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The murdered man lifted his eyes and gazed upwards. Overhead, a white bird drifted on invisible air currents, heading for the thin crescent of light on the horizon. He watched it fading into the twilight until it disappeared from view, leaving behind only a pale, empty sky. The man knew the white bird would be the last living thing that he would ever see.


He lowered his eyes and looked around at the cold, inhospitable landscape that surrounded him. When the snowmobile’s engine had failed to start the first time, he had known he was in trouble. By the third turn of the key, he had known he was dead. But he hadn’t known then that he had been murdered. It was only when he lifted the engine cowling that he saw the murder weapon: the severed fuel line. In the warm, well-equipped service bay back at the base, it would have been a quick fix. A cup of coffee, a shared joke with the others, and the new line would have been installed. Ten minutes? Fifteen at most? Out here, in the midst of this frozen wasteland five kilometres from base, the damaged line was a death sentence. And the clean, sharp edges of the cut meant it was murder.


He shivered and pulled his jacket closer around him. All that was left now was to wait for the approach of nightfall, when the plunging temperatures would rob his body of the last of its warmth, and death would gather him into its dark embrace. To wait; to hold on. But to do so without hope. That was the hardest part. Each moment seemed to stretch out, cruelly offering him a reprieve he knew would not be coming. And every second his fate was delayed, he remained in this strange state. Murdered. But not yet. Once more, he looked around. Nothing moved. Nothing existed. He was by himself out here, left to perform the loneliest vigil of all, the wait for his own death.


The despondency had left him long ago, and even the last residues of anger that had replaced it had finally subsided. At first, his mind had refused to accept his fate. He continued frantically turning the key, even as the lifeless grinding of the engine told him his efforts were futile. If he only kept trying, kept hoping, the machine would miraculously spring to life. The fuel would vault the gap in the line, flood into the engine, and the snowmobile would speed him back to the warmth and safety of the base camp. But with the slow, building realisation that there would be no miracle, waves of despair had swept in, engulfing him. Hours had passed since then. Now with the milky twilight beginning to descend over the landscape, the last of his human emotions seemed to be ebbing away: his fear, his sorrow, even his desire to survive. There was nothing left inside him now but emptiness, a void as barren and featureless as the terrain that surrounded him.


He knew whoever had murdered him would return. There were many ways to kill a person out here, but none that could go unexplained. It would not be long before his absence was noted. Too long, yes, to save his life, but on the base, no one could remain missing for very long. And then? After a cursory check of the buildings, the search would begin. If his death was to appear accidental, his killer still had some steps to take. The cleanly sliced ends of the fuel line would need to be disguised in some way, to hide any evidence that the act had been deliberate. A radio, too, would need be placed in his survival kit bag, from which his own radio had been removed. Only after rearranging the scene to suit the narrative would the alarm be sent out. Subject found. No signs of life. Regrets.


And so his death would be attributed to a snowmobile that failed to start. Exhibit A: the key still in the ignition. The autopsy on the machine would reveal some previously undetectable flaw. In these temperatures, materials became brittle and unpredictable. Equipment could be reasonably expected to fail now and again, should be, in fact. Just bad luck, then. The autopsy on the human casualty would similarly reveal nothing beyond the expected: the impact of exposure to extreme cold over a prolonged period – hypothermia, frostbite, frozen flesh. The punishing conditions of this deadly continent would have claimed another life. He would simply be one more victim, like so many others over the centuries, of the bitter temperatures, and the chilling, deadly winds.


He checked the sky again, but there was no sign of the bird against the gathering darkness. Had he really seen it? Perhaps it was a product of his imagination, a precursor of the hallucinations that he suspected would soon be coming, the delirium brought on by his body shutting down. The bird seemed to have appeared from out of nowhere, a white shape drifting across the featureless landscape, like an omen of his forthcoming death. His death. He understood how he had been killed, how a severed fuel line had left him stranded in the unsurvivable depths of an Antarctic winter night. And he knew why. So the only question left was who? Who among his colleagues had murdered him? Which one of the people he had had spent the last six months living among had condemned him to death? Half a year they had spent together, clustered in the claustrophobic quarters of the base. Half a year without light, shut off from the outside world, with only each other for company, for contact, for companionship. He didn’t know who had killed him, but he did know that they must have sacrificed something of their own soul to do it. That guilt would haunt them until the end of their days. Would it be enough? Would their demons bring the punishment they deserved? No. Their crime had to be revealed, so the world could deliver its own justice.


The man’s shiver reflex had gone, and the cold was beginning to numb his thoughts. He could sense the decline of his responses, feel his vital signs slipping away. But a last spark of will still burned somewhere within him. Not for survival. Nor for vengeance. But for truth. He could still prevent his death from being a lie. He could still tell the world what had really happened.


Taking off his glove, he reached out and clasped the fuel line in his hand, laying the severed ends across his palm. His flesh, already on the point of freezing, showed white through the gap between them. He drew his fingers inwards, pressing them against the fuel line, making a fist that enclosed the two ends within it. The severed line would remain there now, pressing the truth indelibly into his palm, as the night temperatures froze it to his hand. He gathered the survival kit bag tightly under his arm, leaning down on the flap so nothing could be inserted. Then he hunched up closely against the snowmobile, nestling in so that the coming temperatures would fuse man and machine together into a single, frozen block.


The truth would be there, still, when his body was transported back to base, when, in the warmth of the camp’s infirmary, his thawing fingers were unfurled and the sharp, clean-cut edges of the fuel line were exposed. It would be silent testimony to the deliberate act that had taken his life, but it would be enough. A message from beyond his frozen death, a clear and unequivocal statement to the world he had left behind. I was murdered.
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The rhythmic clicking of the bicycle wheel was like the ticking of a distant clock, measuring the progress of the rider along the narrow path. It was overloud in the silence that hung over the marsh, seeming to emphasise the strangeness of someone cycling across this landscape in the dark. Even in daylight, this path was a challenging one. On a cloud-shrouded night like this, only the weak glimmer of the bike’s lamp prevented the cyclist from drifting off into the standing water on either side.


A fugitive moon emerged momentarily, painting bars of grey light across the landscape, and the noise ceased as the cyclist paused to take in the surroundings. All around lay only a dark, sinister emptiness. But the rider was not concerned about the dangers this place might hold. Those who carry their own menace are not troubled by threats from elsewhere.


Ahead, the bulk of the wooden hide emerged from the surrounding night; a different darkness against the monochrome background. The rider headed for it now, passing veils of mist that hovered over the marsh like witnesses. At the clearing around the hut, the rider laid the bike down carefully on the grass, and began searching in a nearby thicket. The heavy can resisted the first pull, but emerged eventually, thudding to the ground and sinking into the mud. The rider lifted the can and opened it. The cloying scent of petrol escaped into the air.


The fuel was poured carefully, distributed around the base of the hide in a way that minimised the splashing, gulping noise coming from the neck of the can. When it ran dry, the rider drew a lighter from a jacket pocket and flicked it. The flame illuminated features taut with tension. Once again, the figure checked the surroundings, but this time with more purpose. Beyond the hut, away in the distance, a single white light burned bravely against the night. In the other direction, as far across the darkness as the light ahead, the faint yellow glimmer of a lamp was barely detectable. The rider had placed the lamp as a marker before setting out, insurance against becoming disorientated out here and heading off in the wrong direction once the night’s work was finished. The lamp would show the way safely off the marsh, where the warmth of a nearby pub awaited. And an alibi.


Across the flat landscape, only two things stood between the light in the distance and the lamp behind. One was the cyclist and the other was the bird hide. The extinguished lighter was replaced in the figure’s hand by a phone. Despite the surrounding silence, or perhaps because of it, the conversation was conducted in a hushed tone.


‘It can’t be this one.’ The features tightened at the sharp retort on the other end of the line. ‘Because it’s on exactly the same bearing as the last one.’ The intake of a sharp breath signalled the growing frustration. ‘Of course it matters. The hides are all in a straight line. If this one is set alight, you may as well draw an arrow across the marsh pointing directly to the next target.’


Across the wetlands, a restless wind fidgeted, as if undecided whether it should linger. In the end it moved on, playing through the tops of the reeds as it passed. The voice on the other end of the phone was still querying the decision to abort the mission. The listener expelled another exasperated sigh. ‘I realise the urgency, but we’ll have to choose a different one, further afield, so they won’t be able to detect a pattern.’


This time, the retort was instant. And so was the reply. ‘Tomorrow night, or the night after, at the latest.’ The rider shut the phone off abruptly and stuffed it back into the pocket of the dark jacket. The wind had returned now, picking up and riffling through the grasses. The yellow police tape beside the lamp would be flapping loudly. It would serve as another handy marker as the cyclist approached. Perhaps a visit to the pub was in order anyway, even if no alibi was going to be needed tonight.


As the figure bent to retrieve the can, a faint rustling came from inside the hide. It wouldn’t be a person at this time of night, surely? It had to be an animal: a rat, most likely, or a fox. Some other creature for which a dark night on a marsh also held no fear. Still, it was important to be sure. The rider edged towards the hide and lifted the door latch, pausing to listen for sounds. There were none. Extending an arm, the figure eased the door back with a flattened hand. It swung inward silently. A band of moonlight spilled into the space through a half-open viewing slat, but deep shadows still lurked in every corner. The rider listened again, not moving a muscle. It made no sense to call out. If no one had yet acknowledged the presence of this figure in the doorway, it was unlikely they would answer.


Once more, the wind moved through the tall grasses, whispering a warning. A flicker of movement shivered across the darkness of the hide’s interior, before shrinking back into invisible stillness. The cyclist drew a steadying breath and took a step forward. A flash of whiteness exploded, sending the intruder recoiling through the doorway in shock. Rolling backwards, the rider flattened out against the boards of the hide’s exterior, the petrol can slamming against the wall and falling to the ground with a metallic ring that echoed out into the darkness. From a half-crouch, the human watched as the white spectre disappeared across the marsh, the Barn Owl’s steady wingbeats as silent as the landscape over which it now flew.


The cyclist bent and snatched up the petrol can, taking a gathering breath to flush away the embarrassment at being so badly startled. Concerned about guiding the bike with the petrol can now balanced precariously on the handlebars, the rider was too preoccupied to look back. The wide-open door to the hide went unnoticed.


But not from within. It was a few minutes before the sound of tentative stirring came from beneath the wooden bench. Unable to tell by sight, the raggedly dressed man had relied upon his ears to confirm that the intruder had left. Although he hadn’t watched it happen, he knew it had been the Barn Owl that had come to his rescue. His friend had announced its presence in their shared space earlier in the evening; a chorus of soft clicks and purrs that had made the man smile to himself in the darkness. From beneath the bench, he had listened carefully as the owl stirred at the outsider’s approach. He had heard it shuffling in readiness for flight as soon as the intruder tentatively pushed open the door, followed by the explosive flurry of the owl’s escape, and the half-cry of alarm as the visitor ducked to avoid it. But before all that, the man had heard something else: one side of a telephone conversation that had revealed plans to commit a crime.


He considered for a moment the details he had overheard from beneath the bench. He knew the target. He knew the method. He even knew the timing. In fact, apart from the motive, the man knew just about everything there was to know about the forthcoming crime. Perhaps most importantly of all, he knew who to tell.
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‘Forty-five days.’


Detective Chief Superintendent Colleen Shepherd was aware she sounded like a doctor making a prognosis; one a patient might not be particularly happy to hear. Domenic Jejeune was standing in the doorway of his cottage, an outstretched arm on the open door still barring her entry. Shepherd peered around him into the hallway, and he took the hint, rolling back his arm to invite her inside.


The detective chief inspector led his boss through a warren of stacked boxes and half-packed cartons to the kitchen. ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ he asked over his shoulder. He paused at a countertop piled high with the clutter and upheaval of a house move. ‘The kettle’s already gone, but I think there’s still an old saucepan around somewhere. I could find it out if you’d like.’


Whether it was intentional or not, he made it sound altogether too much of an ordeal for a cup of indifferent tea. Shepherd passed. Outside the window, stars of light touched the tops of the riffling water in the wide, quiet sea. He loved the view from this kitchen window, she knew. It was one of the many things about this cottage he would miss when he moved out.


She nodded at the binoculars on the counter near the sink. ‘Getting a bit of last-minute birding in? Anything interesting?’


‘There were a couple of Eiders out on the water earlier, and a Little Stint went past just before you arrived.’ He knew Shepherd would have no interest in the names of the species, but offering her the bare-bones response he usually reserved for non-birders would have been ungracious. Despite the news she had brought, her visit was an act of friendship, not one of duty, and he was aware he had not shown her how much he appreciated it.


Shepherd was silent for a moment before drawing a breath. ‘Lindy?’ she asked abruptly, as if perhaps she’d been looking for a way to approach the subject and come up empty-handed.


Jejeune nodded. ‘Yeah. Doing well. She seems to be recovering nicely.’


‘It wasn’t a head cold, Domenic. She was in a hostage situation. She saw a man shot to death before her eyes. Nobody recovers nicely from that, certainly not this soon. She’s going to need support as she tries to come to terms with everything.’ She offered him a smile. ‘Perhaps you could talk a few long walks around the countryside up at this new place when you get there, let her know you’re ready to listen whenever she feels like talking.’


‘We take walks now,’ protested Jejeune lightly. ‘She comes birding with me.’


Shepherd looked doubtful. ‘I’m not sure standing still for ten minutes to watch a bird and then shuffling along for a few yards to look at another one is absolutely the best way of encouraging meaningful conversation.’


Disparaging references about his pastime were Shepherd’s way of showing him their relationship was on an even keel. It hadn’t always been the case. But it was clear, nevertheless, that she was genuinely concerned that his efforts to help in Lindy’s ongoing recovery from her traumatic experience might be falling short of the mark.


She mistook his expression as a response to her news. ‘I realise it’s not quite the result we were hoping for,’ she said.


He tilted his head. ‘No.’ Thirty days had been the consensus at the station. Even the notoriously cautious Danny Maik had suggested as much. I can’t see it being more than a month, sir. Not once they factor in the result.


‘Still,’ continued Shepherd. ‘It could have been worse. I’ve seen the removal of evidence from a crime scene end a career before now. Of course, there was never any intention to pervert the course of justice in this case. And that’s why I made it perfectly clear to them that they should base the penalty on the offence. Never mind about making an example of anybody, or sending messages to the rest of the service. Look at the offence, look at the intent, and rule accordingly.’


If Shepherd was waiting for a show of gratitude, or agreement, or any sort of a response at all, really, she was destined for disappointment. Domenic Jejeune was capable of some of the most disconcerting silences she had ever encountered. The way he was staring at her now, arms folded, leaning back against the kitchen countertop, seemed to echo with a dissatisfaction she knew he did not really intend. But Shepherd was never one to let an awkward pause to go unpunished. ‘On the bright side, you’ll have plenty of time to get the new place knocked into shape.’


‘Plenty,’ he agreed.


‘There’s that conservatory you were so keen on,’ she said encouragingly. ‘Didn’t you say you were thinking of doing something with that?’


‘I thought it might be a good spot to turn into an aviary. Get a few Strawberry Finches in, some Gouldian Finches, even. I’m not normally a fan of keeping birds in cages, but this would be different. They’d be free-flying, able to forage more naturally, perhaps even breed.’


‘That sounds interesting,’ said Shepherd dubiously.


‘I’ll let you know as soon as things are sorted. You can come over and have a look.’


‘That would be nice,’ she said cautiously. ‘But perhaps it might be better to wait a while.’


‘Forty-five days?’ Jejeune’s wan smile suggested he hadn’t taken any offence.


‘For appearances’ sake. Not that there would be very much by way of shop talk to avoid, anyway.’


‘Things are still quiet?’


Shepherd nodded. ‘Mostly.’ She gave him a look of concern. ‘But you should keep your wits about you if you do go out birding. A hide went up in flames a couple of nights ago.’


‘Really? Which one?’


‘Abbot’s Marsh. I’m surprised there’s been nothing on your birding network about it. I understand it’s normally very reliable.’


‘I haven’t checked the postings recently. I’ve been busy with the move. Was it deliberate?’


Shepherd nodded. ‘A pretty thorough job, too. The outside was completely doused. All four walls. At least two cans of petrol used.’


‘When was this, exactly?’


‘The night before last. Leave it alone, Domenic.’ The warning tone in Shepherd’s voice was unmistakable. ‘The terms of your suspension prohibit you from going anywhere near an active police investigation.’


‘The suspension’s not in effect yet,’ Jejeune pointed out.


‘No,’ said Shepherd, drawing the word out. ‘But the details of the fire are still under wraps for now. An astute observer, say one of your disciplinary panel members, for example, might wonder how you got hold of this information. They might further wonder whether someone from the department had been here to pay you a friendly visit, less than twenty-four hours before their confidential ruling was announced.’ She fixed him with the kind of look that had ended a number of their discussions in the past. ‘I know forty-five days sounds like an eternity at the moment, but the time will fly by, truly. Before you know it you’ll be back at the station, setting the world to rights, as usual.’


On another day, he might have pointed out that she had just told him that the world, at least the criminal world in Saltmarsh, didn’t need setting to rights at the moment. But she was doing everything she could to keep his spirits up, and he rewarded her efforts with a smile of gratitude.


‘Well. I suppose I should leave you to your packing,’ said Shepherd. ‘Oh, one more thing. When you do finally hear the decision of the review board tomorrow, you might try to find a suitable expression from somewhere. Disappointment would be the preferred one, but I suppose even mild surprise would suffice. Only, to greet the news with your usual cold-fish look might give them the idea that perhaps you’d already been informed of their decision.’


‘Mildly surprised disappointment it is, then,’ said Jejeune with a smile. ‘I’ll start working on it.’


He walked her to her car, the burgundy paintwork of the Jaguar XF glistening in the sunlight as they approached. He looked around at the small front garden as if he hadn’t seen it for a while. Or perhaps like someone preparing to say goodbye to it. Shepherd saw a shimmer of sadness cross his face. And now, she thought, he wouldn’t even have the distraction of work to take his mind off his move. ‘Change can be a good thing, Domenic. It’s a chance to put our past behind us.’ She paused. ‘It’s what you need. Both of you.’


His expression suggested this wasn’t the first time he’d heard this argument, but he managed another grateful smile. Shepherd was able to find a smile of her own in return as she said goodbye. But it was no more than a faint one, tinged with uncertainty. And perhaps something more.


As soon as the sound of the Jaguar’s engine had faded away, Jejeune returned to the kitchen. He grabbed his binoculars and car keys, leaving through the back door and heading round to the side of the cottage, where his Range Rover sat. The vehicle he called The Beast was already filled almost to capacity with boxes and cartons and overstuffed bags. But he managed to find room to slide in behind the wheel and fire up the engine. There was no need to input his destination into the Range Rover’s satnav. He had been there so many times, The Beast could probably have found its way to Abbot’s Marsh all by itself.
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Gayatri Monde settled into the plastic office chair and opened her laptop computer. The surface of her desk was bare apart from the device, the rest of her office equipment and documents stored away in the three small boxes stacked against the wall behind her. The laptop powered up and she spent a long moment looking at the screensaver image: a younger self staring back at her, an infant boy snuggled against her hip. There was a tap on the door frame and Gaya looked up to see a woman in a bright orange snowsuit standing in the open doorway.


‘Scott said to tell you he’ll be in for your boxes in a few minutes.’


‘How’s it going?’


Lexi Marshall shrugged. ‘Like usual. Too much equipment, not enough room for the personal possessions.’


Gaya smiled. The move out was always the same. The woman saw the meeting reminder blinking on Gaya’s laptop. ‘Have you thought about what you’re going to tell him?’


‘I have to tell him everything, Lexi.’


‘About the death, obviously.’ The woman looked around and stepped into the room, easing the door shut behind her. ‘But about the other stuff?’


‘It will come out anyway. It’s a small base. People see things.’


At the door knock, the two women fell silent. A man clad in a similar orange snowsuit to Lexi’s opened the door. He pointed at the boxes. ‘If those are going, Gaya, we’ll need to get them into the Hagglund right now. Amy is almost ready to do the weight calculations.’


Gaya nodded. The reports out of McMurdo were suggesting the ice field was shifting, and cracks were beginning to appear. If they were going to be doing stress testing along their route, it would be important to have accurate weight readings for both the heavy-duty tracked vehicles and the equipment in them.


Lexi stood by in silence as Scott Della stacked the boxes on top of each other and edged past her to leave. She let her eyes trail after him. ‘Yeah, well I’m sure people would be interested in what I’ve seen, too.’


‘Concerning Scott?’


Lexi tilted her head. ‘Like you said. It’s a small base.’


The two women stared at each other. In the silence, Gaya could hear the sound of the wind outside. She had grown used to the creaks resonating from the walls, and the constant, eerie rattling of metal, but it had never seemed to carry such menace before. She checked her watch. ‘It’s time for my call,’ she said.


Lexi turned to leave. Gaya didn’t need to ask her to close the door. Privacy was a precious commodity in the close confines of an Antarctic base, and everyone understood that even the most innocent of personal communications might be guarded jealously. Not that the call Gaya Monde was about to make was personal. Or innocent. She stared at the screensaver image for another long moment and drew a deep breath. She clicked open her Zoom connection and waited. A grainy grey image appeared, glitching and time-lagging. But the features of Julien Bellaire were unmistakable nevertheless.


‘Good morning, Gayatri.’ Bellaire’s voice carried the warped, robotic phasing she had become accustomed to on these calls, but it was otherwise carefree and unguarded. She could see no evidence of anyone else in the room, but she needed to be sure.


‘Are you alone, Mr Bellaire?’


There was a pulse of silence before he replied. ‘I am.’


‘And you are recording this meeting?’


Again, the question caused a moment’s hesitation. ‘As you know, Gaya, all communications to and from the base are recorded.’


This time, the silence came from the other end of the world.


‘You may continue,’ prompted Bellaire.


‘There has been an incident.’ She paused. ‘Alex Kasabian is dead. The recording, Mr Bellaire… I wonder if—’


‘Alex Kasabian? Dead? How? An accident?’


The pause from the base was so enduring, Bellaire checked to make sure the feed was still live. ‘It does not appear to have been an accident, Mr Bellaire,’ said Gaya finally. ‘It seems Alex Kasabian’s death was caused by a deliberate act.’


Bellaire’s shock seemed to draw him towards his screen. ‘What? No, this cannot be.’


For a fleeting moment, Gaya sensed the dislocation of a man confronted with a situation he could not control. Despite his immense wealth, circumstances had taken Julien Bellaire into a strange realm of uncertainty and insecurity.


‘Alex had gone out to check his monitoring equipment. While he was out there, the fuel line on his snowmobile was severed. He froze to death.’


‘Severed?’


‘Cut through.’


‘No,’ said Bellaire again. ‘I cannot accept this. There must be some mistake. It must have been an accident, surely? Perhaps if you were to examine the snowmobile again, more carefully… After all, a cursory check, in such challenging conditions…’


Who was he, thought Gaya, this man who had never visited the continent, to speak of the conditions out here? What did he know of the savage winds, of the cruel, flesh-numbing cold that buried itself into your core every time you ventured out? What did Julien Bellaire know of an Antarctic landscape that had claimed the life of Alex Kasabian with its stealthy, silent violence? ‘Both the body and the snowmobile are still out at the site. But there is no mistake, Mr Bellaire. The line was cut in two.’


She waited, listening to the silence at the other end of the call. Thoughts now, then a response. It was Julien Bellaire’s way of regaining control, of beginning to shape events again. Even through the snowy haze of the feed, Gaya could tell that he had looked away from the screen. She remembered the view beyond the large mullioned windows in his office; a gentle, rolling landscape of green fields dotted with oaks and beech trees. Whether Julien Bellaire would find anything out there to help him, she didn’t know.


‘Could he have done this himself, perhaps? Accidently cut through the line while attempting a repair?’


‘There was no tool lying anywhere near the body. His survival bag is tucked under his arm and cannot be accessed yet. It will be impossible to go through the contents until the body has been recovered and given time to thaw.’


‘So it is possible there is a screwdriver in the bag, or some other tool capable of cutting through the fuel line?’


Gaya moved her head. ‘It is possible.’


Through the pixilating reception, Bellaire may not have seen the gesture, but he could not have missed the tone in her voice that said otherwise. He chose to ignore it anyway.


‘Then we shall leave the cause of his death undetermined for now,’ he declared. ‘Tell me, why was his disappearance not detected before everyone retired for the night? It seems strange that no one noticed he was missing.’


There was no window to draw Gaya’s eyes from the screen, but even if there was, there would have been no rolling, sun-kissed fields to meet her gaze. All that existed beyond the corrugated shell of her dwellings was an unblemished expanse of whiteness, stretching as far as the eye could see in all directions. ‘There was a 300-Club event that night,’ she said quietly. ‘Alex said he didn’t want to be a part of it. Everyone assumed he’d returned to base after his monitoring trip and just gone straight to his quarters. He rarely took breakfast with us anyway, so it was not until mid-morning that his absence was noted. When we checked the shed and found that his snowmobile hadn’t been logged back in, I went out to the station immediately. I found his body at the site.’


Bellaire began to speak, but the connection was interrupted momentarily. His twisted features were frozen on the screen until the connection was re-established and his tinny voice came through again. ‘…did not try to recover him? Or the machine?’


‘Alex died with his hand clutching the fuel line. It is frozen to it now, impossible to detach. We’re in an extreme cold spell. It is still too dangerous for the kind of operation that would be needed to recover both his body and the snowmobile. I couldn’t risk exposing a crew to those temperatures for the length of time it would take to dig them out and load them onto a transport sled.’


‘So the site has not been disturbed?’ There was a guardedness about the man’s inquiry. Even though the question had to be asked, perhaps the answer was something that held more uncertainty for Julien Bellaire.


Gaya understood. ‘The team has been out to the site to pay their respects, but nothing was touched. I took photographs before the others arrived, to record everything just as it was when I found it. I am attaching the file now.’


She saw Bellaire lean forward to click the attachment. She waited as he examined the photographs and watched him turn his head away to look out of the window once more. What had he seen as he studied the image of Alex Kasabian’s outstretched arm, of the blanched fingers clamping onto the fuel line? Was it the same things she had: the desperation, the suffering, the anguish of a man having the life slowly frozen out of him?


Bellaire’s voice startled her back from her thoughts. ‘I must report this. Gayatri. You realise that?’


‘You understand we cannot stay on here,’ she said.


Bellaire nodded. The cramped confines of the base would not be able to sustain the newly arriving crew and the one that had been scheduled to depart. To place so much strain on the meticulously calculated resources at the base risked the lives of everyone. ‘With the colder temperatures, the window for the ship to depart will be narrow. You must proceed to your rendezvous with the Oceanite as planned. You will leave a liaison at the base?’


‘Lexi Marshall has volunteered.’


‘She and Alex were close, I believe?’


‘Once. It ended. Not well.’


‘And yet she now wishes to stay on?’ Bellaire considered this for a moment. ‘She understands that nothing at the site is to be disturbed. The weather conditions will improve soon. It will be easier for the new team to recover the body and bring it back to base.’


A violent bang against the outside wall of Gaya’s office startled her. Something propped against the building ready to be loaded into the Hagglund had been caught by the wind and was being battered against the side of the structure. She heard Scott shouting urgent orders over the screeching sounds of metal on metal. The arrogance of wealth, thought Gaya, for Julien Bellaire to believe he could dictate from the comfort of his Elysian English countryside how matters would unfold in this untamable landscape.


‘If you will forgive me,’ she said, ‘there is much to be done if we are to depart on schedule.’


Bellaire nodded. ‘I will inform the police. Make your report to the authorities at Dumont d’Urville when you arrive, and brief the incoming base commander about the situation. Beyond that, discuss this with no one.’


The banging outside her office had ceased. Only the low moaning of the wind against the metal skin of the building could be heard now. She had heard that Antarctic research bases were the most remote human habitations that had ever existed on Earth. Never had it seemed more true to her than at this moment. Never had the distance between her steel hut and the soft green fields of England seemed so vast. ‘I will do what needs to be done.’ She looked back at her screen and saw that it had frozen again. This time the connection did not return; the link was abruptly terminated. Perhaps her final response had been delivered to dead air. But she knew Julien Bellaire had received the message anyway.
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What this place needs, thought Colleen Shepherd, is a touch of freshening up. A splash of colour here, a lick of paint there. Perhaps even a plant or two. She gave a small sigh. When the decor of Saltmarsh station was foremost in her mind, it was a sign that the wait for a serious case had been going on too long. The day-to-day fare was being handled efficiently enough. With this group she’d expect no less. But unless something more worthy of their talents came in soon, getting the decorators in might at least provide a bit of a distraction.


Across the room, Detective Sergeant Danny Maik was tilting his imposing form towards a fresh-faced constable. Shepherd observed Maik carefully. He had suffered a serious injury in the incident involving Lindy, and if he showed no physical signs of it now, the DCS was still concerned about hidden wounds of another kind. But he seemed in good enough spirits today. Whatever wisdom Danny was imparting, it was bringing a smile to the constable’s face. Maik liked to show his approachable side from time to time, she knew. It made it easier to get everybody’s attention on those occasions it was necessary to trot out the other side of his personality.


Across from Danny, Lauren Salter was avoiding eye contact and sitting just far enough away to make sure everything stayed nice and discreet. From an admin point of view, having officers at the same station involved in a relationship wasn’t something that could be allowed to go on indefinitely. But at the moment, there was no need for Shepherd to do any more than make sure the two sergeants were assigned to separate aspects of any investigation. For now, the relationship between Danny and Lauren Salter could remain that most unusual of situations in the workplace: open knowledge that everyone simply chose to treat as a secret.


Shepherd completed her survey of the room by settling her gaze on Tony Holland. He was seated on a desk near the window, his feet resting on the chair in front of him. If only the detective constable would unconsciously adopt some of Domenic Jejeune’s more useful habits, she thought ruefully. Holland was engaged in the only pastime he seemed to pursue these days: regaling anyone who would listen with tales of his recent secondment. His constant references to his time at The MET had developed into something of a meme at the station, but Shepherd suspected Holland would happily accept that as the price for remaining the centre of attention.


The gentle indolence of the Incident Room suggested nothing major was waiting for Shpeherd in the daily update, but there was only one way to find out. ‘Right, let’s get to it,’ she said. The conversations died down and the small knot of officers turned to face their DCS. Maik handed her a wafer-thin docket and she disguised a look of frustration as she consulted it. ‘This suspicious death out at Harland Corners?’


‘Suicide, we believe, ma’am,’ said Holland. ‘We got the call because her lawyer said she’d made an appointment the day before to change her will. But the assistant who took the call confirms she only wanted to verify a couple of the terms. There was no mention of changing anything.’


‘So nothing for us, then? Let’s check it out to be sure. And nothing more on these vehicle break-ins.’


‘Same M.O. at each. Quiet car parks, unlocked cars, valuables in sight. We’ve asked traffic to keep an eye out and step up runs past the more remote parking areas.’ Maik inclined his head. ‘Matter of time, unless they get bored and move on.’


Shepherd gave a short nod. ‘Fair enough. This fire at the Abbot’s Marsh hide.’ She looked at them. ‘Kids, we think?’


‘I’m not so sure, ma’am,’ said Lauren Salter dubiously. ‘Tony arrives back from the Smoke and the next thing you know, there’s an attack on the local birdwatching community.’ She held up her hands. ‘Just saying.’


‘I’ve got nothing against birders. Listen, during my time at the Met…’ Holland waited for the chorus of jeers to die down, ‘…I came to appreciate that there’s room for us all to cohabit this planet in harmony.’


‘No cause for alarm, ladies and gentlemen,’ said Salter, holding up her hands again in mock appeasement. ‘Tony’s new girlfriend is a Taoist. He’s just trying out some new material before he sees her tonight.’


‘Kids?’ Shepherd’s tone suggested it might be time to get back to business.


Maik shrugged non-committally. ‘If it was, they certainly came prepared,’ he said.


‘According to Bryan McVicar, there was enough petrol splashed about to have burned up three hides that size.’


Shepherd nodded. The local fire crew chief’s word was not one to be doubted. ‘But if not kids, then who…?’


Danny shrugged again. ‘Hard to imagine who else would get any joy out of torching an empty hut. Or any motive other than vandalism.’


So possibly not kids, but no likelihood that it was anybody else, either. Shepherd sighed inwardly. If thinking like this was a by-product of Maik’s newfound romance, it hardly boded well for the future. She was all for Danny finding some joy in his life, but if it was going to bring about this kind of non-committal drivel, this relationship was going to turn out to be a bloody nuisance.


‘Okay. What else do we have?’ Shepherd made a show of consulting the folder again before closing it and looking at Holland. ‘Speaking of your new girlfriend, didn’t she bring us something yesterday?’


‘Oh, I don’t think we need to give that too much credence, ma’am,’ said the constable easily.


‘What’s this, then?’ asked Maik. Even a lead so casually dismissed by Tony Holland had to be better than trying to turn a torched birding hide into a worthwhile investigation.


‘A blog post,’ said Shepherd. ‘It showed up on a site run by North Norfolk University’s Department of Global Climatology. Tony’s girlfriend is a receptionist there.’


‘Administrative assistant,’ said Holland, ‘at the Bellaire Institute, to be precise. It’s affiliated with the uni because of its link to an Antarctic research station. It’s Paige’s job to monitor correspondence to and from the base. A couple of days ago, there was a blog post that seemed a bit dodgy. I told her it was probably nothing but she sent it over anyway.’


‘Where it was duly logged into our system,’ said Shepherd archly, ‘which means we will now be taking a proper look into it. “I will not live to see the storm petrels return.” That was the message, wasn’t it, Tony?’


‘Yeah, but as I say, I’m sure there’s nothing to it. I mean, it’s a blog post. I don’t think they’re meant to be treated as gospel.’


‘Storm petrels,’ Maik said. ‘They’re birds, aren’t they?’


‘Pelagic seabirds,’ said Salter, consulting her phone.


Holland pulled a face. ‘Well, if it’s about birds, we know who we should be asking. Where is he, by the way? Typical – the one time some birding knowledge might be useful and he’s nowhere to be found.’


‘The inspector is not handling cases for the time being,’ said Shepherd evenly.


‘Oh, right. The suspension.’ A look from Maik quelled the jauntiness in the constable’s tone. ‘Erm, so how long’d he get, then?’


‘Still to be determined. The decision is being announced today.’


‘He’s lucky a suspension is all he’s looking at,’ said Holland earnestly. ‘Removing evidence? They don’t tolerate nonsense like that down at the Met, I can tell you. It’s by the book all the way down there. He’d have been out on his ear.’


That, thought Shepherd, was highly unlikely. It seemed to her that any police department in the country would have done all they could to retain the services of an officer like Domenic Jejeune. But Holland’s comment, she knew, was less about Jejeune and more about finding yet another opportunity to remind everyone about his recent sojourn down the Smoke. Perhaps it was time to remind him he was well and truly home.


‘So we can leave you to follow that one up, then, can we, Constable? It’s probably nothing, as you say. But just for the sake of appearances, let’s be thorough. Dot all our i’s and cross all our t’s. Just as they would down the Met.’ The light glinted on the lenses of Shepherd’s glasses as she fixed Holland with her patented over-the-rim stare.


‘Right,’ she announced brusquely, ‘I’m sure the rest of you all have things to be getting on with. I’d remind you that paperwork is not an inconvenience, it’s a vital part of our job.’


Shepherd crossed towards Danny, who was watching as the other officers departed. Like Shepherd, they had been hoping for something more substantial from the briefing. To say that they looked unenthused by the prospect of more paperwork would have been an understatement.


‘I’m considering giving the place a facelift,’ the DCS told Maik. ‘Boost morale a bit until something major comes in. What do you think?’


Danny Maik had experienced more than his share of make-work projects during his army days, and he’d never known a new coat of paint to do much to lift anyone’s spirits. ‘I think a suggestion like that might encourage a wide range of responses, ma’am.’


She gave a sigh. Not too long ago, she would have considered Danny Maik the last bastion of straight talk around here. Perhaps this was another sign that he was more at peace with the world these days. She hoped not. She would hate to see Maik’s refreshing honesty become one more casualty of his romance. ‘Everything okay with you these days?’ she asked solicitously. ‘I’m told you’ve completed your counselling programme. I trust it helped.’


Maik tilted his head non-committally. He wasn’t sure that the mandated sessions had achieved any more than a couple of quiet nights down the pub would have, but he knew Shepherd was a strong advocate of such interventions. What had helped him was Lauren Salter’s constant presence and companionship, but he saw no reason to share this with his DCS. He suspected she already knew anyway.


‘Do you think Lindy will have benefitted from her own sessions?’


Maik gave the inquiry some thought before answering. ‘She’s been through a lot. The counselling will have laid some markers along the trail, but she’ll have to find her own way back. She’s got what it takes, I’ve no doubt about that. But it might take some time.’


Shepherd watched Maik carefully. He had locked eyes with death on more than one occasion. If there was anyone who would be an authority on what it took to come through something like this, it was him. ‘And the support she’s going to need, you’re confident she’ll have that?’


Danny Maik had been putting two and two together and reaching five for a long time now. ‘It’s a fine balance, giving her the time and space she needs and being ready to jump in when she wants help. I’m no expert on relationships, but I’d say she and the DCI have a strong enough foundation to weather this together.’


No expert, perhaps, but Danny had come a long way in a short time since he and Salter had started seeing each other. Not so long ago, it would probably have taken the sight of a man in a tuxedo and a woman in a long white dress standing at the front of a church before Danny cottoned on that there might be something going on between them. ‘Right, well, I doubt things are quite desperate enough around here just yet for us to be classifying either this bird hide business or the blog post as a major crime, but that’s not to say we avoid looking into them altogether. I just don’t see the need to put any unnecessary resources into them at this stage. Understood?’


Maik understood. Make a few lukewarm inquiries, but be prepared to drop them as soon as anything serious appeared on the horizon. He just hoped that day was coming sooner rather than later.
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‘Okay.’


Lindy Hey sighed. Domenic’s response to her inquiry as to how he felt about the length of his suspension might have been expected, but it was no more helpful for all that. When the Choctaw people first introduced their subtly accented agreement to the rest of the world, it’s unlikely they imagined anyone would be able to wring as many nuances from it as Domenic Jejeune. His version of okeh could mean anything from spectacular to deeply disappointing. Lindy had once told him he could get more mileage out of the word than most people managed in an entire speech. But even if she wasn’t always able to pinpoint his exact meaning, she was fairly sure this response was a long way from the positive end of the spectrum.


‘It will soon pass, Domenic. Six weeks sounds like a long time, but with all there is to do around here, it’ll go really quickly. You’ll see.’


‘Six and a half weeks,’ he said. He turned away from the window and looked around the room, awash with a sea of half-opened boxes and crates and laundry baskets pressed into service as makeshift moving cartons.


It will soon pass. Lindy realised DCS Shepherd had probably said much the same thing when she’d delivered the news. ‘I’m sorry, Dom. I’m not making light of it. I know it’s going to be difficult.’


‘No, you’re right. There’s plenty to keep me busy.’ As if to convince himself, Jejeune hefted a large box to waist height and began carrying it along the hallway. ‘Bedroom One?’


‘Two, I think. For now, anyway. Or better yet, the conservatory.’


She followed him and watched as he laid the box on the floor before pausing to take in the view through the large picture windows that ran the length of the room. They stood together for a moment, looking out at the mirror-calm waters of the inlet beside the house, faithfully reflecting the stand of leafy trees on the far bank. The moment was shattered by the doorbell chime, a sound so unfamiliar to both of them they looked at each other for a moment before recognising what it was. It was a small reminder of the newness of their surroundings. What other surprises would this house have in store for them?


Lindy’s delight at seeing the figure at the door was genuine and fulsome. ‘Danny! Come in. Dom’s in the conservatory.’


Maik followed her in. He nodded approvingly as he looked around. ‘Nice spot,’ he said.


‘We’re thinking of turning this into my project room,’ Lindy told him.


Though the topic of what Lindy darkly referred to as her Projects had come up from time to time, Jejeune hadn’t been aware they’d agreed on any definite space for them. But it didn’t really matter. The aviary idea was probably impractical, anyway.


‘Fancy a cuppa?’ Lindy asked Danny. ‘I’ll put some music on, too.’


She disappeared and, moments later, the tight up-beat of a Motown backing track came through the sound system. Silky-smooth female vocals flowed in seamlessly. Lindy called from the kitchen, seeking Maik’s approval. He’d have been happy enough with ‘You Can’t Hurry Love’ at any time, but the fact that Lindy had clearly chosen the track to send her own cheeky message added an extra measure of delight.


Jejeune watched as his sergeant leaned back and settled into the music, the Supremes’ subtle harmonies bringing a faint smile to his face. He gave himself a moment before turning to Jejeune and lowering his voice slightly. ‘The DCS was wondering how Lindy’s counselling sessions went.’


‘I would imagine between the two of them, they’d worked through the worst of the counsellor’s problems by the end of the sessions,’ said Jejeune.


Maik smiled. The comment had captured Lindy’s persona to a tee, at least the Lindy the world had known before her ordeal. Jejeune craned towards the kitchen. He seemed faintly unnerved that Lindy was out of his sight. Maik regarded his DCI carefully. In some ways, Lindy seemed to have handled the whole affair better than her partner, even though she had been at the centre of the terrifying events that had unfolded that day, and he had been only the latest of late arrivals.


Lindy returned with a tray of cups. She handed Jejeune his coffee. Colombian, Maik remembered, a favourite since the DCI’s return from the country a couple of years before. The sergeant sat forward awkwardly in the chair and held the teacup and saucer on his lap. The delicate chinaware looked like a child’s play set cradled in Danny’s large, battle-scarred hands.


‘So how’s life?’ asked Lindy brightly.


‘Plenty to be thankful for.’ Maik’s faint smile said the rest. ‘And you?’


Lindy nodded quietly. ‘Yeah, you know, all good.’


Jejeune watched the interchange. There was a connection between them now that he knew he could never share. Together in that cottage they had both stared into the face of death and survived. No one else could ever be a part of that. ‘DCS Shepherd was telling me about the fire at the Abbot’s Marsh hide,’ he said conversationally, to remind them both he was still there.


Maik inclined his head apologetically. Both men knew she’d done so before Jejeune’s suspension had been officially announced. Neither Shepherd nor anyone else in the department would be telling Jejeune about active cases for the next forty-five days. But Danny was keen to show he hadn’t come empty-handed. He fished a piece of paper from his jacket pocket. ‘Constable Holland offered to accompany me today. I suspect he may have wanted to run this by you, so I thought I’d save him the trouble.’


‘Of seeing me?’


Maik smiled and handed Jejeune the paper. It was a transcript of the blog post from the Antarctic base. ‘The constable’s been tasked with getting to the bottom of it, but he’s got other matters to attend to just now.’


‘Anybody we know?’ asked Lindy.


‘I believe the young lady is new in town,’ said Danny. Which, his look suggested, explained it all.


‘I will not live to see the storm petrels return.’ Jejeune looked up from the paper. ‘This was everything? There’s been nothing like it from this account, either before or after?’


‘Not according to the person who sent it over, this same new acquaintance of the constable’s, as it happens.’


‘Is it okay for Dom to be having a look at this?’ asked Lindy guardedly. If there was one person in the world she would want to protect from trouble besides Domenic, it was the man sitting beside him now.


‘It’s a preliminary inquiry. If it’s determined there’s cause to take it further, it’ll become an active case. At that point…’ Maik let his regretful expression make his point for him.


Jejeune nodded in understanding. ‘Any idea how far Constable Holland’s inquiries took him?’


‘The account belongs to a man called Alex Kasabian, one of the researchers stationed at Camp Isolée in Antarctica. It’s a climate research base affiliated with the university and an institute here. It has also been verified that that the message was sent, or at least routed through, the ISP at the base.’


‘I would have thought Wi-Fi time at those bases was precious,’ said Lindy. ‘I can’t see anybody wasting it on a prank.’


‘Nor can I,’ said Jejeune. ‘Has anybody attempted to contact the base?’


‘Call’s in, but the next satellite window is not until two a.m. our time. Even then, it’s hit or miss, apparently. Depends on the atmospherics. So when would the storm petrels be likely to arrive in Antarctica?’


‘Down there, he’d be talking about Wilson’s Storm Petrels. Since the Antarctic summer is the opposite of ours, I’m assuming breeding migrants would begin to arrive around November. But if this person is there now, it means they’ve already been there all winter. An Antarctic winter is the lockdown of all lockdowns. I can’t imagine anyone who had endured one wanting to stay on for a summer season that would take them into November. At least, not under normal circumstances.’


‘From what I’ve heard, Antarctica doesn’t involve normal circumstances very much,’ said Maik. He reached for his tea again and finished it. ‘Still, perhaps things will make more sense when we hear back from the base. So I can leave this with you then?’


‘Of course you can,’ said Lindy on Dom’s behalf. ‘I can even do a bit of background research at the mag on this facility.’ She looked at Danny. ‘That’d be okay, wouldn’t it?’


‘A private citizen can use any available legal resources for his research— Sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to imply…’


Jejeune smiled. A private citizen. At least Danny hadn’t told him it would soon pass. Maik eased himself to his feet and handed Lindy the cup and saucer. ‘Thank you.’ He took another look around the room. ‘This is the right place, Lindy,’ he said sincerely. ‘This will get you there.’


Jejeune watched the exchange from the sidelines, content to be a bystander once more. In a strange way, Danny seemed to have gained something from his ordeal: a sense of purpose and direction in his life that caused him to seek out a new relationship. Would the prospect of transforming this new place into their home be enough to offer Lindy a similar road to recovery, he wondered.


He walked Maik to the door and lingered on the step as the sergeant went to his Mini. Before he got in, Maik looked back at his DCI. ‘It occurs to me, sir, what with it being so quiet and all down at the station, if ever there was a time to be away from work, this would be it.’


Just right, thought Jejeune, and just enough. Typical Danny Maik. He nodded his thanks.


Lindy joined him on the step in time to watch the car drive away. As they turned to go back into the house, a Black-headed Gull drifted in over the inlet and executed a slow pinwheel turn on a downward-tipped wing. It was a manoeuvre of such breathtaking elegance, Domenic Jejeune stood in silent appreciation for a long moment. He could be happy here, Lindy knew. But he had to allow it, and she didn’t know if he was ready to give himself permission while the spectre of a man called Ray Hayes hovered over them. ‘No past, Dom,’ she said. ‘That’s what we agreed. Remember? This is us, now: a new start, a new place.’


He did remember, sitting at the top of the drive in the Range Rover after completing their second walk-through. And afterwards, a silent drive to the estate agent’s office to submit their offer. It was their pact, their agreement, codified in a legal document, signed before witnesses; this is us now, moving on, together.
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