lindy. Behind them was the bridge on which Jejeune had stood earlier in the morning, watching as the team extracted the body of the man snagged on a large tree branch. That, too, was behind them, in the water on the far side of the bridge. Jejeune wasn’t sure he’d quite go along with Lindy’s views on Laraby’s intellectual abilities, but she was never at her most restrained when she was defending him. And it was undeniably true that Laraby had caused Domenic his fair share of grief over the years. Considering Lindy’s ability to move on from her own setbacks, it never ceased to amaze him how tenaciously she could hold on to grievances from his. But Jejeune suspected her ire today had deeper roots than Marvin Laraby’s undeserved promotion. Until the cause was ready for public airing, though, Lindy would guard it carefully. Past experience had taught him that the best thing to do for now was simply to move on to other matters.


‘What are we doing here anyway?’ she asked, looking around as if noticing her surroundings for the first time. ‘Isn’t this your scene of crime? I’d have thought you’d spent enough time here for one day. Besides, wasn’t the body found down by the bridge? Why are we walking away from it?’


‘There wasn’t enough time to get a proper look at the area when I was here earlier. Now that forensics have finished, there’s something I want to check.’


Jejeune snapped his bins up at a flicker in the vegetation, but lowered them again quickly. The same Reed Bunting as before was apparently following them along the water’s edge. On another day, he might have spent more time watching it, but Lindy’s desire to be on the move was obvious, and she was off again as soon as he turned.


‘Is there any reason you’re in such a hurry today?’


‘I’m trying to get in shape,’ she said resolutely. ‘I’m going to take up hiking.’


‘Hiking? Does this mean you’re planning to start coming on my birding trips with me?’ Even to him his tone sounded somewhere between surprise and alarm. But Lindy just turned her gaze on him.


‘To paraphrase Mr Twain, birding is a good hike spoiled. No, I mean serious hiking. I’m joining a club. I’m going to do the Pennine Way. After that I might do the Coast to Coast. Maybe I’ll do John o’ Groats to Land’s End, as well.’


‘Unless you’re planning to do them all in a day, I’d suggest you could slacken off the pace a little.’ Jejeune was puzzled. Lindy was not really a joiner, so he doubted this sudden interest was part of some social activity. ‘What’s brought this on?’


‘I just feel I need to do something significant with my life, that’s all.’ She seemed poised to continue, but the impulse passed. ‘What’s Laraby doing on this case anyway? I thought the river was the jurisdictional boundary now.’


‘He’s the senior officer in charge of both areas. Temporarily.’ Lindy frowned and looked at him. ‘What about Shepherd? Oh right.’ She nodded to herself. ‘She’s off on holiday with Eric.’


‘Australia. Their long-planned trip,’ said Jejeune. He regretted the reference immediately. The continent was the last reported whereabouts of a man who had once held Lindy’s fate in his hands, who perhaps still did. Ray Hayes had risen like a spectre from Jejeune’s past and come as close to fracturing their relationship as anyone ever had. Even tangential references to the man or his place of residence were still enough to cause Lindy a frisson of unease.


‘Australia is a big place, Lindy,’ he said gently. ‘It’s well over thirty times the size of the UK. There’s plenty of room for a man like Hayes to hide out and never be heard from again. They won’t run into him while they’re over there. No one from here ever will. He’ll want it that way, and he’s clever enough to ensure it.’


Lindy nodded at the reassurance, keen to put the topic behind her. Her current concerns were enough to consign horrors from the past to the shadows. ‘So while our bosses are swanning off to exotic locales, I’m stuck here covering stories of no importance whatsoever. Could my life even get any better?’ she asked sarcastically. She scrutinised the bunting’s behaviour with interest. ‘Is there something wrong with that little bird? It looks like it’s hurt.’


‘Reed Buntings are known for feigning injury. It’s trying to distract us. Its nest must be nearby.’


‘It should be ashamed of itself,’ she said shortly. ‘What if it was in real distress? Has it never heard the story of the little bird who chirped wolf?’


‘A number of species engage in decoy activities like this.’ He paused. ‘Lindy, you know I’d support you in anything you’d want to do, but hiking... I mean, are you sure it’s something you could properly get into?’


‘I need to do something I can look back on and be proud of,’ she said resuming her high-speed pace. ‘Clearly the days of breaking major news stories are a thing of the past.’


Jejeune had fallen into step beside her, but he stopped suddenly now and Lindy followed suit. ‘You’re talking about this guy who revealed Marius Huebner’s name? That was a podcast, Lindy. That isn’t real journalism.’


‘It is, Dom, it’s the new real journalism, where investigative leads are generated and the public interest is engaged. It’s how people want to follow stories these days. Have you seen that podcast’s numbers? They dwarf ours, they’re multiples of the circulation the mag gets on its best day. I’m a dinosaur trapped in a bed of limestone. It’s why I’m stuck covering local gossip instead of doing work I can be proud of.’


‘There’s plenty of other things for you to be proud of. Look at that rockery you’ve built at home. It looks great, and that’s all you. I had no input into that at all.’ Lindy flapped a hand in frustration, sending the Reed Bunting into flight. ‘Wow, gardening, and while I’ve still got my own teeth, too. What an accomplishment!’ She softened her tone. ‘Sorry, I know you’re just trying to make me feel better. It’s not your fault you’re crap at it.’


The bunting settled in a patch of spindly grasses on the far side of the river and began busily foraging for food among the stems. Apparently it no longer felt the need to distract the sparring couple on the other bank. Lindy gave a deep sigh as she watched the bird. ‘Don’t mind me, I’m just having a bit of a midlife crisis, I suppose.’ She cast a glance Jejeune’s way. ‘And this is the part where you say Surely it’s much too early for that.’ She shook her head again. ‘I should have known Johnno would end up podcasting. He always was good at spotting trends. He was on about podcasts and YouTube channels before I’d even heard about them.’


‘You know him?’


She nodded. ‘From uni, yeah. Breaking news like this was what he lived for. Even when we did our civics courses on zoning and planning together, his focus was still on where the stories would be. It was all he cared about. Commitment, you see, dedication to your craft. That’s what gets you the big stories.’


‘You cover big stories, Lindy. You’ve won awards.’


‘Not lately. And look at me now. While Johnno gets to break a major government scandal, you know what my latest assignment is? The local horticultural fair.’


‘Well, at least you’d be able to get some tips about your rockery plants.’


Lindy smiled sadly. ‘That business about you being crap at making me feel better. I take it all back. It is your fault.’


The river had carved a pronounced curve from the flat landscape and as they rounded it Jejeune stopped and stared. A jumble of dead tree limbs were stacked against the far bank, tangled up with other natural detritus that had been deposited by the water as it curled around the bend.


‘A snag the size of the one that poor man was caught on could never have made it past here down to that stretch of river, could it?’ asked Lindy.


Jejeune’s silence as he stared at the web of branches told her he agreed.


‘That must mean somebody threw it in there further down. Off the bridge, perhaps.’ She nodded to herself. ‘You don’t think it was an accident that the body snagged on it, do you?’


‘I think somebody wanted to make sure that body was found.’


‘And you’ve probably got some thoughts as to why.’


He stared at the tangled mass of branches, lifting slightly but still holding firm as the water gently churned past. ‘Some,’ he said.


‘But none you’d be prepared to share with Laraby at this point, I presume?’ Lindy’s phone pinged and she looked at it.


‘It’s a text from Danny. He wants you to call him. They have something.’ She shook her head as she tucked her phone away again. ‘You won’t get away with it on this case, you know.’


‘With what?’


‘Going dark when you’re off birding, or... like this. It might be all right under Shepherd, but Laraby won’t stand for it. And you can’t expect Danny to keep covering for you. He doesn’t even work for you anymore.’


No, thought Jejeune, he works for Laraby. And Maik’s loyalty would always be to his duty. In his own defence, given that the body had already been recovered and SOCO had processed the site, it seemed to Jejeune that being unreachable for a few minutes was unlikely to make much of a difference at this early stage of the investigation. But Lindy had a point. It was one more change, among many, that he was going to have to come to terms with now that Maik had moved on to another police division. He turned on his phone and dialled.


‘Sampson Lee,’ Maik told him without preamble. ‘Lived in one of the cottages off Ambler Drive. I’m heading over there now. Do you want me to pick you up?’


‘Lindy can drop me off. I’ll meet you there.’


He hung up and looked at Lindy. ‘The victim has been identified. I need a lift to his place in Ambler Drive.’


‘The one in Saltmarsh?’ asked Lindy. ‘Well at least you’ll be on home turf.’


Jejeune nodded, but he didn’t return Lindy’s smile. It troubled him slightly to know she probably wasn’t the only one thinking in those terms.





5


Danny Maik was sitting in his Mini when Lindy pulled up beside the car. She smiled as she recognised the song he was listening to. ‘“Mercy Mercy Me”, Danny? I thought Marvin Gaye might be a thing of the past, now that there’s a new sheriff in town.’


Maik returned her smile of greeting. ‘I imagine DCS Laraby has got other things than my Motown to be concerning himself with.’


‘Still.’ She inclined her head towards the lyrics. ‘“Things ain’t what they used to be”. Where did all those blue skies go, I wonder?’


‘It’s Norfolk,’ he said with a wry grin. ‘Weather’s changeable.’


She drove off with a wave and Jejeune stood beside the Mini as Maik turned off the song and got out. ‘You didn’t need to wait for me before going in, Sergeant,’ he told him.


Maik shrugged easily, but the message was clear. It was the way they used to do it. The way they’d always done it.


‘Do we know anything about our victim?’


‘I managed to get a bit of background while I was waiting. Only online stuff.’ Maik’s expression suggested the provenance might cast a shadow over the information. ‘He seems to have been a mathematician, designing software for some avian research programmes they are developing up there at the university? At a place called the Euclid Lab.’


‘He’s a birder?’


‘No evidence of it,’ said Maik, who’d spent enough time around the DCI to know working on birding software was a far cry from hunkering down in fierce onshore breezes to watch a tiny group of waders scuttling up and down a beach.


As the men approached the house, Jejeune stopped, stepped aside and opened the low gate. After a moment’s hesitation, Maik passed through first. He turned to Jejeune. ‘That tree branch, sir, you think the killer took it there with the body and threw them both in the water at the same time?’


‘Not threw, Sergeant. Placed.’


Maik waited. The best explanation seemed to be to make sure the body was discovered instead of letting it just drift away on the river currents. But why? To ensure a message was delivered? I crossed someone, and this was my fate. ‘So I suppose the obvious question then,’ continued the sergeant, ‘is why not choose a stretch of water that already had branches in it to dump the body?’


Jejeune inclined his head and smiled slightly, as if to suggest perhaps that obvious questions sometimes had less-than-obvious answers.


Maik tested the front door and shook his head. ‘Locked.’ He indicated a narrow passage along the side of the house. ‘I’ll have a look round the back.’ Jejeune followed him along the passage a moment later. He found the sergeant waiting by the kitchen door when he emerged. ‘This one’s open,’ said Maik.


Jejeune paused before they entered. How many times had they faced this moment together? Preparing to enter into an unknown situation never got any easier, but one thing was for sure. They weren’t going to get any answers out here.


Maik eased open the door quietly and the two men entered, listening for movement. The cottage sent back only the hiss of its silence. The kitchen was tidy; not obsessively so, but enough to suggest someone who enjoyed neatness and organisation in his workspaces. They moved on through into the hallway, pausing and checking recesses and open areas with a synchronicity built of many years’ practice. At the foot of the stairs, Maik pointed upwards. Jejeune nodded and continued into the first of the two rooms opening off the hallway at the front of the cottage.


He looked around at another tidily arranged room. The furniture was precisely positioned to maximise the space around it. It wasn’t a setting that was particularly welcoming, but rather one that was functional and efficient.


Maik appeared in the doorway behind him. ‘Clear upstairs,’ he said in a normal voice. ‘It looks like the action took place across the hall.’ This time he stood aside for Jejeune to cross the hallway and enter before him. They advanced only a step or two inside the room before stopping to take in the scene.


They’d walked in on worse. The neat office, as organised and orderly as the rest of the home, showed only one piece of furniture out of place. A computer chair that had been behind the glass-topped desk was now lying on its back, a few feet away. A thin black electrical cord, still plugged in to a wall outlet, snaked across the floor beside it. The desktop itself showed no obvious signs of disturbance. A stack of papers still lay in a neat pile in a tray on the corner of the desk. Beside it was a mug filled with highlighters and markers. A stapler and a tray of paperclips lay in neat alignment on the other side of the desk, along with two pens and two sharpened pencils arranged in a tidy row. Even the open laptop computer was precisely placed, neatly aligned with the edge of the desk. The men looked at each other. Though neither could have expressed the reason for it, they couldn’t shake the feeling that something didn’t seem right.


Jejeune crossed to the desk and reached to turn on the laptop. The screen flickered to life, a blank cursor pulsing beside a box that requested a password. A couple of yellow Post-it notes had been stuck around the edge of the screen, looking like discarded bunting from a long-past celebration. A name on one of the slips caught Jejeune’s eye, and he took out his phone to take a picture of it. ‘Do we have a time of death yet?’ he asked over his shoulder.


‘Nothing further from the ME. It’ll be a tough one, being in the water and all. We might have to build a timeline from his known activities.’


Jejeune nodded. ‘So he’s seated here when his killer enters. He doesn’t even stand to greet them because he knows them so well.’


‘He feels confident enough to let them come round behind him,’ continued Maik, ‘and that’s when the killer strikes. He snatches the cord from the side of the computer and strangles our victim, pulling him backwards off his chair in the process.’ He leaned down to look at the electrical lead but didn’t touch it. ‘Traces of blood and skin on it.’


‘Enough to get a match to Sampson Lee’s wounds?’


‘I’d say so, yes,’ said Maik. ‘You want me to call SOCO in, tell them we have a potential murder scene?’ But his tone suggested he already knew Jejeune would decline the offer.


‘It would have been on top, wouldn’t it?’ said Jejeune, coming round the desk to look at the cord. ‘Last item to drop, after the chair had been tipped. And the victim had stopped struggling, completely subdued now, strangled to death. That’s when you’d drop the cord. And it would have landed on top of the chair, not beside it.’


‘Perhaps the killer used it to power up the computer after he’d killed Lee. Maybe he was looking for something on there.’


‘Why would he need to power it up? The indications are that Lee was working on his computer when the killer entered. With the lead this close it means it was almost certainly plugged in. It’s likely the killer wouldn’t even have needed a password to get into the computer.’


Maik allowed himself the briefest of half-smiles. When he was working with the DCI, he was never quite sure whether he had already reached the conclusion himself and Jejeune was just more adept at expressing it, or if it was still a jumbled mass of disconnected thoughts rattling around in his mind, and a simple phrase or two from the DCI distilled it all into clarity. All he knew was that, now Jejeune had pinpointed what had been troubling them, it all made sense.


‘There’s something else, too,’ said Maik. ‘This door. When I came in, it was closed.’ He crossed to the office door now and touched it gently. It swung freely, but stopped in position as soon as it was released. It hadn’t drifted shut on its own.


Jejeune nodded thoughtfully. ‘You’ve just killed somebody. There’s been a lot of frantic thrashing around, an intense few moments of holding the cord tight, keeping it cinched. Your heart is pounding from all that adrenalin, the blood is pulsing through your veins. And now, you’ve got a body on your hands. You need to get it out of here. Back door, you think?’


‘Makes sense,’ said Maik. ‘Out of view of the neighbours. You’d park close if you knew what you were coming here to do. And it seems pretty clear this was no spontaneous act. But that office door would need to have been open to get the body out of this room and into the corridor. So you open the door, drag the body out and put it in your car. And then...’


‘Then you come all the way back in here, just to close the door?’


And this time, Maik was sure he was right there with Jejeune’s thinking. Somebody else had been in here, after the killer had removed the body. It had been long enough afterwards that they needed to plug in the lead to power up the computer that had run out of charge. Whether they had found what they were looking for on that computer, Maik didn’t know. But either way, they had been clever enough not to take it away with them. In fact, they had been very careful to hide their presence here at all. But not quite careful enough.


Jejeune had watched in silence as Maik registered it all, and he was still looking at him now. The sergeant returned his gaze and understood the message. Now he could call it in.
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Though Domenic Jejeune had been in the Incident Room at King’s Landing before, this was the first time it was as a part of an investigation team. It caused him to look at his surroundings in a new light. Whereas the Saltmarsh offices still carried the freshness of DCS Shepherd’s recent facelift in a moment of downtime, this room bore the patina of its years. It had always been an unfussy, no-nonsense space, but Jejeune remembered its well-worn look as being much more welcoming. Now, with the exception of a couple of coffee mugs, the desks beneath the harsh ceiling lights held few non-essential trinkets, and there was little on the walls that didn’t relate to prosaic efficiency and police practices. It had not taken Laraby long to set his stamp on the place.


The DCS was standing before a white smartboard at the front of the room, and waited until Jejeune had taken a place leaning against a side wall before beginning. ‘Right, I’m sure you all know DCI Jejeune and DC Holland from Saltmarsh.’ He pointed to the constable seated in the front row. ‘We’re running a joint op, but I don’t think it’s going to be necessary to assign desk space here. Although KL will be the command centre, I don’t see why you two can’t work out of Saltmarsh.’ He paused to look at the two men, but it wasn’t for consensus.


‘It’s been decided that the new ME for the region will be working out of this station for the time being, though. And given that collaboration is going to be the name of the game here, we will be asking Constable Holland to act as liaison with Dr Segal for both jurisdictions.’


‘No hardship there,’ said Holland with a sly smile.


‘Glad to hear it. Why don’t you get down there now and see if she’s got anything for us. Oh and Constable,’ he said as Holland rose, ‘you will be careful to keep your mind, and all other parts of your anatomy, firmly focused on the task at hand, won’t you? We don’t want the good doctor getting distracted by the unwanted attentions of some scruffy herbert from the other side of the water, do we, Sergeant Maik? We don’t take kindly to people taking liberties with our crew up here in KL.’


Maik’s expression remained impassive. There were undoubtedly subtler ways to remind him where his loyalties lay, but then, Laraby had never been one for a velvet glove when a sledgehammer would do. Danny turned from watching Holland’s departure to find his DCS staring at him. ‘Anything of note from the SOCO findings, Sergeant?’


Maik shifted his big shoulders. ‘Not from the house search, sir, no.’ He paused, but he had been doing the job too long to hope that Laraby would be prepared to move on. He left his gaze on Danny. ‘The branch was from an alder Alnus glutinosa. They don’t grow in that area. They also recovered some bird feathers,’ he said reluctantly, ‘from a hole in the branch just above where the victim’s body had been snagged. They were confirmed as being from a Green Woodpecker.’


The puzzled silence from those in the room who didn’t understand the significance of the comment was matched by the uneasy silence of those who did. It was a moment before Laraby responded, more crisply than he had done so far. ‘Well, unless that gets us any closer to finding out why someone strangled Sampson Lee in front of his computer and then transported his body out to the river, I’m not sure it’s particularly relevant, is it, Sergeant? Anything else that might be?’


Maik looked at Jejeune but the DCI took a moment before responding. He seemed aware that his answer was going to take them into new territory. Whether he was ready to explore it yet was another question. ‘There was a Post-it note on the victim’s computer,’ said Jejeune finally. ‘It had the contact info of the podcaster who announced Marius Huebner’s name. Johnno. Full name: Johnson Rory McBride.’


‘Huebner?’ said Laraby. ’The same bloke who has been setting the internet on fire with his threats? Well, I’m starting to like the way this is going already. So we’re thinking Sampson Lee somehow gets hold of the name, and passes it on to this Johnno character so he can announce it on his radio show?’


‘Podcast,’ corrected Jejeune. ‘Only I’m not sure I see a motive for Huebner.’


‘You saw those videos he posted. He was pretty adamant about seeking revenge on whoever had leaked his name.’


Jejeune shrugged. ‘His anger seemed to be about somebody breaching the confidentiality agreement he had with the government. By all accounts Huebner isn’t a man to do anything without a reason, and revenge doesn’t really seem to serve any purpose. Preventing the release of his name makes sense as a motive, but the information was already out before Lee was killed.’


‘Sometimes it pays not to try to be too clever,’ said Laraby impatiently. ‘Huebner issues threats over the release of his name, and the bloke responsible turns up dead. Perhaps it’s as straightforward as it looks.’


The rest of his point was interrupted by Holland’s sudden appearance in the doorway. He was holding a sheet of paper and it was obvious from his breathing that he had run back up the stairs, probably taking them two at a time. His arrival had already caused everybody in the room to look in his direction, so he didn’t bother retaking his seat before he delivered his news. ‘In addition to the strangulation marks round the throat, sir, the victim suffered catastrophic cranial damage; a massive injury to the back of the head.’ He paused for a moment to let the significance of the announcement sink in. ‘The ME’s initial thoughts are that it came from a heavy, rectangular object, mostly likely a concrete block of some kind.’


Maik was the first to recover. ‘And we’re only just hearing about this now?’


‘To be fair, Sarge, the body was in a bit of a state, being pulled back and forth to free it from that tree branch, and then floated across to the bank on its back and hauled out. Plus, the water had washed away most of the blood around the wound by the time the body was recovered. The injury wasn’t visible from the bridge, and, since there was already an apparent cause of the death — strangulation — the body was just bagged and transported as soon as it was recovered from the water.’ He looked at Laraby. ‘Lelia, that is Dr Segal, only discovered the damage when she started the examination back at the lab.’


‘Catastrophic?’ said Jejeune. ‘As in enough to have killed him?’


Holland hesitated. ‘She believes so, yes.’


‘There would have been massive blood loss from such traumatic cranial injury, surely,’ said Laraby. He turned to Maik. ‘No chance this could have happened at the house, as he was pulled over backwards in that chair? You didn’t find any blood?’


‘Or evidence that any had been cleaned up,’ confirmed Maik. ‘And we didn’t see any indication that a heavy rectangular object, concrete or otherwise, had been moved or was missing, either.’


‘So wherever Lee was when he was struck with this object, it wasn’t at the house.’


‘There was no blood at the bridge, either,’ confirmed Holland, ‘so we are definitely looking at a third location.’ He hesitated for a second. ‘Only the thing is, sir, Dr Segal is certain that the depth of neck lacerations from the strangulation would have been fatal anyway. And forensics have confirmed the blood traces and skin tissue on the cord belonged to Lee. It was definitely the murder weapon.’


‘Only now, you’re telling us we have a second cause of death. And we’re looking for a second murder scene?’


It was the evidence telling them that, but Holland didn’t bother making the distinction.


‘So why kill him twice?’ Laraby asked the room. ‘And in two different locations?’ He thought for a moment. ‘Please tell me at least the time of death matches for both times our victim was killed.’


‘As closely as Dr Segal can tell. She did say, though, that there’s no way to conclusively determine which injuries would have come first.’


Jejeune looked across at Maik and the sergeant met his gaze, understanding its message. But we can, can’t we, Sergeant? Danny didn’t address his answer to Jejeune, but it took an effort of will. It would take some time for old habits to die. ‘It would be next to impossible to have taken a body with a head wound like that into the house and not left any blood trail,’ he told the room.


Laraby nodded. ‘Fair enough. So the killer strangled Lee at the house and then transported the body to the river, stopping somewhere along the way to stove in his head as well. Danny, let’s get some uniforms out along the route between the house and the bridge and see if we can find the site where this second attack took place.’


When Jejeune spoke, it was in the kind of half-musing tone that made you wonder whether he might have been talking to himself. Unless you knew him. ‘I thought there might be a patch of flattened grass on the bank further downriver,’ he said.


Laraby shook his head contemptuously. ‘Further downriver than where the body was snagged? Hardly likely to be relevant, then, is it, since anything happening there is only going to be carried further away from the body in the opposite direction. It’s how currents work, see, Inspector. Don’t feel bad. Detective work is not for everybody.’ He tried to soften the comment with a smile, but Jejeune didn’t return it. Laraby paused. ‘I suppose we’d better have SOCO out there to have a poke around anyway. Meanwhile, Inspector, get over and have a word with Huebner. Let’s see what he has to say for himself.’


With the main suspect and the route to the river already covered, Holland already suspected where his own line of inquiry might fall. ‘This work Sampson Lee was doing up at the university,’ said Laraby, turning to him. ‘Mathematics, higher-level thinking, sounds like it’s right up your street, Constable. That said, you can take Sergeant Salter, as I hear she is now, with you if you like. She’s about as bright as they come. Pity she couldn’t be here herself today, but I’m sure I can rely on you to fill her in on the details.’ He straightened and drew a breath. ‘Right, we’ve all got our jobs to do, so let’s get to them. But one final thought here, ladies and gentlemen, before we do. There’s a lot of talk these days about different versions of the truth, and all that tosh. But there’s only one set of truths here. Sampson Lee didn’t put himself in that river, and he didn’t give himself those injuries. Whoever did this is clever and resourceful and ruthless, so we are going to need to be on top of our game. I encourage you to use your initiative, but there’s going to be no room for individual glory-seeking or cowboy tactics here. We all want in on whatever anybody’s doing. No going rogue, no haring off to check some wild out-of-the-box theories without authorisation. We all know what lines of inquiry each of us is following at all times on this one, are we clear on that? We share what we have and we follow procedure. Understood?’


Everyone in the room understood. Laraby may have said ‘all’ a couple of times, but there was really only one person in the room he was speaking to.
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Sergeant Lauren Salter may have been the senior detective of the two, but she had no qualms about letting Tony Holland drive. She’d always enjoyed the ride in his Audi TT and, for all his flashiness, the constable knew how to handle the car around the narrow country lanes of the district. He’d delivered them to the School of Applied Mathematics and Computer Sciences at North Norfolk University’s Fleming Campus more quickly and competently than any other driver in the unit could have done.
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