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‘A new genre is born’


Sunday Times Crime Club


As a white falcon circles, a man plummets to his death from a cliff face in western Scotland. At a distance, another watches; later he tucks a book into the dead man’s pocket. When the police show DCI Jejeune the book, he knows it’s a call for help, and that it could destroy the life he and girlfriend Lindy have built for themselves in Saltmarsh, a north Norfolk village.


Meanwhile, back in Saltmarsh, the brutal murder of a researcher involved in a climate change project highlights his controversial studies. Might there be a deadly connection between the deaths?
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The noise. The deafening, terrible noise. The sound of air, rushing through his clothing, tearing at his hair, clawing his lips back into a grotesque grin. Ten seconds? Perhaps. Thirty-two feet per second, per second. A memory. School? Shadows. Sadness. Anger.


Lightheaded now, lungs unable to snatch the air rushing by. Panic. The rock face a grey curtain hurtling past at one hundred and twenty miles per hour. Terminal velocity. Another memory. School? Or college? Good times. Laughter. Women. Bars. Five seconds? Terminal! I’m dying.


He had seen the angel, a brief glimpse as he released his grip on the rock face. On life. Pure, white, beautiful. An angel that had brought him death. Angels. Heaven. Too late? Never too late, his mother said.


His mother. Regrets. Words not spoken. Actions not taken. Taken. Birds. Fear, now. Plunging down through open space. I’m going to die. Repentance. The key. God, forgive me. For the birds. For—


The man watching through binoculars fixed the body’s landing place against the scarred granite backdrop, and then swept the horizon in either direction. Nothing else stirred. He focused again on the rock face and relocated the crumpled form, remembering the sickening flat bounce as life had left it. He lowered his binoculars and sat, deep in thought, seeming not to notice the fierce buffeting of the winds that scoured the bleak landscape. After a moment, he tucked his bins into a canvas bag resting against his hip, careful not to damage the other item inside. Things had changed now, but perhaps there was still a way; and perhaps this other item, now nestling gently against the bins, held the key. He rose from his crouched position and began to make his way toward the towering presence of Sgurr Fiona.


He moved with haste over the uneven terrain, beneath a sky that was grey and leaden. Swollen rain clouds were riding inland on the onshore winds. A fierce Atlantic squall was on its way and the exposed heath would offer no shelter once the storm arrived. The man wore only a heavy fisherman’s sweater, denim jeans, and walking shoes. He had no coat or waterproofs to ward off the horizontal rains that would soon drive across the landscape.


He had estimated the distance to the rock face at a quarter of a mile, and he could tell now, as he crossed the ground with his steady, purposeful gait, that he’d been about right. Even experienced walkers underestimated distances in these parts. The stark, featureless landscape seemed to draw in the mountains on the horizon, making them appear closer. But the man had spent enough time in the natural world to be alert for its deceptions. It was those of the human world he found harder to detect.


He moved over the tussocks easily, barely noticing the sprigs of gorse and brambles that snatched like harpies at his trouser cuffs. Once or twice he stumbled over the craggy, moss-covered mounds, but for the most part his progress was sure-footed, even in the flimsy, well-worn soles of his walking shoes. On the horizon, the grey mass of a low cloudbank had begun its inexorable time-lapse march across the landscape. He would need to work quickly if he was to find shelter before the storm came. He had a window, a tiny chink of opportunity: the coming storm would discourage others from venturing out here. But squalls passed over these coastal areas quickly, chased into the inland valleys and hill passes by the relentless coastal winds. Behind the storm would come the clear white-blue skies of the North Atlantic. And then the walkers would return to the trails. It wouldn’t be long before the body was found and reported. He must do what had to be done long before that happened. He needed to be far away by then.


The last of the vegetation died away and he emerged onto a slight slope of scree that led up to the base of the rock face. Sgurr Fiona towered above him, its peaks already lost in the greyness of the clouds. He stopped for a second to take in its grandeur, and as he looked up, he paused. Until now, only the images of the death, the violent impact of the man’s body hitting the ground, had occupied his thoughts. But the initial shock was starting to wear off, and he began to recognize a meaning behind what he had seen; an explanation, perhaps. Had the other man recognized it, also, in those last, long terrifying seconds? Had he, too, acknowledged what it might mean? Either way, it was just him, now, standing alone on this desolate, windswept heath, who possessed this wisdom, this secret, entrusted to him by another man’s death. He looked up at Sgurr Fiona once again, but the sky below the clouds was empty.


He approached the body and forced himself to look down at the broken, rag-doll form. It was clear the man had died on impact. The damage seemed to be mostly to the head and face. It was difficult to even make out the features now. He shook his head. It was as if the fates themselves had determined to cloak the death in a double layer of mystery: not only of who the dead man was, but of what he had looked like in life.


The man felt a momentary wave of sadness for the empty shape at his feet. All that was left of Jack de Laet, with whom he had drunk, and laughed, and swapped lies — and unknowingly, a few truths too — over the previous weeks. He was a bad man, Jack, one of the worst. But he had been a person, a living, breathing human being. And now he was … what? The man didn’t have time to consider the question. Musing about the afterlife, the great beyond, was for a warm pub, where he would head after this, for a hot meal and a glass of single malt whisky and the comfort of a gently burning fire. Out here, at the base of a granite rock face, under a low, roiling, gunmetal sky, he had work to do.


He knelt beside the body and slowly began to withdraw the day pack from beneath Jack de Laet’s stiffening form. He worked with great care. He couldn’t see any blood coming from under the body, but if there was any, he knew the small pack could disturb it, smear it, perhaps in a way that a good forensic examiner might be able to detect. He breathed a sigh of relief when the pack finally slithered free showing no traces of blood. He lifted it to one side and peered in. “Ah Jack, you lied to me,” he said quietly, without malice. Using a handkerchief, he withdrew a book from his canvas shoulder bag. It was battered and dog-eared, with a long-faded cover from which the images of a couple of birds, well-drawn and easily identifiable, stared back at him. He took a pen from his pocket and wrote two words on the flyleaf, holding the cover open with the handkerchief. Then he leaned forward to delicately lift the flap on one of De Laet’s jacket pockets. He slid the book in.


He patted the pocket slightly as he closed the flap and rose from his kneeling position clutching the small day pack.


“See you soon,” he said. But he wasn’t talking to Jack de Laet.
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Death had won again. As it always did in the end. Another man had challenged it, tried to face it down and defeat it with his frail human courage. And he had lost. In this case, Death had stalked its victim, pursued him silently through this leafy forest glade, treading the path parallel to this one that ran farther down in the ravine. At some point, it had moved ahead of the man so it could scramble silently up to this footpath, and lurk, hidden from view, until the man rounded the bend. To find Death waiting for him. A short struggle, perhaps, and then Death had claimed another victim, and dragged his soul off to its lair. And now it was up to Danny Maik to find out who had been Death’s foot soldier this time, and to bring that person in to face the justice that Death itself never would.


They knew the choreography, and little bits more, from the trail of clues, footprints whispered into the woodchips of the two trails. But it was not enough to tell them who had been following the man, so they were still no closer to knowing who had decapitated him and left his body lying here in the centre of the path, and the head a few yards off, in the bracken to the right.


In this strange twilight aftermath of the event, not now fresh enough to be shrouded in shock, but recent enough that the horror had not yet faded completely, it was the jogger that Danny Maik felt for most. The emotional trauma of those Philip Wayland had left behind would be understandable; their grief and despair justified. No one would consider it unusual if any of the family or friends fell apart for a few days. Or longer. But the jogger who had found the body was not in their circle, not really entitled to any of the emotions his death engendered in them. And so, this unremarkable woman, who had done nothing worse than decide on this path for her morning jog, must now deal with her own feelings only in the shadows. Maik could hardly imagine the shock she had endured. One minute enjoying the woods, hearing the rhythmic pounding of her running shoes on the trail, treating her lungs to the fresh, clean woodland air, and the next, happening upon the worst, most horrifying sight she would ever see in her life.


She seemed so shaken, so utterly traumatized by her discovery, as she was led away, trembling and sobbing into Constable Lauren Salter’s sympathetic embrace. When the police arrived, they had found her standing beside the body, over it almost, as if unable to draw herself away. Or perhaps it was just that she was unwilling to leave the victim, feeling that someone should stay to watch over him, even in his brutalized, incomplete state, until the medics could come and treat him with the care and dignity the last moments of his life had denied him. If so, the woman’s compassion would cost her dearly. Days and nights of images, things seen when her eyes had been inexorably drawn to the horror at her feet on the path; images that may never leave her. How could you confront such a sight — the headless body of a person — out here in the silence and the solitude of the woods, and not be damaged by your discovery? Domenic Jejeune, too, had seemed to recognize the toll the woman’s discovery would take, had already taken, on her. The DCI made sure he organized her care and treatment before turning his attention to the body on the path. In truth, there had been no need to rush on that score. Both Detective Chief Inspector Jejeune and Sergeant Danny Maik had already long acknowledged the truth of the situation. Death had won again.


Maik looked along the trail again now and then turned his gaze to the right, peering through the undergrowth as if trying to judge exactly how far he was from the compound. Though this path was a public right of way, the battered sign on the fence made it clear to anyone veering from it that they were entering onto PRIVATE PROPERTY.


Public access through private land. Maik could hardly count the times as a beat constable he had found it necessary to go over the concept with tourists: Yes, the path does go through private property. Yes, you are allowed onto it. No, you don’t need the owners’ permission. No, I don’t understand it either. And when the new foreign owners had acquired this particular property, the “Old Dairy” as they now called it, Maik had been present at the earliest briefings, when the questions about public access to private property had become even more pointed. What exactly does the concept of land ownership mean in this country, when the public is granted rights of way into perpetuity? But if the legal representative of Old Dairy Holdings had expected Detective Chief Superintendent Colleen Shepherd to quail under his withering glance, he was disappointed. Shepherd had told him politely that it meant whatever the Highways Passage Act meant it to mean. The discussion had ended there.


The world being the way it was, Maik had probably always known if any major crime was ever going to be committed around here, it would happen on this path, where jurisdiction and rights were at their most nebulous. Now, it would require all of DCS Shepherd’s considerable diplomatic skills to get them the access and co-operation the investigating officers were going to need from Old Dairy Holdings to pursue their enquiries into this case.


Maik looked around at the glade again, drinking in its tranquility, the tangy hint of bark on its breezes. It had happened at dusk, the medical examiner had determined, at the far end of daylight’s arc, when any protesters had long since gone home and the woods had returned to silence. What brought you here, Mr. Wayland, to this path beside the place you had not worked at in more than a year? What, if anything, did it have to do with you being killed in such a disturbingly brutal way? Maik smiled wryly. He was pretty sure his absent DCI would approve of these questions about Philip Wayland’s final moments, even if he might not be too impressed by the high-minded affectation with which Danny’s subconscious was composing them.


Absent, thought Maik. His absent DCI. Even for the famously disengaged Inspector Domenic Jejeune, the absence was puzzling. The call had come in from the Highland Constabulary just as the first analysis of the physical evidence in this case was starting to materialize. Not the ideal time, one would have thought, for the inspector to go haring off up to Scotland. Not at all the actions of a DCI fully engaged in the business of solving Philip Wayland’s murder. Jejeune had certainly been invested enough in the case during the early days, even if his detached approach might have suggested otherwise. So when did a trip up to the Scottish Highlands suddenly take precedence over an active murder inquiry? When did investigating a book, a bird guide no less, found on the body of a fallen climber, become more important than pursuing a killer? Perhaps today was the day Danny would get some answers. Perhaps there would be a message waiting for him at the office, or an email, telling him the DCI was on his way back to north Norfolk.


Maik looked around the glade now, seeing the last remnants of the police incident tape flapping from one or two trees and the fresh bark chips on the trail that replaced the blood-stained ones gathered as evidence. It seemed inconceivable that this spot could have been the scene of such violence and brutality a scant few days ago. Shafts of light were beginning to filter through the leafy canopy, dappling the forest path into tawny patterns. Beneath the giant beeches on both sides of the path, patches of bluebells awaited the warmth of the early morning sun. This was a place of tranquility again now, a place that seemed to have gathered up the horrors of the past and laid a blanket of quiet over them. Nature providing a balm for the crimes of humans, forgiving them once again, as it always did.


Maik turned and headed back to his car, but not before pausing for one quick look back. The corner of an office was barely visible through the vegetation, the only evidence one could see of the research compound on the other side of the wire fence. DCI Jejeune had spent a long time staring at that office the last time he was here. Just what was it you were looking at? wondered Danny. And why does it make you distrust the only witness statement we have in this case?
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The drive up had gone some way to helping Jejeune understand Lindy’s look of disappointment when he had told her where he was going. Significantly, he had not told her why.


“The Western Highlands?” she said, shrugging off her work bag and slumping into one of the armchairs in their living room. “Oh Dom, I wish I could go with you, but it’s this award thing. There are interviews and appearances and …”


He smiled his understanding. In truth, he had gambled on the arrangements for the forthcoming awards ceremony preventing Lindy from being able to accompany him. If she’d tried to make it work, he would have thrown other obstacles in the way — extended the dates, invented some excuse that meant he had to travel alone. It was deception by intent, rather than by action, but it made him no less uneasy. They always said they told each other everything. They both knew that wasn’t strictly true, but all pretense of openness between them had changed with the call from Scotland. Jejeune hoped these deceptions would be small, and short-lived. But now they had started, he knew they would feed upon each other, and soon, perhaps, it would be too late to rein them in. He had managed to mask all these thoughts behind an attentive smile while Lindy rhapsodized about the scenic wonders that awaited him on the wild western coast of Scotland.


“Each bend in the road, you think it can’t possibly get any better, and then, next turn, there’s another vista, even more breathtaking. The beauty is almost indescribable,” she’d said, tucking her feet beneath her in the chair. The word almost told Jejeune she was going to try anyway. From an award-nominated journalist, he would have expected no less. He smiled again and squeezed into the chair beside her. Even if he had not wanted to listen just then, he would have done so, as his penance. But he always enjoyed listening to Lindy when she was passionate about a subject. She fell in love with her topics, and her enthusiasm coursed through her accounts.


“There’s a rawness about the landscape, a stark, rugged bleakness. The mountains, hills they call them up there, they look like old prize-fighters, all battered and craggy and purple-grey. Even the lowlands have a kind of formidable harshness to them, gorse and brambles and ankle-breaking rocks. And the winds, God, sometimes they hammer across the land with such force you’d swear they are going to pull what little bit of vegetation there is out by the roots.”


“If you’re auditioning for the Scottish tourism board,” said Jejeune playfully. “I wouldn’t be expecting a recruitment call anytime soon.”


“No, Dom, it’s wonderful,” she said earnestly. “It’s all those things, but I can truly say it is some of the most beautiful scenery I’ve ever seen. And considering what we have right outside our front door here in north Norfolk, that must tell you something.”


It did. And Lindy had been right. Jejeune had seen it all and drunk it all in, every crag, every heath-clad valley bathed in the milky Highland light. As he was doing now, sitting in the passenger seat of the van on his journey up to Sgurr Fiona, driven up the sinuous coast road from Ullapool by an officer from the Highland Constabulary named Ian McLeod. “Though most call me Iron,” he had told Jejeune with a smile as he greeted him at the door of the local police station. It had been McLeod who had taken the report of the dead man at the base of Sgurr Fiona, going out to the scene himself to secure it and conduct the preliminary investigation. It had been McLeod, too, who had placed the call to the Saltmarsh Division’s main switchboard on his return and left the message for Domenic Jejeune, informing him that a bird guide bearing his name had been found in the pocket of the dead man’s jacket.


That had been yesterday. And now, less than twenty-four hours since McLeod’s scanned image of the book’s flyleaf had appeared on Jejeune’s screen, here was the man himself, looking, he had surmised from McLeod’s somewhat startled expression, a good deal younger and less distinguished than the Scottish detective had been expecting. It was not an uncommon reaction from those who were meeting Jejeune for the first time. Even to himself, to have achieved so much and risen so high, so quickly, seemed at odds with the youthful face he saw staring back at him from the shaving mirror every morning. But McLeod had inquired only whether Jejeune was tired after his long drive, and whether he might prefer to wait until tomorrow to make the trip out to the scene. But Jejeune wouldn’t prefer to wait, thanks, and he would really appreciate it if they could go out to the scene right away. So they had.


The going became more jarring as they turned off the main coast road and took a narrow roadway leading up toward the base of Sgurr Fiona. The track twisted between steep-sided valleys that opened onto heath land every bit as rugged and uncompromising as Lindy had described it. McLeod pointed straight ahead, where a dark cloud lurked low over the sea, already draping a grey curtain of rain across its surface. “Another storm coming in from the Atlantic. Don’t worry, though, she’s a way off yet. We’ve plenty of time to have a poke about when we get there. Mebbe even have a wee scramble up the Fiona.”


“I imagine this area sees a lot of bad weather,” said Jejeune, looking out at the landscape rolling by. “It doesn’t look like the kind of place you’d want to sleep rough.”


“She can get a bit damp up here at times, right enough,” agreed McLeod, breezing on by without ever stopping to consider if there might be more to Jejeune’s observation than mere chit-chat. “Wettest place in Britain, in fact, and most of the rain comes in on the horizontal. The winds are so strong they can make the waterfalls flow upward.” McLeod had his eyes on the twisting road and so he couldn’t see whether there was any skepticism in Jejeune’s look, but he was taking no chances. He took a weather-beaten hand from the steering wheel and laid it over his heart. “On my life.”


“But the weather had nothing to do with the man’s death, you said.”


McLeod gave his head an economical shake. “Even though he was wearing a top-quality waterproof jacket, the body was still soaked through by the time I got to it, but our medical examiner reckons he was well dead long before the rains came. Everything was consistent with a fall.” McLeod paused significantly. “He’s seen enough to know.”


Jejeune nodded. “But you can’t say for sure how long he’d been there when he was found?”


McLeod shook his head. “Can’t have been long, though. There were no signs of scavengers. Out in these parts, a deer can die and the Ravens and Hooded Crows will be on it before it hits the ground. This is us.” McLeod pulled the car off the road onto a flat patch of grass that showed the wear of life as an impromptu car park for hikers setting out on the local trails. Above them towered the granite mass of Sgurr Fiona, the thousand-metre “Fair Peak” that drew climbers from all corners of Britain and far beyond.


They got out of the car and McLeod drew a generous helping of the clear mountain air into his lungs. “Just over there. Now, remember, I did tell you there was nothing much to see anymore.” He nodded toward a small cairn that looked as if it had been constructed very recently. Perhaps even to mark the spot, thought Jejeune; passing hikers paying their respects to one of their own?


“Any idea what the man was doing out here?”


“Climbing, we think.”


“With no equipment?”


McLeod shot him a look, one that told Jejeune he now suspected there might be something else behind his guest’s inquiries, a faint shadow of accusation, perhaps, that the Scottish police should have done more to find out about the man who had died at the foot of this formidable mountain. Jejeune didn’t mind. Anything that took McLeod’s attention away from the real reason for his questions was welcome.


McLeod, though, had decided to let things slide, for now. “Your man wouldn’t have been the first to try his hand at a spot of free climbing up the Fiona.” He paused and looked up the sheer granite face towering above them. He shook his head. “He’ll not be the last, either. These peaks attract some world-class climbers and hikers. Most of them have the good sense to give the hills a bit of respect. But like all wild places, An Teallach attracts its fair share of nutters. The local search and rescue boys are forever plucking some idiot off a ledge dressed in shorts and a T-shirt. Any squall comes in, and the poor fool would perish if they didn’t. We think this one is probably just some cowboy who thought he’d come here to tame the Fiona, and she got the better of him.”


No, thought Jejeune, that wasn’t what had happened. He didn’t know what had yet, but he suspected he would soon. And in the meantime, it was better to let Iron McLeod keep on believing this was all just some tragic accident.


McLeod pulled on a nylon jacket and handed a spare one to Jejeune. “If you’re ready for a bit of a hike, I can show you something that will make it worth your while coming all the way up here.”


Jejeune gestured for McLeod to lead on. Scrambling up the steep path in his faded jeans and heavy boots, McLeod didn’t look much like an on-duty policeman, but he did look like a man who fitted these parts perfectly. Iron McLeod had the same uncompromising honesty as this landscape he clearly loved so much. It was a quality, perhaps, that Jejeune might have associated with himself, until the telephone call had come in. But the savage beauty of the wild Highland coastline was no place to be contemplating such things, and Jejeune instead concentrated on scrambling along behind his guide.


After fifteen minutes of strenuous, relentless ascent, they paused on a small ledge. Jejeune bent over, hands on his knees. McLeod stood barrel-chested against the elements, gratefully drawing in lungfuls of the still mountain air. Recovered, he was ready to press on. “C’mon,” he urged, “we’re nearly there. Just up around the next bend. It’s worth the effort, believe me.”


Jejeune followed the other man up the steep slope, his soft-soled shoes slipping occasionally on the scree scattered across the path. As they rounded a bend, he stopped suddenly. They were on a small promontory jutting out over a vast nothingness. In front of them, a spectacular vista of undulating purples and greens stretched off to a range of distant mountains, their peaks wreathed in mist. Broad shafts of sunlight broke through the cloud cover in one or two places, sending beams of light down onto the heathland. The fierce wind tugged at Jejeune’s hair and scoured his face, making his eyes water slightly. He looked across to McLeod, who was gazing out over the scene in silence. He was wearing an expression born of pure joy.


“It’s magnificent,” said Jejeune.


“Aye, you’ll no see a view like this without earning it, right enough,” said McLeod, raising his voice above the winds. “But I’ve climbed the Fiona in all seasons, in all kinds of weather. She never disappoints.”


She, noted Jejeune. Another in McLeod’s harem of females out here: the hills, the elements, the landscape. But Jejeune had an antenna for misogyny, and he detected none in Iron McLeod. If his use of the feminine pronoun revealed anything about the man, it was the deep affection he held for these wild places. The two men stood on the edge of the rocky outcrop and looked out over the landscape in silence, watching the light play over grasses and shrubs as they were tossed around by the keening winds below. McLeod pointed to a thin ribbon of silver light on the horizon. “Can you see that over there, Inspector, away in the distance?”


Jejeune leaned forward and squinted out over the ocean, but he could see nothing. He turned to McLeod and held out his hands, palms up.


“Canada,” said McLeod with a smile. “C’mon, let’s sit a while and you can tell me what it is about this old bird guide of yours that’s special enough for you to drive all the way up here to get it.”


Jejeune smiled back. No, I won’t tell you that, he thought. But I’ll tell you a plausible enough story that it won’t insult your intelligence.
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DCI Jejeune would not be returning for another couple of days. The desk sergeant had not exactly averted his eyes when he delivered the news to Danny Maik, but he hadn’t been keen to let them linger too long under the sergeant’s flinty stare, either. He consequently greeted DCS Colleen Shepherd’s appearance in the doorway with more enthusiasm than she, or Maik, would normally have expected.


Shepherd had already received the news, and was looking for someone to tell how she felt about it. She fixed Maik with a look. “Anything I should know about, Sergeant? I understand that he needs to sort out why this unknown man had a book with his name in it; but really, how long can it take to convince the local police that he knows nothing about it? The death up there is not suspicious in any way, is it?”


Maik had received a call from a Sergeant McLeod just as Jejeune was making his way up to Scotland, and he had asked that very question, sergeant to sergeant. Which was the reason he was now able to confirm to Shepherd with such confidence that it was not.


“And why on earth drive? He is aware we have air service to the wilds of Scotland, I take it? Even down here in the tiny backwater of north Norfolk.”


Maik said nothing. Loyalty was about not saying anything that might get your superiors in trouble. It had nothing to do with inventing explanations for their irrational behaviour.


“Walk with me,” she said, leading him along the hallway. It could have been one of those Americanisms she was so fond of, but it could have been a literal request. Shepherd was looking trim these days, fitter and better toned, the results of an exercise regimen she had pitched herself into, in the throes of yet another failed relationship. Maik wouldn’t have cared to speculate whether this newfound interest in her body shape was designed to improve Shepherd’s self-esteem, or her chances on the dating circuit, but it didn’t really matter much to him. His concern lay in the possibility of having to accompany his DCS on her rigorous daily walking circuit around the village streets. Maik regularly bemoaned the amount of paperwork that piled up on his desk during the course of a day, but he realized it might come in handy today if he needed an excuse to beg off from joining her.


“I take it there’s still nothing to suggest anyone at the Old Dairy compound was involved in the Wayland murder?” she asked as they made their way along the corridor. Though she took a broad spectrum approach, both of them knew she was really only asking about one person.


“Prince Yousef’s alibi remains firm, ma’am. A researcher who works up there is certain she saw Philip Wayland entering the woods at seven p.m.”


Shepherd nodded. “And the prince was already in his helicopter by that time, in radio contact with ground control. So why does the Inspector want me to arrange an interview with him?” She stopped walking and turned to look at Maik intently. It was impossible to tell from her expression whether Jejeune had mentioned his doubts to her, those same misgivings he had carelessly tossed in amongst his last-minute instructions to Danny Maik as he rushed out the door: “This statement that puts the Prince in the clear, Sergeant,” Jejeune had said, shaking his head doubtfully. “I’d like a word with him, the moment I get back.”


Maik responded frankly. “Perhaps it’s because Yousef’s the head of the operation up there.”


“The de facto head,” said Shepherd, “in his older brother’s absence. I don’t think there’s any doubt that Prince Ibrahim is the real power behind the Old Dairy project. He’s coming over, by the way.”


“The Crown Prince? Now there’s a coincidence.”


Shepherd eyed Maik warily. “Not at all. From what I understand, Prince Ibrahim is about due for his biannual visit anyway, though no doubt he’ll want to assess what impact this murder investigation is going to have on the project. I’ve already told his representatives I don’t see any reason it should interfere with their day-to-day operations.”


Her stare seemed to be challenging Maik to disagree, but he just gave a noncommittal tilt of his head. Shepherd waited, but when it became clear the sergeant wasn’t going to offer anything, she pressed.


“Agreed?”


“The investigative team are aware that neither the prince nor any other member of the Old Dairy Holdings board of directors are the focus of our inquiries at this time,” said Maik, reverting to the formal language that was his safety net when he was in danger of losing patience with his superiors.


“So we’re still looking at the protesters, then. Somebody who didn’t like what Philip Wayland’s research was going to mean for the north Norfolk coastline.”


He saw the uncertainty in her face. Was it a strong enough motive, she was asking, to kill someone, especially in such a disturbing, violent way? Neither missed the irony; had it been Domenic Jejeune positing such a theory, they would have had no qualms about pointing out how flimsy it was.


“We didn’t find anything the first time we looked,” said Maik, trying hard to keep the note of exasperation from his voice. Shepherd’s interest in keeping the investigation away from a research facility in which an Emirati royal family held a controlling interest was understandable, but throwing up improbable leads in its place wasn’t making the sergeant’s temporary leadership role any easier.


“Nevertheless, it’s our best avenue of approach at the moment. Plenty of angry people, feelings running high. Get in amongst them, Sergeant, shake them up. If you still can’t find anything, I might, just might, be willing to consider the DCI’s request. But not until we have fully explored every other possible line of enquiry. Fully explored, Sergeant. Do I make myself clear?”


Maik nodded, but it wasn’t the phrase she had emphasized that had caught his ear. It was another one. At the moment, thought Maik. Meaning until DCI Domenic Jejeune returned to take up the reins of the investigation. Before his absence, Maik had not really realized just what a sense of reassurance Jejeune brought to proceedings. Yes, he would likely haul them off in all kinds of improbable directions. Yes, there would be frustration and impatience at his unconventional, protocol-defying approach. But, beneath it all, there would be the same, single underlying refrain as always. I’ll get you there. Follow me, keep your faith, and I’ll deliver your killer. I will do it in my usual disinterested way. And it won’t mean a thing to me when I have. But I will do it.


“Well, best be getting on with things,” said Maik brightly. It seemed unlikely now that Shepherd was going to insist he accompany her on her power-walk around Saltmarsh. He was fairly sure she had covered all her agenda items. All the same, it was better not to leave things to chance. “Full in-tray, as usual,” he added.


She regarded him dubiously. “If you’re speaking to DCI Jejeune, you might want to mention to him that any royal interview wouldn’t be a package deal. Prince Ibrahim, when he arrives, couldn’t be more firmly off-limits if he was on the moon.”


Maik nodded. But as he watched the retreating form of the slimmed-down Colleen Shepherd disappearing along the corridor, it crossed his mind that if Jejeune’s niggling doubts turned out to have any substance, one prince might be all he would need.
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Detective Constable Tony Holland peered out of the window of the incident room at two young community service workers stealing a smoke break.


“Mug’s game,” he announced, shaking his head sadly. “You’ve only got one set of lungs. You need to look after them.”


Maik, who was bent over the desk at the front of the room, setting up for the morning briefing, looked up, puzzled.


“You’ll have to excuse him, Sarge,” said Lauren Salter, “He’s just quit. Apparently, his new girlfriend disapproves.” There was more than a touch of amusement in the detective constable’s confiding tone.


Maik did not look best pleased. The last thing he needed today was one of his detectives going through the anguish of nicotine withdrawal. At his best, Tony Holland could be a good investigator. Maik would have liked him to be able to contribute a bit more than observations on the number of respiratory systems human beings had.


The stragglers took their seats and everyone turned their attention to the front of the room. Truth be told, it was more attention than Maik was comfortable with, especially with the progress report he was about to deliver. “Nil” would about cover it. Maik drew himself up to his full height and looked at them squarely. “Right,” he announced, “let’s get started.”


“I see the organ grinder’s still away then,” said Holland, to the general amusement of the room.


Maik glowered at him from beneath a furrowed brow, as if to suggest that this particular monkey would be more than happy to grind any organ Constable Holland might be willing to proffer. He moved quickly onto his topic. “Okay, new development. The ME has found minute traces of leather in the neck wound,” he said. “I suspect we all know where this leather came from?”


Holland raised an eyebrow. “A cow?”


Maik gave him a look. As entertaining as Holland’s newfound joie de vivre was, in Maik’s present mood, it wasn’t doing anything for his long-term career prospects.


“Correct, Constable. From the shoulder strap of Philip Wayland’s satchel. It matches the scuff marks we found, suggesting the weapon glanced off the strap on its way into the wound site.”


There was a general stirring of unease in the room. This was it? The sum total of their new developments? Most in the room had put this much together from the evidence at the site. Danny Maik might have felt it necessary in his role as acting lead to pretend this was a significant step forward in the case, but they all knew he was fooling no-one, least of all himself. His next statement, however, went some way to explaining why such an insignificant detail would be given so much attention.


“I want us to have another look at this group of protesters,” he said. He held up a hand. “I know we’ve been over it once, but let’s dig a bit deeper this time, have a look at their backgrounds. Let’s see if any of them make a habit of showing up at other protests, or have any affiliations with groups that do. And while we’re about it, let’s have another run through the victim’s background. I want to see if anything pops out at us, something we might have missed first time around.”


A few eyes dropped in the front rows, and others found different things on which to rest their gaze. This was Danny Maik telling them they had nowhere else to go, that he had run out of options. Inspector Jejeune’s leads might not always follow the straightest pathways of police procedure, or seem even vaguely related to the case at times, but at least they were leads. Maik’s entire approach seemed to consist of looking at a few disgruntled locals who gathered daily at the gates of the Old Dairy compound, protesting against who-knew-what, or sifting through the ashes of the late Philip Wayland’s life. They had done all this already. The protesters were mostly well-known in Saltmarsh, and preliminary checks had thrown up no surprises. Similarly, Philip Wayland’s life, while distinguished enough, had provided no footholds for further inquiries.


That Constable Salter was first in to try to help protect Maik from the awkward silence was no surprise. If the sergeant himself was oblivious to her interest in him, few others in the room were.


“I’m not sure there’s much logic to some of these protesters’ objections,” she said. “This business about the environmentalists believing if you provide a way to deal with the problems created by fossil fuels, people will stop looking for alternatives…” she shook her head. “As far as I can see, their arguments are based on flawed premises.”


Maik steeled himself. Salter had recently been on a departmental Modes of Reasoning course, and as a result, they had all been hearing more lately about fallacies, validity and empirical reasoning than they ever wanted to. They hadn’t bothered much about courses like this when Danny was making his way through the ranks. They had worked on the assumption that police officers would be able to come to logical conclusions without any training. Even if their faith was not always entirely justified, Maik was still of the opinion that if you needed a course to teach you how to think, you were probably better suited for a life of crime than one on the other side of the fence.


Nevertheless, opposition of any kind to the research going on at the Old Dairy project went to motive. “It probably wouldn’t hurt to have a bit more of a look into this whole carbon capture business, Constable. Who’s opposed to what, and on what grounds?”


“If you like,” said Salter with an easy shrug. “But I still say inductive reasoning with no proven underlying principle lacks validity.”


Maik closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. If this was an example of the sort of approach detectives would be bringing to cases in the future, about the only investigative tool you would have left would be to beat a confession out of a suspect. As far as he could see, the environmentalists’ objections were based on a fairly astute understanding of human nature. Once something ceased to be a problem, people turned their attentions to things that still were. But he suspected a straightforward assessment like his wouldn’t last long in the rarified atmosphere of Salter’s logic, so he let the matter drop.


“There’s not much in his background of note, Sarge,” offered Holland. “An ex-wife, quite a looker by all accounts — tall, pretty. Bright, too, a doctor at the local clinic.”


“Sounds like just your type, Tony,” said Salter. “Before you became besotted, I mean.”


Maik’s look urged Holland to get on with it.


“They were both young, though, and it didn’t last long. A lot of fighting, reportedly, though nobody seems to know why.”


“And she’s not in the picture now, at all?” Maik asked.


“Lives in South Africa. But she did post a tribute on Wayland’s Facebook page soon after his death. So she must have been keeping tabs on him.” He shook his head and snuck a sly look at Salter. “Can you imagine not being able to let go of somebody like that? After all this time, even though he was engaged again.”


“And we’re sure there’s nothing in the fact that Wayland was found so close to his old stomping ground?” asked Maik. “He worked at the Old Dairy compound for quite a while.”


There was uncomfortable shuffling in the room at the sergeant’s attempts to revisit yet more ground they had already covered.


“He hadn’t worked there for more than a year,” countered Holland. “And, strictly speaking, he was found on a public footpath, not on the Old Dairy property itself. The actual compound is all restricted access, electronic gates and pass cards. Wayland couldn’t get in there unless somebody signed him in. Nobody did. We checked.” A thought seemed to come to him. “Still, I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to ask around, see if anyone ever saw him hanging about outside,” he said. “I could look after that myself, if you like.”


“Your new non-smoking girlfriend works up at the Old Dairy, doesn’t she, Tony?” asked Salter with wide open eyes. “Planning on treating her to a bit of your in-depth probing while you were up there?”


“She works on the property, not in the compound itself,” he said evasively. “She doesn’t have any more access to the research facility than the general public.” Holland paused, and switched to a tone that made everyone sit up and take notice. “But I’ll tell you something. Whether they work in the compound or just on the property, the people up at the Old Dairy are all terrified. A murder like this one, it shakes people up. Not just that it happened so close to them, but the way he was killed.”


With a metal blade, rusted on the cutting edge, thin, but wide. Much wider than your normal knife. Maik had deliberately avoided the word machete when he gave them the medical examiner’s report at an earlier briefing, but he could tell from the expressions at the time that the assembled ranks were already there, long before he had finished speaking.


And that was what was at the heart of this palpable sense of unease that permeated the room, that had permeated the entire case, in fact, right from the very beginning. They all knew that most times murder was a heinous act committed by a normal person. It was a momentary action, a quicksilver escape from the shackles that held the human impulses in check. But this type of murder, the deliberate stalking followed by the mutilation, this was a different kind of crime. This was evil itself — deliberate, meticulous, cold. A person who could commit such an act represented a very different type of challenge for the detectives, and a far more dangerous one.


“Point taken, Constable,” said Maik with a confidence he didn’t feel, “but let’s not lose sight of the fact that there is at least one very plausible motive in this case. You should feel free to remind your young lady, and anybody else up there, for that matter, that Philip Wayland was involved in a body of research that is highly controversial, and has already attracted a fair amount of criticism. It makes sense that he would be singled out as a target by people who were opposed to the work he was doing. That’s the theory we’re working on. We have no reason to believe anyone else is in danger.”


One or two nodded, as if Maik had managed to take them along with him on his train of thought. But they knew, too, they all knew, that it wasn’t the research itself that was controversial; it was the environmental impact it might lead to, months, perhaps years into the future. And the protests were not happening at the university, where Wayland had been working at the time of his death. They were aimed squarely at the Old Dairy compound, a place he had not set foot in, to the best of anybody’s knowledge, for more than a year. That Danny Maik was willing to reach so far beyond the boundaries of credibility to reassure them spoke volumes about how important it was to him that everybody remain calm. And also, about how little real reassurance he could offer.
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Jejeune was beyond weary when McLeod dropped him off at the station car park to pick up his Range Rover. The hike had been exhilarating and had given him a second wind for a while, but on the way back to Ullapool, the cosy warmth of McLeod’s gently rocking van had drifted him once more towards sleep. At the inn, he decided to forgo dinner and head straight to his room. As he opened the door, he noticed the white slip of paper on the floor. It was a flyer from a local pub that had been pushed under his door. Jejeune splashed his face with cold water and turned to head out again. He would ask the receptionist. If the pub wasn’t too far away, he would walk there. The brisk evening air might sharpen his senses. He had a feeling he was going to need them.


The interior of the pub was bathed in amber light. In the corner, a waning fire was burning, the firelight flickering orange on the whitewashed walls of the room. Small knots of drinkers, mostly men, were gathered at the bar and a few scattered tables. Only one table had a single occupant. Jejeune headed for it.


“Well, I came,” he said, sitting down uninvited.


“That’s it, after all this time? Not even a ‘How the hell are you?’”


“How the hell are you? Now, I came, so what’s this about?”


The man held up a glass. “Glenmorangie,” he said. “Want one? They probably have Crown Royal, but just be sure to call it rye. They get very testy here in the Highlands about what’s whisky and what isn’t.”


Despite his agitation, Jejeune recognized he was not controlling this agenda. They would get around to business only when the other man decided they would. He went to the bar and ordered a whisky. He didn’t need to specify that he wanted it neat. Up here, anything else was a special request. When he returned, he leaned back in his chair, taking in the room, and then the man in front of him. The lines were more deeply etched around the eyes and mouth than he remembered, and the black hair was longer, parted in the middle now and hanging down shaggily, almost collar length. The beard was new, full and dark, but it looked right. The eyes, though, they hadn’t changed. They were the same grey-green, wary and watchful as ever.


Jejeune picked up his drink and took a sip. Over in the corner, a light-hearted commotion flared up and abated again just as quickly.


“I needed to see you,” said the man conversationally. “I thought the book would get you up here.”


Jejeune said nothing. He simply continued to stare at the man.


“Relax, Inspector,” the man said, reading the uncertainty in Jejeune’s eyes. “It was just what it looks like, a fall.”


“You saw it happen?”


The man nodded. “It wasn’t great to watch, but if I’d have looked away, I might not have been able to get on him again. You know how it is through bins at a distance. So I tracked him all the way down.” He was silent again for a moment. “It was a long fall.”


“How far away were you?”


“Far enough not to have been involved, or to have been able to save him.” There was no warmth in the man’s smile. “I knew he was dead, but I went over anyway, you know, just to be sure. And then I realized, as I saw him lying there, that this was my chance. So I left the book. His name’s Jack de Laet, by the way.”


“You knew him?”


The man shrugged. “More than I wanted to. He arrived here by boat two days ago.” He sighed and lifted his drink, taking a moment to look around the room before raising the glass to his lips. He set it back down in front of him again with care. “I’m not going to shed any tears for Jack de Laet, but I swear to you, I had nothing to do with his death.”


Another explosion of laughter erupted from the table in the corner, and Jejeune saw a man at the bar cast a glowering look at the group. Perhaps in this environment, the DCI’s senses were even more heightened than normal. It was as if he was not only on the alert for danger, but half-expecting it.


“You look good,” said the man, bringing Jejeune’s attention back to the table. “A little tired, maybe, but almost-married life obviously agrees with you.”


There might be a time to tell this man how happy he was with Lindy, how much he loved the wild, open coastlines of his new home in Norfolk. But now wasn’t it. Not when there were questions about Jack de Laet that could be cleared up.


“The local police think this was just some thrill-seeker looking to free climb that rock face,” said Jejeune, letting his eyes play over the fire. It would need a new log soon. Would that be the job of the bartender, leaning casually over the bar swapping stories with the locals? he wondered. Or did the pub have a resident fire-jockey on staff? The warmth. The whisky. He realized his fatigue was returning, despite the new stimulus of this meeting, and this information. He realized, too, that his companion had gone silent. He was looking towards the bar, staring at someone.


Jejeune flashed another glance towards the man leaning against the bar, a hulking individual who seemed to be merely hanging on to the periphery of his companions’ conversation, looking around constantly for something to upset him. A bad day at work? Trouble at home? Backstories, thought Jejeune, everybody had them, those hidden motivations for how we feel, how we think, how we act. Whatever it was, the man had turned his unfriendly eyes on Jejeune’s companion and returned his stare.


“Tell me about this boat,” said Jejeune suddenly.


“Newfoundland to Scotland almost via Iceland,” said the man. “That’s all you need to know. De Laet knew how to climb, Domenic. He was good at it. But he didn’t come all the way here just to test himself against Sgurr Fiona. Ask your friend the police sergeant if there is something else up there that a free spirit like Jack de Laet might be interested in, a man who I’m going to bet isn’t going to show up on any searches they do to try to identify the body.”


Jejeune raised an eyebrow.


“They won’t even find an address for him. He headed straight for the mountain as soon as the boat docked in Ullapool.”


And you did the same, thought Jejeune. Both you and Jack de Laet managed to get ashore undetected, and you both headed straight for that mountain. Only you didn’t go together. You tracked him, and made sure he didn’t know you were there. Telling without saying; it was a skill that came in handy, but it depended on telling somebody who was going to understand the unspoken messages. This man seemed confident that Jejeune would.


At the bar, the man turned away from the TV in disgust as the football results flashed onto the screen. Could the source of his anger be as simple as that? wondered Jejeune idly. He drained his glass. It would take him ten minutes to walk back to his hotel through the rain-slicked Ullapool streets, and he felt he had no more than about fifteen left in his tank.


“So what happens now?” he asked.


“I’m guessing some of that will depend on what your friend in the local constabulary tells you when you see him next. Tomorrow?”


Jejeune nodded. “He’s meeting me at breakfast at my hotel.”


Neither man suggested it should be a party of three.


“And then back home, to the joys of Norfolk? You come by train, or do they fly celebrity detectives around the country these days?”


Jejeune shook his head. “I brought my Range Rover.”


The man’s face, a mask of guarded emotions to this point, melted into something softer. Relief? Gratitude? He gave Jejeune a smile, genuine and warm. “Is that a fact?”


“I’m thinking of going up to Dunnet Head tomorrow afternoon.”


“And then?” Despite his earlier elation, the man still seemed uncertain, as if almost afraid to hope for Jejeune’s answer.


“And then we can head on down to Norfolk together.”


“You sure it will be okay? With your girlfriend, I mean.”


“I’ll work it out,” Jejeune assured him.


The man relaxed finally and leaned back in his chair. “Man, it’s been a while. Road trip, road trip, road trip,” he chanted, banging on the table. He was loud enough to cause everyone else in the bar to look around.


The hard-looking man detached himself from his group leaning against the bar and wandered over menacingly, his glass slung low against one hip.


“How ya doin’?” asked Jejeune’s acquaintance pleasantly. “Just a few high spirits.”


“Yeah, well mebbe you and your friend here would like to take your high spirits elsewhere, so the rest of us can enjoy a quiet drink.” He set himself more squarely, ready to attack as soon as he saw the other man begin to rise. Although he was spoiling for a fight, it didn’t necessarily need to be a fair one.


Domenic tensed as if he had witnessed such exchanges evolve into bigger things in the past. But his companion merely looked up to meet the other man’s gaze. “No thanks, we’re fine here,” he said pleasantly. He left a long pause, into which any number of dangers could have trespassed. “But you’re right,” he said finally, “you should be able to enjoy a quiet drink in here. Please pass on my apologies to your friends at the bar, too.”


The man shifted uneasily, thrown by the contrast between a stare that betrayed no contrition at all and the words that seemed to carry such sincerity in both tone and meaning.


“Aye, well,” he said, backing away uncertainly. He returned to his friends at the bar, but while the other men continued to cast furtive glances at Jejeune’s table, the original messenger chose not to make eye contact again.


Jejeune looked at the man sitting across from him, as if distrusting what he had just witnessed. The man leaned over and placed a reassuring hand on his arm. “It’s fine. There won’t be any trouble,” he said, with the certainty of someone who knew it was within his power to ensure it. “Let’s have one more for the road, and then you can get back to your hotel.”


“And you? Where are you staying?”


The man smiled enigmatically. “I’ll see you back here tomorrow when you’ve finished with the sergeant.”


Jejeune eyed the man carefully. Was his evasion distrust, or merely an involuntary caution long bred of necessity?


The man raised his glass in a toast. He caught the eyes of the men still staring at him from the bar and smiled. But none of them heard his whispered words.


“To little Domino. The best baby brother a man could have.”
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Even to Maik’s normally uncritical eye, the university complex’s prosaically named New Building was a structure of soul-destroying ugliness. The sparse steel and concrete addition had been appended onto the glorious ivy-clad red brick of the earlier nineteenth-century building almost as if it was the architect’s intention to provide as sharp a counterpoint as possible between the sensibilities of the two eras.


It was the usual way of things, thought Maik. Unable to match the achievements of a previous generation, the pendulum had swung violently, deliberately, to the other end of the arc. Music was a perfect example. The exquisitely crafted Motown songs of the sixties, with their seamless harmonies and impeccable musicianship, had left no room for improvement. So what had the world ended up with? Punk, the antithesis of all that Motown stood for. No proper singing, no pride of musicianship. In short, no discernible talent of any sort, at least in Maik’s view. And here it was again, as he approached the entrance to the building, a confrontation with the same sort of reactionary disaster: architecture’s punk rock, in steel and concrete.


Maik stood for a moment in the stark, unwelcoming foyer, orientating himself. Following the direction pointed by a sign on one of the walls, he headed down the corridor, his mood a mirror of the unrelenting cheerlessness around him. He reached his destination and paused in the hall, drawing a breath before he knocked on the door and entered. Xandria Grey was at a desk, poring over some charts when he entered. She stood and came towards him. She tried for a smile of greeting, but seemed to lack sufficient will to pull it off.


“Thank you for coming.” Her gratitude was genuine enough, even though Maik could see the sadness in her eyes. Despite the advice Smokey Robinson had given him on his drive over, the sergeant didn’t have to look very much closer to see the tracks of her tears. They had been there, he knew, since she had first been informed about her fiancé’s death. She seemed too frail and childlike to be taking this on. Her pale, round face, her soft brown eyes, robbed of their light by sorrow. Even her hair, a neat, face-framing pageboy style, seemed too young, too innocent, to be on a woman who had suffered such an adult loss. Despite his resolve on his walk along the corridor, Maik couldn’t bring himself to broach the subject of his visit just yet.


“I never did ask,” said Maik. “Your name, Xandria …?”


She gave her head a small shake. “Dad said he never knew where Mom came up with it,” she said, almost apologetically, “and we lost her when I was still too young to ask.” Her sadness seemed to deepen a little. “She travelled to Egypt just before she had me, so perhaps it’s a name she heard over there.” She tried a careless shrug, but like her smile, it lacked conviction. “It does tend to be a bit of a distraction at times. Look at us, discussing it now, when there are other things we need to be talking about.” Her brisk, businesslike tone suffered the same fate as her other efforts at artificial sentiment.
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