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PROLOGUE


AUTUMN 2006


It was like driving into death; a grey maelstrom of ferocious rain and roiling storm clouds that cloaked the landscape with their dark menace. The storm of the century, they were calling it, worse even than ’53.


It had been building for days, hunkering offshore, marshalling its power as it waited for that one perfect confluence of weather systems. In the previous hours there had been a couple of tentative incursions over the land — high winds and swift, angry rain squalls — but at 9:32 that morning, as the tide rose to its highest point in fifteen years, the storm began to unleash its full fury on the north Norfolk coastline. By now it had built to its peak, bringing evening to the afternoon in a sinister twilight of bruised skies and vast, swirling sheets of rain. The low-lying coastal lands were being inundated by the deluge from above and the storm-driven tidal surges from the sea. And now the floodwaters were headed this way.


The man urged the tiny car onward, a shiny sliver of light creeping over the oily blackness of the road. He wondered how long it would be before he saw the first evidence of flooding in the fields on either side. The river had already burst its banks, according to the latest report that had come over the car radio. Soon the waters would begin creeping insidiously across the flat black earth of the farms, swallowing up every feature, every hollow of the land. It was no wonder the radio announcers had started rolling out the Noah’s ark references, even if they didn’t know what they were talking about. Two by two? He had turned the radio off in a fit of exasperation at that point. How could you trust their storm updates when they couldn’t even get basic scripture right? Seven: that was the number of clean beasts God had commanded Noah to take on the ark. Seven and seven, of each species, the male and the female. Not two.


At least somebody knew his Bible.


A momentary wave of lightheadedness passed over him. This snail’s pace driving and those earlier diversions had taken him long past his scheduled time to eat. Still, a glass of orange juice and a couple of digestives when he got home …


The man blinked hard to clear his blurred vision and concentrated on the narrow country lane in front of him. The incessant hammering of the rain on the roof seemed to fill the car. In the feeble headlights, he could see the manic devil-dance of raindrops falling so hard they were bouncing back up from the surface of the road. All around him, the storm was attacking the land with such terrifying ferocity that it seemed almost to have one single purpose: to obliterate Saltmarsh from the map. When the storm finally passed, thought the man, the destruction left in its wake would be devastating. It would take the local communities a long time to recover from the day this veil of misery descended upon them. Perhaps some never would.


Violent gusts of wind tore at the tops of the overgrown hedgerows along both sides of the narrow lane, scattering leaves like tiny wet messages of the storm’s destruction. A burst of wind-driven rain came out of the darkness like an ambush, rattling against the driver’s window and startling the man into a momentary oversteer. Careful. Get stuck in a ditch tonight, with the north Norfolk countryside disappearing beneath this storm of biblical proportions, and who knows when they’ll be out to rescue you. According to the radio reports, the emergency services were already stretched to the limit, clearing people from the path of the relentless brown tide that was bearing down on them.


And besides, there was his precious cargo. He didn’t want to have to explain that to any potential rescuers. He patted the lid of the large cardboard box on the seat next to him and wiped the back of a clammy hand across his forehead, blinking his eyes once more to clear his vision.


There were those in his church, he knew, who would argue that this storm was a punishment from above; divine retribution for Saltmarsh’s sins, past and present. He wondered if his actions counted among them. He had committed a crime, yes. He was prepared to admit that much. A perfect crime, as a matter of fact; but not a sin, surely. After all, he had acted with the best of intentions — compassion and mercy and pity. There could be no sin in that. The sky lit up as tendrils of lightning clawed their way across the towering bank of cloud on the horizon. The thunder that followed threatened to tear the swollen sky apart with its force. Somewhere over the noise of the storm, he heard the splintering crack of wood and saw the severed arm of an ancient oak crash onto the road ahead of him in an explosion of leaves and debris. Motive: that was what made it a sin. The man understood that now. His act of kindness had only ever had one real motive: his own gain. He knew it. And God knew it, too.


He steered cautiously around the fallen limb, gripping the steering wheel tightly as he feathered the accelerator. Silver sprays cascaded up against the bodywork as the wheels found a deeper patch of water near the edge of the road. He felt tired; the constant focus, the concentration, was taking its toll. And all the time, the metronomic beat of the wipers slapping back and forth against the wet windscreen filled his senses, as measured and constant as a heartbeat, lulling him toward the rest he so badly needed.


In the dark, he almost missed the driveway. The little yellow carriage lamp had been torn off the gatepost by the wind and lay shattered across the road. What a shame. Maggie loved that lamp. An irrational sadness moved him almost to the point of weeping. He pulled into the driveway and parked. His body was bathed in sweat and he was shaking.


He sat in the car, watching the rain stream down the windows. The house beyond was dark. His mind fogged with confusion. Where was Maggie? Of course. Working. He would call her from the house; make sure she had arrived safely at the hospital. But first he needed to rest, to close his eyes. Just for a few minutes. Not in his bed. Too far away. Here in the car, next to his prize, the spoils of his perfect crime. He fumbled in his jacket for a pen and scrawled a spidery note on the top of the box: For my Turtle D… The pen slipped from his grasp and fell to the floor. Too far away. The drumming of the rain on the roof of the car was almost deafening now. He felt the weariness, the overwhelming weariness, pressing down upon him. He needed food, but it was in the kitchen. Too far away in this storm. Too far away. Just rest, then.


Maggie knew before she reached the car. Not when she alighted from the bus, stopped so thoughtfully by the driver a few feet past the actual bus stop, so she could avoid the massive puddle: not as she was walking along the lane, with its vegetation still dripping and heaving from the effects of last night’s storm. But by the time she turned into the driveway, she knew.


The threat of death had been a constant in their lives ever since his diagnosis all those years before. Though it sometimes drifted to the back of their consciousness, it never really left them. So she approached the car with a strange mix of reluctance and haste, pressing in to look through the passenger window, through the clearing morning mist on the glass, where she saw her husband slumped against the steering wheel. She opened the door and put a finger to his neck. Even to her, it seemed a cold, professional gesture. Perhaps it was best that she was still in her nursing mindset. Sometimes it took her hours to switch off after a shift, especially after a night like last night, with all the stress and trauma of the storm-related injuries. She withdrew her hand, noticing for the first time the box lying on the passenger seat, and the words, his last words, scrawled on the top. She gently lifted the lid, peered in, and then replaced the lid and carried the box into the house.


Inside, she set the box on the floor and sat for a moment at the kitchen table in the cold, empty house. Then she crossed to the computer, typed out a short note, and printed it off. Folding and refolding the paper a couple of times, she opened a drawer of a battered old filing cabinet and stuffed the note into the middle of an untidy sheaf of papers, closing the drawer again with exaggerated care.


By the time she had swept the seat and floor of the passenger side of the car with a dustpan and brush, and emptied the dustpan onto a flowerbed, the shock was starting to set in. Back in the house, now barely aware of her actions, she put away the dustpan and brush and picked up the telephone. And then, having called the police to report the death of her husband of thirty-five years, Margaret Wylde sat down on her living-room couch and cried.
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SPRING 2014


The thing about death is, it never taunts you with false J_ hope. There is never any chance that things will reverse course, or get better, or even change. So in that respect, death never disappointed Danny Maik. Only life could do that. Still, even a detective sergeant as familiar with death as Danny was entitled to wonder, just for a second, whether encountering this scene the second time around would make it any easier. But when he re-entered the room, he was greeted by the same frozen tableau of horror; the silent, empty absence of life that was witness to the violence that had gone before it. And so Danny’s own reaction was the same, too; an overwhelming sense of sadness. It came upon him whenever he encountered death, but perhaps this time the feeling was even a little stronger than usual, now that he could properly take in the pathetic innocence of the girl in the cage, and the peaceful repose of the man lying at her feet.


It was hard to believe that anyone’s first reaction to the news of these murders could have been optimism. But if Lindy Hey could have witnessed this room for herself, experienced the blood, the stench of soiled feathers, the grotesque posture of the girl’s body, Danny suspected that her response would not have been quite so upbeat.


“I don’t suppose he’s there,” Maik had asked when Lindy answered the phone.


“Weather like this? Peak migration season? Nothing wrong with your detective skills, is there, Sergeant?”


“I thought perhaps if you knew where he was, we could send a car. It might be faster.”


“Sorry, he could be anywhere along the coast at this time of year. Texting is your best bet. His phone will be off, but he’s pretty good at checking his messages. Is it a bad one?”


Danny could imagine Lindy cringing at the seeming insensitivity of her question. She knew that, for him, there were no levels to murder. For Danny Maik, it was only ever the extinction of life, terrible in its finality, no matter who the victim was, or what the circumstances. But he knew Lindy wasn’t being callous. Murder had once again intruded into her partner’s life. She was simply trying to gauge how it would affect him, them, their relationship.


“If he calls, can you tell him to come to the Free to Fly Sanctuary on Beach Road?”


“Really, that bird rescue place?”


It wasn’t just his imagination, that note of hope in her voice. He was sure of it now, considering it for a second time. Lindy was thinking that the presence of birds could possibly turn this into the one case that finally engaged Domenic Jejeune. And she might be right. A murder in a bird sanctuary might just capture the inspector’s interest in a way that previous cases had so obviously failed to do. Whether it would be enough to ultimately convince Jejeune to commit himself to the career everybody seemed to believe was his destiny, well, that was another question altogether. As the title of one of Maik’s beloved Motown titles might have put it: “Yes, No, Maybe So.”


Danny returned to the present and swept his eyes over the scene once again. Two rows of floor-to-ceiling cages lined the breeze block walls of the sparse room, separated by a narrow walkway. In every cage but one, birds huddled silently in the farthest corner, away from the light. The survival instinct, he recognized. Sit still and avoid drawing attention to yourself. In another life, Danny had employed the same tactics himself, when his own survival had depended on it.


Detective Constable Tony Holland approached and nodded toward the bodies on the other side of the wire. “Murders in a bird cage,” he said. “He’s going to love this one, isn’t he? Where is he, anyway? Off communing with his feathered friends somewhere, I suppose.”


Maik ignored the question. “Uniforms made sure they left the scene exactly as it was? Keys hung in exactly the same place?”


Holland’s look told Maik that even the uniforms had enough experience in dealing with a Domenic Jejeune crime scene to know what was expected of them. They would have disturbed nothing during their initial inspection, relocking the cage and replacing the keys carefully. The DCI would see everything just as it was when they first arrived on the scene. If any messages had been left, intentional or otherwise, Jejeune would be able to interpret them in situ before SOCO started sifting through things.


Maik asked for the background on the victims and Holland did his best to provide what they knew so far. It wasn’t much.


“The kneeler is Phoebe Hunter. She runs the shelter. Ran. Him, we have no idea. No ID or phone, either on the body or in the car. Nice shine, though.” Holland indicated an expensive watch and ring on the man’s left hand.


“There’s a car?” Maik couldn’t remember seeing anything other than familiar police vehicles when he arrived.


“Round the back, tucked away in the corner. It’s a local rental from Saxon’s Garage. I’ve called Old Man Saxon. He’ll pull the file and get us an ID as soon as he gets in.” Maik’s silence unnerved Holland and the constable checked the time on a flashy new iPhone. “I could go and get him if you like…”


Maik dismissed the idea with a wave of his hand. He peered into the cage once more, forcing himself to look beyond the carnage to take in the details. The body of a young woman knelt in a pool of her own blood. She had slumped far enough in death that her knees were resting on the concrete floor of the cage. But her upper torso remained suspended upright, impaled on a broken branch that protruded like a spear point from a dead tree limb that had been stretched across the cage as a makeshift perch. Her head rested against her chest in an attitude Maik remembered from the crucifixes of his church-going youth. Beneath her, almost at her feet, lay the body of a man. He wore an expensive-looking turtleneck sweater, finely tailored trousers, and high-quality leather shoes, all in black. The man looked almost peaceful, curled on one side as though sleep had suddenly overtaken him. Maik wondered if it was the serenity of the man’s pose that made the girl’s own situation seem so grotesque by comparison. But no, Phoebe Hunter’s death really needed no point of contrast to appal anyone.


Maik looked at the dark blood pooled on the floor around the girl. He had seen blood spilled on many surfaces, but only on cement did it seem to settle like this, flowing outwards and then drawing back slightly from the edges, as if shrinking back in revulsion at its own progress. In that strange way of things, the blood had flowed to within inches of the man’s body, but had not touched it. There was not a trace of blood anywhere on the man’s black clothing.


Maik considered the girl’s clothes carefully: well-worn shoes, a short skirt, and a skimpy baby-blue top with tiny embroidered flowers around the neck. The top was bunched and one of the spaghetti straps had been torn as her killer grabbed her and thrust her onto the branch. Maik wondered what she had been thinking about when she got dressed the previous morning. These birds? The tasks that awaited her? Excitement about what the new day might bring? All for it to end like this, kneeling on the floor of a locked cage, amid bird droppings and spilled seed, in a pool of her own blood. Yes, Lindy, it was a bad one.


To Maik’s right, Detective Constable Lauren Salter was pressing her face against the cage, gripping the wire with her fingers. She seemed unable to pull her eyes away from the scene inside, terrible as it was.


“Everything all right, Constable?”


“He’s not from around here,” said Salter, “I’m sure of it.” She seemed distant, distracted. Sometimes, the nervous system put mechanisms in place to shield a person from shock. But Salter had seen her share of traumatic deaths. Maik wondered if it might be something else. She nodded toward the well-dressed man with his dark complexion and jet-black hair. Even in death, he was startlingly handsome. “Trust me, quality like that would have stuck out a mile from the local gene pool.”


Tony Holland readied himself for a response, but he seemed to think better of it. Sergeant Maik liked a bit of decorum around his murder scenes, and he could get very testy if he thought people weren’t taking things seriously enough.


“An out-of-towner and a local, then,” mused Maik. “So what were they doing here together, I wonder.”


Holland smirked. “You’re kidding, right? He’s away from home, meets plain Jane here; game over.”


Holland held up his hand to fend off the looks he was getting from both Maik and Salter. “What? I’m just saying, a no-frills number like her, with her maybe outfit on, just to let you know it was a possibility. If he had the chat to go with his looks, it would be a foregone conclusion. I’m just saying,” he repeated.


Maik was silent, which was probably the safest response Holland could have hoped for from him. But Salter wasn’t in the mood to indulge Tony Holland’s singular view of the world. “And they chose this place why, exactly, Tony? The ambiance? Believe it or not, there are other reasons a man and a woman could be together. That is, unless the man is a complete brain-dead moron with a one-track mind. Oh, wait …” said Salter with heavy irony.


Salter’s outburst was so out of keeping with her normal demeanour around Danny Maik that both he and Holland shot her a surprised look. But while Maik had always put her previous self-control down to simple professionalism, Holland had long ago identified a different cause. When you had been striving as long as Salter had to get Maik to even notice your attentions, let alone respond to them, you didn’t want something as unattractive as a temper tantrum spoiling your chances.


“What’s up with you, then?” asked Holland. “Touch of the hot flushes?”


“Oh, for God’s sake, grow up.”


Both fell silent under the sergeant’s stony stare. In his present mood, if Danny Maik decided to start banging heads together, the lab team would have more than one mess to clean up when they got here.


“I’ll go see if I can light a fire under that lazy bugger, Saxon,” announced Salter, striding off angrily toward the doorway. Maik stared after her retreating form, but neither she nor the silent Tony Holland met his gaze.


Maik considered the bodies carefully once again; the man’s smart black attire, the girl’s clothing. What had Holland called it, her maybe outfit? A little low up top; a little high down below. At this stage anything was possible, but a romantic pairing looked off to him. Death was the ultimate leveller, but appearances suggested that in life these two would have inhabited very different worlds. Still, Danny Maik was hardly an expert on what attracted people to each other. More the opposite, truth be told. And he had known stranger relationships in his time. If somebody came up with a sighting of the two of them huddled together over G and Ts in the local bar, he wouldn’t dismiss it out of hand.


But, regardless of why these two people had come here together, or what they intended to do, one thing was clear. They hadn’t been alone. Someone had killed them both, then deliberately manipulated the evidence before fleeing the scene. As to whom that someone might have been, the only person Maik knew who might be capable of working that out was currently occupied with other matters — specifically, the spring migration of birds along the north Norfolk coast.
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Chief Inspector Domenic Jejeune flattened himself against the wall as the forensic team squeezed past him in the narrow passageway. He watched the team enter the cage, ready to begin their work as soon as he gave the word.


Jejeune leaned forward to peer into the cage, and felt something seep from him, like fluid escaping from a wound. The transition from the scene he had just left — the bright, fecund promise of a spring bird migration, to this theatre of fluorescent-lit tragedy — was almost overwhelming. Perhaps if they had been with him, the sergeant, the forensic team, the constables now staring at him with such expectation, perhaps if they had been there to witness that glorious sunrise breaking over the coast, the soft light of morning dappling the north Norfolk countryside, with the calls of a thousand birds filling the air, perhaps then they would understand his reluctance to be here, to be a part of this world. But he’d been alone that morning, as alone as he felt now, despite the presence of the others.


He stepped back from the cage and sighed inwardly. He knew that it was his job to make sense of these senseless killings, to provide answers as to why two people should die amongst discarded bird feathers and overturned seed dishes. And he knew, too, that regardless of his personal desolation, these two people deserved the attentions of someone who was engaged, focused on the task, determined to pursue it to a result. So Domenic Jejeune quietly folded away the pleasures of the previous hours and resigned himself once more to the job that life had chosen for him.


Sergeant Maik approached cautiously. “Anonymous tip,” he said. “A note left on the windscreen of a car in the hotel car park down the road.”


Jejeune looked dubious.


“The side door was open when we got here,” said Maik. “We’re thinking some local roustabout probably found it like that and had a wander in, looking to help himself to anything that was lying about. Found this scene and wanted to let us know, without having to explain what he was doing in here in the first place.”


“Still, they could have called from a pay phone. Just how good do they think the voice-recognition skills of the switchboard operators are?”


“I don’t think they wanted to find out. Criminals in these parts tend to have what the American talk shows call ‘trust issues’ with coppers who have sent them away in the past,” said Maik drily. “The girl’s flat is upstairs, whenever you like,” he said, though he knew the inspector would want to look around a bit more down here first. “Her name is Phoebe Hunter,” continued Maik. “Constable Salter has gone to the car rental company to see if we can get an ID on the man.” He knew Jejeune liked to have identifications as soon as possible. It was obvious enough that these people were victims without having to constantly refer to them as such.


Jejeune nodded. He saw the emotion behind Maik’s eyes, in sharp contrast to the dry, measured statements of fact he was delivering. He was aware that he was yet to offer any meaningful contribution of his own, but he seemed unable to find any words worth saying.


“Uniforms weren’t able to find any wounds on the man. Not that that means very much, of course.”


Jejeune made a face to acknowledge Maik’s point. There were plenty of ways to kill a man without leaving any obvious signs. He regarded the bodies carefully again. He knew that he was expected to shut out the horror, to push it aside, so that only the facts remained. For him, this was the worst travesty of all, to consider these deaths only as an event, a crime, simply because you couldn’t allow your judgment to be clouded by emotion. As if reacting to scenes like this was evidence itself, of weakness, or an inability to do your job. As if expressing sadness at the sight of a young woman kneeling in her own blood was somehow a bad thing, a negative thing. So he would do it the way his police training had taught him, filtering out the revulsion, the horror, even if he would never offer that final insult to these people; that of treating them merely as cases. He would pay a price for offering them his compassion, for continuing to regard them as people, this young girl, this handsome man before him. He knew that. But with murder, everybody paid a price.


Jejeune spent another silent moment staring at the bodies before waving in the forensics team. With Danny Maik in the building, nobody would have to remind them to show the victims the proper respect.


Tony Holland approached carrying a book. “Uniforms found it under the front seat of the car,” he told Maik, handing him the book. “Oh, hello, sir,” he said, feigning to notice Jejeune for the first time. “You found us okay, then? Pity this lot aren’t parrots, eh? Might have been able to tell us what happened.”


“You’ll be wanting to see this.” Maik handed the book to Jejeune. It was a well-worn bird guide with a bookmark protruding from between the pages. “Two birders? A meeting of the minds?” asked Maik. “Perhaps he was interested in whatever work she was doing here, and she invited him to see it first-hand.”


“Possibly,” said Jejeune. “Did you find anything about a meeting in her diary?”


Maik’s expression suggested that if they had come across a detail of such significance, he may just have thought to mention by now. Jejeune riffled through the book with his thumb. Next to some of the images were notes: dates, locations, weather conditions. He turned to the bookmarked page. Maik peered over his shoulder, then looked up into one of the cages.


“So these are Turtledoves, then?” he asked.


Jejeune nodded absently. “Yes. Turtledoves.” He once again turned his attention to the bodies. “In every cage but this one. Locked from the outside, with the keys on the hook.” A thoughtful expression clouded his features.


Holland looked at Maik incredulously and then back at Jejeune. And this was supposed to be the star of the North Norfolk Constabulary? “We were thinking that might have been the third party, sir. You know, after he killed them. Locked the cage and hung up the keys again. Just an idea, mind.”


Jejeune nodded. It was impossible to tell if he had missed the sarcasm or was choosing to ignore it. “Not the work of somebody in a hurry, though, is it? Or somebody surprised in the act?”


“And yet they didn’t bother to take the man’s jewellery,” said Maik, nodding to acknowledge Jejeune’s point. “But if robbery wasn’t the motive here …”


“Then they came for something else.”


“Came for?” Holland looked at Jejeune carefully, as if trying to read where exactly the DCI might have come up with the idea that somebody had entered these premises with the intention of taking something. And anyway, what else was there here to steal, other than … no, surely he wasn’t suggesting …


“Juan Perez,” announced Salter from the doorway. She pronounced it Ju-an. “Saxon’s description of him is an exact match. I can get a photo over to him, if you like, but it’s definitely our victim. He gave his address as The Pheasant. It’s that hotel just down the road. I told you he wasn’t local.”


Jejeune was silent. He seemed to be playing his mind over the information Salter had just brought them. “Juan Perez is the equivalent of John Smith in many parts of Latin America. If he has no ID on him, perhaps it’s because he’s trying to hide his real identity.”


“There are actually people called John Smith, you know,” said Salter testily. She seemed annoyed that her information hadn’t met with the gratitude she expected from Jejeune. “And people do occasionally leave home without their wallets.”


Maik shot Salter a glance. She was normally among the more circumspect of the constables when confronted with the oblique meanderings of Jejeune’s mind. But today she seemed to have little patience for the inspector’s outside-the-box musings. Or anything else, for that matter.


“Well, I suppose I had better get over to his room and see if he left any ID laying around, fake or otherwise,” said Holland, unable to keep a note of amusement from his voice. Maik watched him leave. A quick smoke, a chat to the housemaids, a casual look around the hotel room to confirm what he had already decided — that the Chief Inspector was completely on the wrong track. It was a job made for Tony Holland. If he played it right, it would be worth an hour away from the crime scene, at least.


“The rental car,” Jejeune said to Salter, as if returning from another place, “was Mr. Perez the only named driver?”


“Yes.” She seemed to hesitate. Falter would have been Maik’s word.


“Your views on the John Smiths of the world notwithstanding, Constable, is there anything else you’d like to share with us?”


Perhaps it was Holland’s departure, or just Maik’s encouraging tone, but something seemed to free Salter of her burden. “I, I had a call, yesterday. From this woman, Phoebe Hunter. She told me Wild Maggie had been making threatening phone calls. Something about the shelter having Maggie’s doves. She didn’t sound worried, but she said she thought she should report it anyway …”


“Wild Maggie?”


It was unclear to whom Jejeune had directed the question, but it was Maik who supplied the answer. “Margaret Wylde. Local character. She’s a bit off, a serial complainer.” His tone seemed to imply that if he had taken the call himself, he would have taken the investigation no further either. But it didn’t seem to be doing much to relieve Salter’s sense of guilt.


Jejeune thought for a moment. “Did she work here?”


“I doubt it,” said Maik. “She used to be a nurse, I believe, but she has been unable to hold down a job ever since her husband died some years back. Serious mental health issues. It takes some that way, I understand, the death of a loved one.”


“I see. Can we find out? Any history of employment at this sanctuary or any other facility like it?” Jejeune turned to Salter. “Phoebe Hunter said this woman was asking about her birds? That the sanctuary had her birds?” There was no admonition in Jejeune’s tone, no hint that Salter should have reacted differently to the phone call, pursued matters, made further inquiries. But then, it was clear from Salter’s expression that there was no need for anyone to try to make her feel any worse than she already did.


She nodded.


Wordlessly, Jejeune began a slow walk down the corridor, peering into each of the cages in turn. He appeared to be studying the birds intently. Maik and the constable stood in an uncomfortable silence, suspended between the DCI’s absence and the uncertainty of his return. Tears weren’t Salter’s style, but she found something other than the sergeant’s intense gaze to occupy her eyes as she spoke.


“I was going to contact the animal rescue service to see if they had even brought Maggie’s birds to this shelter. You know how she is; it wouldn’t have been unlike her to get her story completely backward. But I … Max had a doctor’s appointment. I was going to get onto it as soon as I got in this morning.” Salter touched her fingers to her lips, but their tremor only mirrored the one she was trying to disguise.


Jejeune returned along the corridor and paused once more in front of the cage where the forensic team was working around the bodies.


“We need to bring in Maggie, I take it,” said Maik. He reached for his phone.


“I can do it,” said Salter quickly.


It was obvious to Maik that it meant a lot to her, but if it was as obvious to Jejeune, he chose to ignore it. “Uniforms can handle it,” he said. “What I’d like you to do is contact the British Trust for Ornithology. Ask them for any recent reports of ringed birds sent in from this sanctuary.” Jejeune checked his watch. “Their offices should be open by now. In the meantime, the sergeant and I will be upstairs.”


Danny Maik had spent a lifetime disguising his surprise at orders from his superiors, but judging from the expression on Salter’s face, she either had less practice, or less interest, in masking her true feelings. Both watched the departing form of Domenic Jejeune in silence. Based on past experience, they knew the reasons for the inspector’s unusual request would eventually become clear. But just at that moment, neither one of them would have cared to speculate quite when that might be.
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Danny Maik stood on the landing and looked around. “Well, you could hardly fault her for variety.”


Jejeune nodded in agreement. The four rooms above the sanctuary that together constituted Phoebe Hunter’s living quarters opened off the landing. From the detectives’ vantage point at the top of the stairs, it was possible to see into each of the rooms. From the startling tiger-stripes of the bedroom to the stark white Scandinavian economy of the living area to the delicate pastels of the kitchen, each room presented a bold, dramatic alternative in décor. Exploring her boundaries, thought Jejeune; the exuberant self-discovery of someone emerging from the chrysalis of youth. It was yet another reminder of what had been taken away by the killer; an unfolding life, now stilled forever, one floor below them, kneeling in a pool of still-drying blood.


Salter arrived on the landing behind them. “No answer at the BTO, so I’ve texted them.” She consulted her smartphone. “According to Phoebe Hunter’s Facebook page, she was doing post-grad research on bird migrations. Tracking Turtledoves. Running the shelter was a volunteer position, but it came with these digs.”


Jejeune looked around at the slight disarray, the coffee cup in the kitchen sink, the half-opened post on the dresser, the general lived-in feel of the rooms. It was as if Phoebe Hunter had just stepped out for a moment. Which, of course, she had. Only she would never be stepping back in.


Jejeune headed into the living room while Maik took the kitchen. Salter hesitated uncertainly on the landing, watching. Maik, methodical as ever, lifting and replacing items with precision, making his notes as he went; the DCI, wandering around aimlessly, dragging a fingernail absently across the spine of a book now and then, but mostly just letting his eyes do the work. Opposites attract, thought Salter, but surely, you had to bring them together first. From what she could see, these two were about as distant as it was possible to be in the confines of this small upstairs flat.


Salter wandered into the bedroom and opened a drawer beside the bed. A pile of erotic lingerie lay in an untidy bundle. Perhaps Tony Holland, with his unerring eye for the possibility, had not been wrong. The thought irritated her, enough that she didn’t bring the items to the attention of either Jejeune or Maik. Both knew what they were doing when they searched a location. One of them would eventually find the lingerie without any help from her.


For now, Danny was still examining the contents of the kitchen cabinets, but Jejeune’s mercurial attention had already alighted elsewhere; on an academic paper lying on the desk. Beneath the title, the author’s name, David Nyce, had been scratched out and Phoebe Hunter’s name pencilled in above it. Jejeune spent some time leafing through the paper, studying the occasional passage closely. He flipped to the bibliography and made a face.


“If Mr. Nyce did author this paper, he certainly seems to enjoy quoting from his own work.”


“To anybody who knows him, sir, that would hardly come as a surprise,” said Salter, coming over to join him, “and I think you’ll find it’s Dr. Nyce. I may as well mention it, because he certainly will.”


“You know him well, Constable?”


Salter nodded, “Most people around here know David Nyce. He makes it his business to ensure we are all well aware of his genius.”


“Then perhaps we should seek an audience ourselves. Can you set it up, please, Sergeant?”


Maik’s expression suggested it wasn’t going to be the most pleasant task he faced that day, but he said nothing. His phone rang. He answered it and listened without speaking before hanging up. “Wild Maggie appears to have gone to ground. Her car is missing, too.”


“She’ll turn up,” said Salter. “I’ll stay on it until she does.”


“This Margaret Wylde, would you say she’s a strong woman? Physically, I mean?”


Salter seemed to tense at Jejeune’s question. “I know it would have taken some strength to shove that poor girl back onto that branch, sir, but believe me, I’ve seen Maggie in action. She can get really worked up.” There was a moment’s hesitation. “Sir, if I could just say … well, I know you like to look at all angles, the Latin American thing, for example, but I don’t think we should ignore the obvious here, I mean, you know, Occam’s razor and all that.”


Maik managed to keep his sigh internal, but only just. Occam’s razor was all over the Internet and the popular media these days, so he had known it was only a matter of time before somebody tried to introduce it into a murder inquiry. Enter Lauren Salter, Saltmarsh Division’s resident expert in trending topics and other related idiocy.


Occam’s razor! The idea that the simplest explanation was usually the correct one. Common sense, they used to call it in Maik’s day. But, of course, now everything had to have its own marketing label. Maik would have bet a good portion of his meagre sergeant’s salary that Salter knew only the barest details about Occam’s razor — the pop culture, ten-second sound-byte version. But that didn’t change the fact that she had a point. Latin America was a long way to come to end up murdered in a bird cage in north Norfolk. On the other hand, it made sense that Salter would be looking to push Maggie as a suspect. She wanted to punish herself for her failure to protect Phoebe Hunter, and Maik knew only too well how easy it was to rush to judgment in those circumstances. A musical note from the constable’s phone stopped Maik from having to come down on one side or the other on the question of Maggie’s guilt, at least for the moment.


Salter read the text message herself before wordlessly handing over the phone to Jejeune. The BTO received banding reports now and again from the Free to Fly Sanctuary, but since one in early February of a Snow Bunting previously banded in the Netherlands, there had been nothing.


Something in Jejeune’s expression seemed to suggest that the news from the BTO had changed things. It was hard to put into words exactly, but the inspector’s focus seemed to have shifted. Jejeune was now looking in a different direction.


“Sergeant, can you make sure SOCO collect feathers from that cage,” he said, as if it had suddenly become important. Maik suppressed a grimace. The DCI had an annoying habit of requesting things in a way that suggested that, without his guidance, other people would forget to perform the most basic of tasks. The SOCO boys were good, and they knew their job. Any blood-stained feathers would be collected, labelled, and recorded without any reminder from him. Or Jejeune.


“I’ll see to it,” said Salter. She disappeared down the stairs hurriedly, as if she was anxious to get away from this flat, this living place of a dead person.


The men continued to sift through Phoebe’s belongings, the skeleton of a human life about whom they knew nothing, and perhaps would never know anything. If possible, the information that she was a post-graduate, poised on the cusp of recouping some of the investment she had made in her future, seemed only to heighten the sense of loss.


They looked up simultaneously as Tony Holland appeared on the landing. Some of the bounce appeared to have gone from his demeanour. Maik recognized the signs. It rarely sat well with Holland, having to confirm one of Jejeune’s outlandish theories. You would have thought with all the practice it might have become a bit easier, but the constable was obviously still struggling with it.


“I … er … conducted a search of the victim’s hotel room, sir,” he said formally. “There was documentation that indicated another name. Photo ID, in fact. The victim’s real name was Ramon Santos.”


“I see,” said Jejeune. He seemed utterly unimpressed with his own shrewdness. But what was Jejeune doing with knowledge like this Juan Perez business rattling around in his head anyway? wondered Maik. It wasn’t the sort of thing you picked up on pub trivia night down at The Boatman’s Arms.


“Have a Canadian suspect do a runner down that way one time, did you?” he asked.


“Something like that,” said Jejeune quietly.


“The thing is,” continued Holland. He hesitated, “Well, I’m afraid the DCS is not going to like it much.”


Danny Maik straightened up and raised an eyebrow.


“That photo ID. It was a diplomatic pass. Apparently, Mr. Santos was a diplomatic attaché with the Mexican Consulate.”


A flicker passed across Jejeune’s features. Holland was right. DCS Shepherd wasn’t going to like it. Not at all.




4


It was still before noon when Jejeune arrived back at the station, but Detective Chief Superintendent Colleen Shepherd was already wearing the expression of someone who had been waiting a long time. And none too patiently.


Shepherd followed him into his office but left the door open behind her. It was a signal they would both be leaving soon. Jejeune set the well-used birding book on his desk, but did not bother taking a seat. Despite Tony Holland’s dire predictions, Shepherd did not seem particularly distraught that they were going to be dealing with the death of a senior foreign diplomat on her patch. She was unusually animated, perhaps, but there was none of the hand-wringing angst that such an event might have occasioned in a less ambitious DCS.


“I understand Sergeant Maik’s been running background checks on Maggie Wylde. This complaint lodged by one of the victims against her,” said Shepherd, “anything to it?”


“It’s one lead,” said Jejeune flatly.


But not one I like, his look told Shepherd.


She gestured him out of the office and they made their way along the corridor side by side, the brisk clack of Shepherd’s heels matching Jejeune’s loping stride step for step. She spoke in low, urgent tones as they walked. It was her way of indicating that this was important, and that Jejeune should pay attention.


“At this point, I’m sure Señor Hidalgo is merely looking for assurances that we know what we’re doing, that this case hasn’t fallen into the laps of some bumbling village coppers who are in over their heads. So let’s try to give him those assurances, shall we, Domenic? On cue?”


Shepherd had worked with Jejeune long enough to know that his silence during these exchanges was not necessarily tacit agreement. She stopped outside the door to her office and turned to look at him directly.


“It goes without saying that the eyes of some very important people are going to be upon us as soon as the identity of the victim gets out. In order for us to get the kind of breathing room we will need, we have to convince the Mexican Counsellor for Culture and Heritage that the right people are on the job. For the record, that’s us, Domenic, you and me, and this whole team that I have assembled here at Saltmarsh Division. So let’s get in there and do some convincing. Okay? Follow my lead.”


She ushered Jejeune into her office to find a distinguished-looking man sitting in a chair.


“Counsellor Hidalgo. Allow me to introduce my Chief Inspector, Domenic Jejeune. The counsellor has kindly come down here to discuss how the Mexican authorities can assist us in our enquiries,” said Shepherd.


Efren Hidalgo rose with dignity and offered a well-manicured hand. The counsellor was not a tall man, but his slightly rotund figure was skillfully disguised by an exquisitely tailored suit. He smoothed the jacket now with a downward stroke of one hand as he resumed his seat. “Your reputation precedes you, Inspector,” said Hidalgo. “This reassures me. This morning, I concluded a very difficult telephone call with Ramon’s wife back in Mexico. I ended by suggesting that I would be able to provide her with some details in the near future. I would like also to be able to pass along some news of progress in this case as soon as possible.”


Jejeune nodded in understanding. Without facts, Santos’s death was nothing more than an empty, senseless event, a swirling cloud of pain that cast a shadow of confusion and anger. If Jejeune could at least offer some meaning, some context to the man’s death, it would be a starting point for the family to begin the process of grieving.


Hidalgo continued. “Due to the nature of Ramon’s work at the consulate, there may be areas where special permission will be necessary in order for you to pursue your enquiries.” The clipped economy of his dismissive hand gesture had its own special elegance. “But rest assured, we are prepared to provide any assistance you may require. You must know, we are as anxious as you are yourselves to see the person who committed this dreadful crime brought to justice.”


“Well, I’m sure Inspector Jejeune appreciates the need for such diplomatic restrictions, but I don’t think we are anticipating any enquiries in that direction at the moment, are we, Domenic?”


Jejeune addressed them both.


“Mr. Santos journeyed all the way from London to north Norfolk and stayed in accommodation as close to the sanctuary as possible. It seems reasonable to assume that it was his intended destination.”


“I think it goes without saying, Domenic, that if Mr. Santos was at the sanctuary on official business, Señor Hidalgo would have already brought it to our attention.”


Jejeune wasn’t overly fond of having other people hijack his questions, especially those he had not intended asking in the first place, but he supposed that Shepherd was anxious to avoid the unedifying spectacle of having him directly interrogate a foreign dignitary in her office. Still, if this was the way all enquiries were going to go in this case, it was not going to make Jejeune’s job any easier.


Hidalgo tilted his head slightly to show he was unoffended by even the faintest suggestion that he would withhold such information.


“I can confirm that Ramon was not at the sanctuary as a representative of the Mexican Consulate. To the best of my knowledge, no one at the consulate has had any dealings with this organization, this sanctuary, nor, indeed, was anyone even aware of its existence before the terrible events of today.”


“Can you think of any reason Mr. Santos would have wanted to keep the consulate from knowing his whereabouts?”


Shepherd fired a warning glance at Jejeune, and for a second time she hurried in to spare the counsellor’s feelings. “We are aware, of course, that there could be any number of reasons a travelling foreign diplomat might want to use an alias. It is not a criminal offence, provided there is no illegal motive. I’m sure Inspector Jejeune simply wants to eliminate that as a possibility.”


Failing to receive the reassurance she sought, Shepherd used the half-beat of uncomfortable silence to flash an apologetic smile toward Hidalgo. But Hidalgo inclined his head amiably again to dismiss the awkwardness.


“You must obviously establish Ramon’s motives for checking into the hotel under an alias, if you feel it is important. However, I doubt it would be to conceal his movements from us. All consular staff members have tracking devices in their phones these days, as a security precaution. I understand Ramon left his phone at the hotel?” Hidalgo spread his hands, palms upward. “We could have found out exactly where he was if we had wanted to. Again, for the record, we did not.”


The effort of politesse seemed to weigh upon Hidalgo and he sighed deeply. While he carried his sadness with dignity, it was clear to see the counsellor had been devastated by the loss of one of his staff. Hidalgo’s grief had its own bittersweet charm. It was the kind of quality the DCS would respond to, thought Jejeune.


Shepherd stared at the chief inspector intently. “So, any early thoughts, Domenic?”


Her inviting tone puzzled Jejeune at first. The woman, he realized. Maggie. She wants to show Hidalgo we are off and running already. But there were far too many inconsistencies for Jejeune to put Maggie Wylde forward as a viable suspect. And surely Shepherd knew his methods well enough by now to know he was unlikely to be stampeded into a rash course of action merely because she wanted to show off in front of her dignitary.


“Nothing concrete,” he said cautiously.


As far as Jejeune was concerned, his expression could have only reflected his unwillingness to reveal anything about Maggie, but whatever it was that Shepherd imagined she could see in his face seemed to please her.


“First impressions, then? I expect the counsellor would be interested to hear any preliminary thoughts you may have.” What is it that makes you doubt Maggie’s involvement? she meant. For reasons Jejeune couldn’t even begin to understand, Shepherd seemed to be enjoying their little sub rosa conversation, revelling in it, almost.


“It would just be speculation, at this point,” he said warily.


“I’m sure Señor Hidalgo will appreciate that, in the absence of any firm evidence yet, speculation is going to be one of our best approaches.”


Jejeune tried to convey to Shepherd with a laden glance just how dubious he thought this line of conversation was, but Shepherd was simultaneously returning his gaze and avoiding the import of it with such practised skill, he was left with little alternative but to accept her invitation.


“The scene suggests that this was not a pre-planned attack. There were no weapons, no signs of ambush. It doesn’t look like the work of somebody who went there with the intention of killing people. Rather, it suggests that things happened spontaneously, a situation that got out of control and escalated. In circumstances like that, especially where there is a lot of blood, most people would panic, be confused, terrified even. Yet the cage was locked and the keys returned to their hook. That suggests we’re dealing either with someone who could keep calm and clear-headed at such a horrific scene, or someone for whom locking the door and re-hanging the keys was an automatic response, the sort of action you might resort to if you were in a state of shock.”


Hidalgo sat forward. “You know of this type of person?”


“Perhaps someone who worked at this sanctuary, or another one like it, where locking cages and hanging up keys becomes a habit, an ingrained action.”


Jejeune stopped. Shepherd would already know, as he did, that Maik’s inquiries had shown Maggie Wylde to have had no such background. At the very least, Jejeune might have expected a reprimanding look from his DCS for effectively eliminating their only suspect in such a cavalier manner. More likely would be the spectacle of Shepherd rushing into the breach, trying to convince Hidalgo that Jejeune’s ideas were tenuous, at best, and without any foundation whatsoever. But when Jejeune did finally meet Shepherd’s gaze, he saw only a strange look of contentment waiting for him.


On cue. Follow my lead.


This wasn’t about his theories, he realized. It was about him, Chief Inspector Domenic Jejeune, property of Saltmarsh Division, her Saltmarsh Division, on display and full of ideas, even at this early stage. Domenic Jejeune, DCS Colleen Shepherd’s reluctant show pony, trotted out to reassure Hidalgo that the right people were on the case. It occurred to Jejeune that if he had given voice to some of his other early thoughts, Shepherd’s response might not have been quite so enthusiastic. But it was a moot point. Because no matter what other party tricks the DCS had in mind for her prize asset, Domenic Jejeune was done speculating for the moment.


“I see,” said Hidalgo after a thoughtful pause.


“I wonder, can you remember what time you received the news of Mr. Santos’s death?” asked Jejeune politely.


“At approximately five forty-five this morning.”


“Can I ask where you were at the time?”


Hidalgo turned to Jejeune. If he had noticed Shepherd’s horrified expression, he chose to ignore it. Instead, he allowed himself a faint smile. “I was asleep in my London residence when I was awoken by a call from a member of your Foreign Office. You may verify this with my duty secretary. In fact, I insist upon it.”


Jejeune gave a non-committal tilt of the head, but his expression assured Hidalgo they were on the same page. If the counsellor was in London, more than three hours away, when he received the news, he could not have committed two murders that preliminary examinations had already set at between 4:00 and 5:00 a.m.


Hidalgo stood up with an elegant flourish and turned to extend a hand first to DCS Shepherd and then to Jejeune. “If there is nothing else, I must return to the consulate. There will be much sadness today. Ramon was well-liked. His colleagues will need support. I welcome your earlier reassurance, Superintendent. I can ask for no more.”


Shepherd turned to explain to Jejeune. “I have assured Señor Hidalgo that this will be receiving our top priority.”


“The entire case, you mean, presumably?” confirmed Jejeune.


Shepherd looked momentarily puzzled. But Hidalgo got it. He straightened and acknowledged Jejeune’s comment with an apologetic smile.


“Ah, yes, the poor young woman who died alongside Ramon.”


“Phoebe Hunter,” supplied Jejeune, just to emphasize that her name hadn’t come up in the conversation to this point.


“You are quite right, Inspector. Given his diplomatic status, it is inevitable that Ramon’s death will be the focus of attention, but we must make sure that this does not overshadow the other unfortunate victim. It would be wrong to imply this young lady is somehow less deserving of justice.”


Not least because their deaths are almost certainly linked in some way, thought Jejeune. And it was clear from their troubled expressions that Hidalgo and Shepherd were now struggling with the same idea. Hidalgo had already turned to leave and was approaching Shepherd’s door when Jejeune’s question stopped him in his tracks.


“I was wondering, Counsellor, did Mr. Santos have any mobility problems? Trouble walking, for example, anything like that?”


Hidalgo’s face clouded with puzzlement. He gave his head a short shake. “I don’t believe so, no. The health of all consular staff is closely monitored. Such an infirmity may have affected Ramon’s ability to perform his duties, so I would have been informed. To the best of my knowledge, Ramon was a fit and healthy young man. Is that important?”


Jejeune wasn’t saying, but as the counsellor left her office, Shepherd already knew the answer. By the time Domenic Jejeune was ready to voice an idea out loud, he was long past the stage of dismissing it as irrelevant.
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Jejeune craned his neck as he tracked the flight of a tightly packed flock of shorebirds heading north, out toward the coast. The bright morning sky backlit the birds, washing out any diagnostic markings, but a telltale call drifted down to him, definitive, unmistakable. He smiled. Yet, did it really matter? Was he really able to enjoy the sight more just because he knew they were Grey Plovers? The truth was, of course, that it was the spectacle of the fast-flying shorebirds itself that counted; a glorious vignette of the natural world that was enough to raise the spirits, to remind him of all the positives life held, all the possibilities for happiness and pleasure outside of this career.


Danny Maik shifted impatiently by the inspector’s side. In truth, Jejeune doubted the identity of the birds mattered much to him, either. They were on one of Saltmarsh’s older streets, lined on both sides with rows of houses with cars parked in front of them, two wheels up on the curb. Just ahead of them sat a new Jaguar F-Type, its flawless British racing green coachwork glinting in the morning light. For Jejeune, the number plate was as good as a sign pointing to the house: AVES. “This one, I believe,” he said, mounting the steps and knocking on the door.


——


To Maik’s jaundiced eye, David Nyce had just the kind of fading golden-boy looks that would have the female undergraduates swooning over their notebooks. His sharp features had a slight swell of age on them, and there were flecks of grey in the lavish, swept-back locks, but his tight, faded jeans and tailored denim shirt suggested he hadn’t yet completely given up trying to be Saltmarsh’s rock-star academic.


Nyce was on his mobile phone when he answered the door. He motioned them in as he continued his conversation and pointed them to a small study at the front of the house with a bay window overlooking the street. And the car.


“Yes, I have actually got a calendar of my own,” he said into the phone with heavy sarcasm. “Know how to use it, too, order of the months and everything.” He turned to wander away again and it gave the men a chance to look around the room. Nyce’s desk was cluttered with papers and books, but there was still room for a couple of sumptuously appointed plaques bearing his name. Behind the desk, a built-in bookshelf was untidily jammed with various journals and reference books. Maik could see Nyce’s name prominently displayed on the spines of a number of them. He couldn’t really see the point himself. If you had authored the books in the first place, presumably you would already know any information that was in them.


Nyce wandered back in. “Well, how about this for an idea? You lot sit around staring at one another, and I’ll send it over to you when it’s ready.” He curtly ended the call without waiting for a reply. “For God’s sake, you’d think they were publishing a sequel to the Bible,” he said with frustration, “rather than some obscure academic journal no one is going to read.”


He took his seat behind the desk and motioned to a couple of empty chairs with an open palm. Maik took a seat, but, predictably, Jejeune declined, preferring to wander around the room and take in the view from the window. Maik recognized it as his cue to start proceedings.


“The reason we’re here, Dr. Nyce, is because your name came up during our enquiries into the death of Phoebe Hunter. It was on an academic paper found in her room.”
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