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​Chapter 1: The Arrival
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Detective Inspector Freya Bloom pressed her forehead against the cool glass of the train window, watching as the flat Lincolnshire landscape unrolled in endless shades of gray and green. Fields stretched as far as she could see, broken only by winding dykes and lonely willows bent against the wind. The fens were nothing like London. No sharp skyline, no ceaseless traffic, no neon blur. Just emptiness. A silence that felt almost aggressive.

She told herself this was what she wanted. What she needed. After the chaos, the blood, and the headlines that had stalked her for months, anonymity in a forgotten corner of England seemed like salvation. But as the train slowed near the tiny station, a knot tightened in her stomach. She had left London, yes—but had she really left the shadows of her past behind?

The platform was deserted when she stepped down, boots crunching against wet gravel. A drizzle hung in the air, not quite rain, more a damp mist that clung to her coat. A man in a flat cap and thick jacket leaned against a mud-splattered Land Rover, his stance casual but eyes sharp. She recognized him immediately: Detective Sergeant Alan Croft, her second-in-command in this new posting.

“DI Bloom,” he said, voice rough as gravel. “Welcome to the fens.”

His handshake was firm, but there was no warmth. He looked her over the way farmers appraise livestock, weighing strengths and weaknesses. She had met plenty like him before—men who didn’t like outsiders, especially women who had made a name for themselves elsewhere.

“Thank you, Sergeant,” Freya replied evenly. “I’m looking forward to getting started.”

Croft’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile. “We’ll see how long that lasts.”

The ride to the station took them down narrow lanes hemmed in by reeds and stagnant water. The Land Rover rattled and bumped, its heater blasting warm, dusty air. Freya kept her gaze fixed on the horizon, where church spires rose like crooked fingers from distant villages.

“Not London, is it?” Croft said after a long silence.

“No,” Freya admitted. “That’s the point.”

He grunted, clearly unimpressed.

The police station sat on the edge of a small market town—an unremarkable building of red brick and peeling paint. Inside, the air smelled faintly of damp paper and instant coffee. The squad room held only a handful of desks, each littered with files, half-empty mugs, and the detritus of long, slow days.

Croft introduced her to the team: PC Hannah Keating, bright-eyed and eager; DC Mark Temple, sullen and sharp-tongued; and the station’s civilian administrator, Mrs. Lorna Briggs, who ruled the office with the authority of a headmistress.

“You’ll find we don’t get much action here,” Croft remarked, watching her carefully. “Mostly petty thefts, drunken fights, the odd missing person who turns up at his girlfriend’s caravan. People like their quiet.”

Freya forced a thin smile. “Quiet is good.”

But she could feel the skepticism radiating off him, and off Temple too, whose eyes lingered on her with undisguised challenge. Keating, at least, seemed pleased to have her, though perhaps too eager, almost naive.

After a brief tour, Croft dropped her at the cottage she had rented. It sat on the edge of the marshes, weathered brick walls half-swallowed by ivy, its windows looking out across miles of reeds. Inside, the air was cold, carrying the faint scent of mildew. She lit the fire and unpacked slowly, her movements deliberate. She told herself that this was her chance at a fresh start, but the silence pressed heavy against her chest.

That night, unable to sleep, Freya wandered outside. The fen stretched around her like a black ocean, its surface broken only by the pale shimmer of moonlit water. Somewhere far off, a heron cried. She closed her eyes and breathed, telling herself that this stillness was peace, not emptiness. Yet in the dark, she couldn’t shake the sense of being watched.



Morning brought gray skies and the sharp tang of salt on the air. Croft collected her for her first day at the station. Their first call was minor—vandalism at a farm shop—but even there, she sensed the undercurrents. Villagers stared at her, whispers trailing in her wake. Outsiders weren’t welcomed easily. Especially outsiders with reputations.

“Word travels fast here,” Croft said later, when she caught him studying her. “People know about London. About... him.”

Freya’s jaw tightened. “I’m not here to talk about the past.”

“Then you’d better hope it doesn’t follow you.”

The week settled into a rhythm of routine tasks. Yet beneath the calm surface, tensions simmered. Temple openly questioned her decisions, Croft withheld information until she pressed, and Mrs. Briggs had a way of raising her eyebrows that made every request feel like an intrusion. Only Keating seemed genuinely on her side, shadowing her like an eager apprentice.

Still, Freya found moments of solace in the land itself. She drove narrow lanes between villages, watched mist curl over the water, listened to the haunting cry of curlews at dusk. There was beauty in the desolation, a rawness that felt honest compared to London’s constant noise.

But peace never lasts.

It was a Thursday afternoon when the call came. A dog walker had found something on the shore near Saltfleet, a lonely stretch of beach where the North Sea clawed hungrily at the land. Freya and Croft arrived to find police tape fluttering in the wind, gulls wheeling overhead, and a young constable pale-faced beside the dunes.

The body lay half-buried in the sand, limbs twisted, hair plastered to her face by seaweed and salt. A girl. Seventeen, maybe eighteen.

Freya’s heart gave a single, heavy thud.

Croft muttered a curse under his breath. “That’s no drowning.”

And just like that, the peace she had been chasing shattered. The fens had kept their secrets for centuries. Now, they were about to whisper them into her life.

Freya crouched beside the body, the wind tugging at her hair. In the silence between gull cries and crashing waves, she felt the weight of it settle on her shoulders. This was not a place of rest. This was a place of shadows.

And she had just stepped into them.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2: A Body on the Shore
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The wind howled across Saltfleet beach, flinging sharp grains of sand into Freya Bloom’s face as she crouched beside the dead girl. The tide had begun to creep in, its foamy fingers licking closer with every crash of the surf, threatening to erase evidence before the crime scene unit could secure it.

“Seal off the whole area,” Freya ordered, raising her voice over the wind. “Get forensics here, and a tent over the body before the tide does our job for us.”

PC Keating scrambled to obey, grateful for something to do. Croft stood with his hands on his hips, gaze fixed on the corpse. His expression was grim, but not surprised.

“You’ve got that look, Sergeant,” Freya said. “Like you knew something like this would happen.”

Croft’s jaw tightened. “People think nothing bad happens out here. But the fens remember. Every so often, something ugly crawls back out.”

The girl was young—seventeen, perhaps. Her face was pale beneath the tangle of seaweed, her lips bluish. But it was the bruising on her neck that told the story. Not an accident. Not a simple drowning. Murder.

Freya forced herself to remain detached, though the sight stirred something deep inside her: a memory of another body, another girl, years ago. London’s darkness had followed her, whether she liked it or not.

“Do we know who she is?” she asked.

Croft shook his head. “Not yet. But around here, someone will. Everybody knows everybody.”

Freya stood, brushing sand from her gloves. She surveyed the shoreline—desolate, empty except for the dog walker still shivering near the dunes. A wiry man with sunburnt cheeks and eyes wide with shock.

She walked toward him, Croft trailing behind. “Mr. Carter, isn’t it?” Croft supplied quietly. “Local mechanic.”

Freya crouched beside the man. “Mr. Carter, I’m DI Bloom. I know this is difficult, but can you tell me exactly what you saw?”

Carter swallowed hard, Adam’s apple bobbing. “My dog—Monty—he was sniffing near the tide line. I thought he’d found a seal pup. But then... then I saw the hair.” He rubbed his hands over his face, streaking them with sand. “She wasn’t there yesterday. I’d swear it.”

“Did you see anyone else on the beach? Any vehicles?”

He shook his head. “No one. It’s usually empty this time of year.”

Freya offered him a steady nod. “Thank you. We’ll need a formal statement, but for now, go home. Get warm. And... keep this quiet. Please.”

When he had gone, Croft muttered, “Won’t stay quiet long. News spreads faster than fire here.”

Freya knew he was right. By evening, the village would hum with whispers, and by morning, everyone would have an opinion about who killed the girl. She also knew that somewhere in those whispers lay the truth.



Back at the station, the squad room buzzed with a rare energy. DC Mark Temple leaned back in his chair, smirking
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