
        
            
                
            
        

    
	NOSTELL

	A Feyer & Drake special

	David W Robinson

	This edition © David W Robinson 2024

	Edited by Maureen Vincent-Northam

	Cover Design David W Robinson

	No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission of the author except for brief quotations used for promotion or in reviews. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, and incidents are used fictitiously.

	 


The Author

	[image: Image]

	I’m David W Robinson. Born a thoroughbred Yorkshireman, I now live on the outskirts of Manchester with my long-suffering wife. I’m probably best known for my one-megaton sense of humour and my dislike of television. I’m also quite deaf which I find useful in focussing my concentration.

	I’m best known as the creator of the light-hearted and ever-popular Sanford 3rd Age Club Mysteries and Mrs Capper’s Casebooks and of course, the Spookies Paranormal Mysteries. I also produce occasional darker crime thrillers.

	 


 

	CONTENTS

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Other Works

	 


Chapter One

	Flashing lights cut through the night, casting an electric blue illumination on the darker bushes and woodland of Riverside Park, creating a stroboscopic effect which gave the illusion of bodies moving in slow motion, belying the reality of their hurried pace.

	Leading the team of constables and paramedics, following the beams of handheld flashlights picking out the way ahead, Detective Inspector Alison Richmond, one of the senior CID officers in Shelverton, came to the clearing and stopped in her tracks.

	They were laid on their backs. His jeans and underwear were pulled down, bunched about his ankles. Her skirt was pushed up above the waist, and her panties lay discarded off to one side. Her legs were still parted, her exposed labia stained with his semen, and at the upper end of the body, her top was raised to the neck, baring her small breasts.

	But above the top, her neck was flushed with the spread of fresh blood.

	She looked young. Too young to die. No age was a good age to die, but this woman was only in her twenties by the look of her. How could she possibly be dead when she had not yet begun to live?

	Alison held out an arm to prevent anyone trespassing on the scene. Dipping into her pockets, she pulled out a pair of forensic gloves and put them on. She snapped her fingers, and her partner, Detective Sergeant Peter Naylor handed over a set of forensic coveralls, and as she and her colleagues began to suit up, she gave orders.

	‘Tell the paramedics to stand by. I think she’s gone, but he looks as if he’s still alive.’

	Her flashlight picking out the ground immediately ahead of her feet, careful not to tread any potential evidence into the soft ground, she made her way to the woman’s body, crouched down and pressed tentative fingers to her neck. Nothing. She was dead.

	Alison stood up. ‘Get SOCO in, Peter.’ She pointed at the inebriated young man. ‘First job, get that tosser off to one side, have the paramedics give him the once over and see if you can get any sense out of him. I wanna know who he is, where he met her, and why he thought it’d be fun to slash her.’

	Naylor began disseminating her orders, calling to the various people behind him, and as she waited for the scene of crime officers to move in, Alison circled the couple again.

	Thick bushes and woods lining the banks of the narrow River Shell, a straggling tributary of the Nene, had given this part of Riverside Park a reputation as a lovers’ retreat; a place where couples could find enough seclusion for sex, illicit or otherwise, so it was no surprise to find the couple here, but the murder was a puzzle to Alison. Aged 37, she had grown up in Shelverton, and she could not remember the last time there had been a murder in the town. For sure, she had never investigated one during her 15-year career.

	‘Pissed as a fart.’

	Naylor’s opinion brought Alison to her senses.

	A solid, dependable copper, Naylor. A little rough around the edges, called a spade a spade, but he was reliable. Slightly under 6 feet tall, stocky and athletic, as could be expected from a man barely thirty years of age, he had come into the service by the traditional route, starting as a community support officer, then beat bobby, working his way into CID on the back of his diligence.

	‘Paramedics aren’t getting any sense out of him. They reckon he’s well-oiled. The only thing we’ve got so far is his name. Roland Drake. He’s from the school.’

	Alison noticed that her sidekick looked down his nose as he delivered the final words. It was an attitude typical of many people in Shelverton. They disapproved of anyone and everyone who had anything to do with Nostell School, and yet, it seemed strange to her. Outrageous fees meant that only the very wealthiest families could afford to send their sons to Nostell, and those sons inevitably spent “pocket money” in the town. She mentally enclosed the words pocket money in speech quotes as a reminder that the money these young men carried with them was anything up to half a week’s wages for most working people in the town.

	Beyond the boys, then there were the parents to consider. On their infrequent visits to Shelverton, they would spend in the shops, restaurants, bars and hotels. Without Nostell, Shelverton would be a small and boring market town on the north fringes of the Bedford Level with little to attract visitors.

	She focused her attention on the sergeant. ‘Have we ID’d her?’

	Naylor nodded. ‘Bank card says she’s Ulrika Grimley. If she is, and I don’t know it for sure yet, we’ll get an ID back at the station.’

	His meaning telegraphed itself to Alison. ‘Brass?’

	‘And a dealer. If this is Ulrika Grimley, and not someone who’s nicked her bank card, we’ve done her a few times for it.’

	‘All right, Peter. Not much more we can do here tonight. Get uniformed to seal off the area, and leave it to SOCO. As long as the paramedics don’t want to take him to A&E, get Sonny Jim back to the station until he sobers up. We’ll need bloods from him as well as a mouth swab. We need to know how much booze he’s put away. Last thing, ring the school, tell them we’ve got him, and they’d better ring the parents.’

	Alison turned and walked back the way they had come. There was something not quite right about this. Almost as if it was difficult to see the train of events which had led to the woman’s death. How come he still had his pants and underpants round his ankles? How come there was so little blood on him? Where was the murder weapon? No matter which way she looked at it, she could not see how it could have happened… unless blood tests could throw some light on it.

	She checked the time. Getting on for 11 o’clock. There must be a better way of spending a Saturday night.

	 


Chapter Two

	With Sam Feyer hanging lightly on his arm, Wes Drake ambled into the lounge bar of Landshaven’s Majestic Hotel, and looked around until his eyes settled upon the ageing frame of his father.

	Now in his mid-sixties, the old man was beginning to look his age. His mind was as sharp as ever. It had to be. One did not maintain a position as a solicitor and long-serving MP once the mind began to fade. But physically, he was obviously feeling the years.

	Drake strode over and into his father’s field of vision. The old man made to rise, but Drake stayed him. ‘No, don’t get up, Dad.’ Signalling a waiter, he took the leather armchair opposite his father. ‘What’ll you have?’

	‘Oh, er, Scotch and water, I think.’

	Drake nodded to the waiter hovering alongside them. ‘And I’ll have a whiskey sour.’ He smiled at Sam. ‘Vodka and tonic?’ She settled into a seat, and making herself comfortable nodded.

	The younger Drake placed the order, and concentrated on his father. ‘What brings you to the seaside, Dad?’

	‘What? I can’t take a day out to see my youngest lad?’ He beamed upon Sam. ‘It’s nice to see you again, too, lass. You’re looking well. Landshaven obviously agrees with you.’

	Despite his calling as both a parliamentarian and a renowned solicitor, Ted Drake had never lost his natural, West Yorkshire habit of plain speaking.

	Sam accepted his compliment with good grace. ‘The best move I ever made, Ted. And I’m happy that Wes chose to follow me.’

	Ted chuckled. ‘Took us ages to get rid of him.’ He focused on his son. ‘And you’re looking good, lad.’

	‘This is a milestone,’ Drake the younger said. ‘The old man comes to see me, and compliments me, all within a few words.’

	The old man was equally known for his candour, and he accepted his son’s comment with a dismissive scowl. ‘I never carped about your choice of career, Wes. I’d simply have preferred it if you’d followed the family line and gone into law.’

	‘And played third string to Robert and Hannah? I didn’t have the temperament for law, and you know it.’ In an effort to divert the conversation to less contentious areas, Drake said, ‘Talking of law, I see Eleanor Thomason’s been made Home Secretary.’

	The old man grunted. ‘It was odds on that she’d be brought into the cabinet after the last election.’ The gleam of displeasure burned through his father’s eyes again. ‘I know what went on between you and her.’

	‘We were both old enough and knew what we were doing.’ Drake was already beginning to lose patience with his father, and elected to make another attempt at pouring oil on troubled waters. ‘You should have phoned ahead, let me know you were coming. My cottage is much more comfortable than this place.’ He gestured around the fading glory of the grand public bar.

	The Majestic, a Victorian monolithic towering above the promenade, had once been Landshaven’s premier hotel, but while the exterior (a Grade II listed building) received the necessary attention to maintain its splendour, the interior had been subject to some neglect, and the place was in need of serious renovation. Prior to moving permanently to Landshaven, whenever he stayed in the town, the younger Drake always preferred the Castle Hotel.

	On the back of his comment, Sam chipped in. ‘And if you didn’t fancy spending a few nights in amongst all the boxes Wes hasn’t bothered to unpack, you could have stayed at my place, Ted.’

	‘I’m not stopping. I can’t. I have to be back at the talk shop on Monday. I wouldn’t really be here, but quite honestly, Wes, we need your help.’

	The waiter arrived with their drinks. Ted ordered him to put it on his tab, but his son insisted on settling the bill there and then.

	Wes leaned forward and put his glass on the table. ‘You need my help? What’s wrong? Is the family firm going down the pan?’

	‘Don’t take the mick. It doesn’t suit you.’ Ted swung his gaze to Sam. ‘I’m glad you’re with him, Samantha, what with you being a copper and all.’ His eyes swivelled back to his son. ‘Roland is in trouble with the police. You do remember Roland? Your nephew? Your brother’s eldest son?’

	‘Of course I remember him. He must be in his last term at Nostell, mustn’t he? What’s he done? Run the housemaster’s Y-fronts up the flagpole?’ The younger Drake grinned.

	‘As I recall, that was your forte.’ Ted shook his head sadly and stared down at his drink. His face was that of a man who felt betrayed. ‘It’s rather more serious than that. According to him, he’s done nothing, but the police think otherwise. They’re holding him on suspicion of murder.’

	Drake was about to take another drink from his glass, but he put it down, not willing to trust himself in the face of such a shocking announcement. Actually in the process of sipping from her glass, Sam’s hand shook.

	‘Murder?’

	The old man nodded grimly. ‘Obviously, Hannah can’t represent her nephew.’ He smiled at Sam. ‘Hannah is Wes’s sister, luv. I don’t think you’ve met.’ He did not wait for her to acknowledge his statement, but went on to the pair of them. ‘Robert has instructed a local solicitor, Simister to represent Roly. Capable chap, apparently. Comes from our neck of the woods originally. He’ll brief whichever barrister we choose to defend the boy.’ Ted sucked in a deep breath. ‘I’d like you to go down there. Poke your nose in, prove Roland innocent.’

	Drake allowed himself the drink this time. ‘Me? Do I have to remind you that you, Robert and Hannah are the legal eagles. I’m just the black sheep of the family.’

	‘Which is precisely why it has to be you. As lawyers, we three must be seen to distance ourselves from the case. We can appear in court, certainly, as support witnesses, to demonstrate family solidarity, but that is all. The Department of Justice will not tolerate any form of gerrymandering. That goes double when you consider that I’m a Member of Parliament. From a professional point of view, we can’t have anything to do with it. You’re different. Your open rebellion, your refusal to toe the family line, even your half-arsed celebrity status sets you apart from us. You can ask legitimate questions of the police and other witnesses.’

	‘I’m a counsellor not a detective.’

	‘I know.’ Ted gazed pointedly at Sam. ‘But you are.’

	She cleared her throat. ‘I don’t know whether I could get the time off, Ted, and even if I could, I… where is this place?’

	It was the son who answered. ‘Nostell School? It’s on the outskirts of Shelverton, Cambridgeshire. Imagine a triangle with Peterborough, Kings Lynn and Ely at its points. Shelverton sits roughly in the centre. A tedious little market town with no claim to fame other than the location of Nostell School for Boys about two miles out of town.’

	‘I’d have no jurisdiction.’

	Ted dismissed the objection. ‘I didn’t notice that stopping you in Howley when you chased that nutter down… that Anagramist lunatic.’

	 It was the kind of blunt, uncalled-for remark that would spark Drake’s annoyance, and he expected some kind of response from Sam. When she said nothing, he waded in.

	‘The circumstances were different. Sam was on long-term sick leave. And the Howley police were grateful that she did chip in.’ Drake chewed spit for a moment. ‘And suppose I got down there, suppose Sam comes with me, what if we demonstrate that Roly is guilty?’

	His father spread ageing, gnarled hands. ‘Then he must face the consequences. Any grandson of mine in breach of the law can expect no clemency. Don’t pretend that you don’t know that. Now, are you willing to help?’

	Drake desperately wanted to say no. He urgently wanted to tell his father to go to hell and take the rest of the family with him. But he instinctively knew that it would be wrong. Whatever disagreements there had been in the past were as much his fault as theirs, as much a part of his obduracy, a common trait amongst the Drakes, as his father’s, and after Becky’s brutal murder, he had been grateful for the old man’s help. If Roland was innocent, he would need help to prove it. Even in his days at Nostell, the Shelverton police had been notoriously intolerant of the pupils; town and gown at its most polarised.

	‘Do we know the circumstances?’

	‘No,’ his father replied. ‘Something to do with a Pub Run, and one of the town girls. If you go to the school, you’ll need to speak to Killingbeck. He has the full story.’

	Sam frowned. ‘Pub Run?’

	‘A Nostell tradition. It harks back to the First World War. I’ll clue you up later.’ Drake made up his mind. ‘All right. I’ll go down there first thing in the morning, and see what I can learn, but no promises, Dad. Make sure Robert understands that, too.’

	‘I will. And thanks, Wes.’

	 


Chapter Three

	The arched, garrison-style tower of Nostell School for Boys came into view as Drake manoeuvred his Audi around a tight bend in the narrow, tree-lined lane.

	It had been a long drag from Landshaven. Sam had spoken to her station commander the previous afternoon, and without telling him what she had in mind, managed to arrange for a week’s leave. But she was still half asleep when she climbed into Drake’s Audi A6 at six a.m. for the 175-mile drive to Shelverton.

	She dozed in the passenger seat for most of the early part of the trip, all the way to a service area south of Doncaster, which Drake judged to be the halfway stage of the journey. The sun was already high in the May sky when they climbed out of the car, and entered the cafeteria.

	Over a light breakfast of tea and toast, Drake scanned the morning newspapers on his phone, while Sam used hers to pick up the headlines on the BBC website. In neither case was the murder of which Roland was accused, mentioned.

	‘Too parochial,’ Drake announced. ‘Too local to a tiny area.’

	With Sam at the wheel, allowing Drake to take some rest, they left the service area at about eight o’clock, and from there the A1 was packed with Monday morning traffic, much of it local, just as much making the long, tiresome journey to Norfolk, or south to London and the Home Counties.

	Cruising in a huge crocodile of cars, buses and lorries, south of Leicester, where the A17 split for the east coast, a question which had been bothering Sam since the Majestic, finally sprang to mind. ‘Your father mentioned a Pub Run, and you said it was a Nostell tradition. Care to explain?’

	Sitting in the passenger seat, with nothing better to do, Drake formulated his thoughts. ‘There are five pubs on Shelverton High Street. The George, The Cross Keys, The Red Lion, The Feathers, And The King’s Arms. A team of five sixth formers start at the George, and make their way down the street, and they have to drink a pint in each pub. There are two invigilators, to make sure they all stick to the rules, and a timekeeper. He starts his stopwatch when they enter The George, and he stops it when the last man comes out of The King’s Arms. When I came out of Nostell, the record was thirty-four minutes and… I think… twenty-eight seconds. And I was part of the team that set it.’

	Watching a flood of brake lights coming on ahead of them, Sam eased her speed and tickled the brakes. ‘Nostell encourages drinking?’

	‘They see it as an exercise in team-building. The rules are quite strict. To begin with, every entrant must be over eighteen years of age. What you have to appreciate, Sam, is that young men of that age will visit the local pubs anyway. They’re not children, and you’re not going to stop them no matter how hard you try. A part of the rule is that five men start, five must finish. If anyone drops out, for whatever reason, the run ends there and then, and the man who drops out is likely to face the wrath of his team.’

	‘All the same, it seems to me the school is encouraging drunkenness. I assume that they have to drink a pint of beer in each pub?’

	‘Correct. Wouldn’t be much point doing it if it was a pint of lemonade, would there?’

	‘And suppose they can’t take that amount of beer?’

	‘They can. The team captain – usually the man who proposes the run – picks his team for their ability to hold their drink.’ He chuckled at her disapproval. ‘The local bookies make a fortune out of it. The police are aware of it, Sam, so are the landlords of the respective pubs, and they don’t mind as long as there’s no trouble.’

	Sam chose to reserve judgement, and as the traffic began to flow, she accelerated to keep up with it.

	They stopped again on the outskirts of Peterborough, and after a visit to the toilets, Drake filled the petrol tank, and took the wheel for the final leg of the journey, skirting Peterborough and trekking along a complex set of minor roads until he finally came to Shelverton, and then out into flat, open country once more, along a narrow lane, bordered on both side by deep, drainage trenches.

	‘They’ve been fighting to keep back the flood waters of the Wash since the end of the English Civil War,’ Drake explained.

	Less than ten minutes later, with the dashboard clock reading a few minutes to ten, the school entrance came into sight, and memories flooded his mind.

	A little under two decades had passed since he last walked through those gates, and then it had been with a sense of joy; relief that seven years of pure hell were over. On that day, he had sworn that he would never again set foot in the school, and he had been true to his word. He had declined every invitation to Old Boys’ reunion dinners, he had flatly refused to attend the school as guest of honour for the annual prize-giving, and with the same obduracy which the place had helped drill into him, he rejected all overtures to turn up at Nostell and address the pupils on his success. Why should he? That success had little to do with Nostell, and almost nothing to do with anything they had taught him (other than, perhaps, an excellent command of the English language).

	Easing his speed as he neared the main gates, he wondered idly how the staff would react to him. By their ridiculously high standards, he was a failure, a blip, one of the few on the school’s record of academic achievement. But his success – not for nothing had he been known as a master of motivation – had made him a great deal of money, and all before his thirty-fifth birthday. Nostell, in common with all such establishments, loved to laud their wealthy old boys.

	Letting the window down, admitting a welcome breath of fresh, late spring air, he pulled up outside the main lodge, to be greeted by the bowler-hatted, overweight frame, and bulldog features of the head porter, Bob Parsloe.

	The scowl of disapproval split into a broad smile of greeting. ‘Bless me, Drake minor. Pardon me, sir. Mr Drake, that should be.’

	Drake returned the smile. Parsloe was one of the few institutions at Nostell for whom he had had any time. ‘No problem, Parsloe. Mrs Parsloe is obviously feeding you very well.’

	The porter patted his protruding belly. ‘She tried to get me to the local slimming classes, sir, pressuring me into shedding some weight, but I’m too fond of my steak and kidney pudding. It’s a pleasure you see you again.’ The fat man chuckled. ‘I supposed I’d better warn Mr Babington to lock his Y-fronts away.’ He beamed approval over Drake’s car. ‘Doing very nicely for yourself, too, if I may say so.’

	‘You may, and I am. Allow me to introduce Samantha Feyer. She’s a, er, colleague.’

	Parsloe’s humour faded. ‘Pleased to meet you, madam.’

	Sam acknowledged the polite but reluctant greeting.

	Drake drew Parsloe’s attention. ‘Killingbeck is expecting me.’

	‘Yes, sir. You know the way.’

	The porter stood back and Drake drove through the gates onto the broad, gravel driveway covering the next quarter of a mile past the rugby pitch and the athletics track, one of the few areas where Drake had excelled, to the school’s front entrance. He killed the engine, climbed out, locked the car, and stood back looking up at the stone built, Gothic edifice that had featured so much in his young life, and his young nightmares.

	Four storeys high, each floor decked with tall, mullioned windows, a short flight of stone steps, flanked by seated lions, led to the arched entrance. The building could have come straight from any Hammer Horror film of the 50s and 60s, and in Drake’s derisory opinion, that would have been the best place for it. Even looking at the building, brought back unwanted memories of cold dormitories, freezing showers, bullying prefects and masters who appeared convinced that the only way to educate young men was through a parade ground bark loud enough to be heard across the playing fields.

	As he strode up the steps, the thought of “parade ground” brought to mind the compulsory attachment to the school’s army cadet corps for the first three years, and weekends of Brasso and bullshine, fieldcraft and classification of the ranges – another area where Drake, despite his dislike of weapons, had excelled. His marksmanship with a Lee Enfield .303 had never been called into question, and for a time, many people believed that a career in the military would be an acceptable alternative to the law.

	The younger Drake knew different. His ability to hit the target at 300 yards had more to do with internalisation, an almost Buddhist like approach to the weapon, becoming as one with it.

	‘The gatekeeper didn’t appear too pleased to see me,’ Sam commented.

	‘You’re a woman.’

	Her eyebrows rose. ‘I’m glad someone noticed. Now tell me what that has to do with it.’

	‘Nostell is an all-male institution. Except on Parents’ Day, when Killingbeck is busy trying to scrounge more money from them, women are not welcome. Not even the masters’ wives.’

	‘Oh dear. I foresee many arguments.’

	‘Don’t worry about it, Sam. If you get any crap from them, I’ll put them right.’

	Now she laughed. ‘The day I need you to fight my battles, Wesley Drake, is the day I give it all up and fulfil my ambition to become a checkout operator at Sainsbury’s.’

	As they reached the entrance, the double doors opened and a young man stepped out. A slender six-footer, with an unruly head of tangled dark hair, he was dressed in the familiar maroon, Nostell blazer, and matching tie, snuggled neatly up to his shirt collar. His dark trousers were possessed of a razor sharp crease, and his plain, black shoes, gleamed in the spring sunshine.

	‘Good morning, Mr Drake, sir. I’m Leighton, sir. Head Boy. And I believe it’s Mrs Feyer, isn’t it?’

	‘Ms Feyer,’ Sam corrected him.

	‘I beg your pardon, madam. The headmaster is expecting you, if you’d like to come this way.’

	Drake fell in alongside the young man. ‘Leighton? Any relation to The Reverend Kenneth Leighton? I believe he became chaplain and a housemaster not long after I left.’

	‘My father, sir.’

	Drake chuckled. ‘And are you in his house?’

	‘Unfortunately, yes, sir. It’s supposed to be an honour, but… Forgive me, Mr Drake, I’m speaking out of turn.’

	‘I won’t tell your father if you don’t.’

	The entrance hall looked as forbidding and dour as it had in Drake’s days. He was sure names had been added to the Roll of Honour, casualties of battles in Bosnia, Iraq and Afghanistan, but beyond that nothing had changed.

	‘Roly? Were you with him on the night in question?’

	‘In a way, sir. I was an invigilator, along with Gurmeet Mohammed. I don’t drink, you see. But it was an official Pub Run. Howarth was team captain, and the other four were Alverson, Stranks, Orpington and Roly, of course. Mr Babington was our timekeeper.’

	‘Did they complete?’

	‘No, sir. Stranks struck out after he met a girl in The Red Lion.’ The young man blushed, and apologised again to Sam. ‘Forgive me, madam. Schoolboy jargon.’

	‘You’re forgiven, young man.’

	Leighton concentrated on Drake again. ‘May I ask, sir, were you a part of the team that holds the record?’

	The question brought another smile from Drake. ‘I don’t know that it’s still the record, but it was when I left. Willings, Barrington, Ainsley, Campbell-Sorensen and me. Five pubs, a pint in each, thirty-four minutes and twenty-eight seconds. Beat the previous record by over two minutes. How close were your lot the other night?’

	‘Well, if you remember, Mr Babington has never been keen on sharing split times, but Howarth managed to badger it out of him at The Feathers, and according to him they were about thirty seconds behind you.’

	They reached the solid, oak-panelled door of the headmaster’s study. Leighton knocked twice and waited for the faint invitation to go in. He opened the door and allowed Drake to pass through.

	Drake dismissed the young man with a pleasant nod. ‘I’ll need to speak to all of you at some point, Leighton, the team and the scrutineers.’

	‘I’ll ensure they’re aware of it, sir.’

	With that, Leighton closed the door and left Drake and Sam alone with the headmaster.

	 


Chapter Four

	Joseph Killingbeck had not changed much in the nineteen years since Drake left Nostell, but Drake’s perception of him had.

	In place of the giant who delivered stentorian – nerve wracking for the younger boys – roars across the assembly hall, there was an amiable, middle-aged going on elderly and slightly overweight man dressed in a worse-for-wear suit and sporting a paisley tie. With much of his grey hair gone, his pudding features wearing a generous smile, he gave the impression of a jovial uncle or family friend.

	He pumped Drake’s hand. ‘Drake Minor. What an absolute pleasure to see you again.’

	‘I wish I could say the same, Headmaster, but given the circumstances…’ Drake trailed off.

	They followed the headmaster back to the desk, where Killingbeck plonked himself into his chair, waved them into seats opposite, and then clasped his hands over his rotund belly. ‘And now, young Drake, are you going to introduce me to your lady friend?’

	Drake obliged. ‘Detective Superintendent Samantha Feyer, of the Yorkshire police. Head of CID in Landshaven, which is where we both live. Sam and I are in a, er, relationship, let’s say, and she graciously agreed to come along, see if she can assist the local police.’

	‘I’m very pleased to meet you, Ms Feyer.’ The headmaster displayed none of the hesitancy or reticence bordering on disapproval which had been apparent in both Parsloe and Leighton.

	‘And I’m very pleased to meet you, Mr Killingbeck. However, I feel the need to make my position clear from the outset. I have no jurisdiction in Shelverton, no authority. If Wesley and I are able to help, we must report anything we learn to the local police.’

	‘Of course, of course.’ Killingbeck beamed upon Drake. ‘I do believe that you are the first Old Nostellian ever to become a television star.’

	Drake laughed. ‘Hardly a star, sir. And trust me, it’s not all it’s cracked up to be. I spent so much of my time tripping backwards and forwards between Yorkshire and London that it became tiring, and eventually I let it go. I wanted more time to enjoy life.’

	‘Making a fortune, though, Wesley.’ Killingbeck’s features assumed a more reproving mask. ‘We were disappointed when you dropped out of Law. It’s a Drake tradition, you know. But of course you know. No doubt your father had a few words with you.’

	Drake chuckled. ‘How sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is to have a thankless child.’

	Sam gave him a quizzical stare, but Killingbeck laughed. ‘You haven’t forgotten everything we taught you.’

	‘As a punishment, Shakespeare was the worst kind. Tedious and boring.’ Drake’s humour faded slightly. ‘Rejecting law was my choice, Headmaster. The old man was a little put out, but long term, he understood, and if you recall, I was always something of a rebel.’

	‘A lot of a rebel, my boy. It was the reason we never appointed you a prefect. You do know that?’

	‘I’d have been the worst possible prefect anyway. My tendency towards, er, shall we say, liberalism, would have made it difficult for me to punish insolent first formers.’

	Drake looked around the study, and noted how little had changed. The walls were lined with books, the same books that had always been there, as far as he could judge. There were the same three busts, William Garrow, Earl Haig, and Benjamin Disraeli, signalling the three great disciplines of Nostell: the law, the military, and politics.

	There were some minor differences. A TFT monitor – attached to a tower system PC, Drake guessed – sat to one side of the desk, and a mobile phone rested on the headmaster’s clean blotter. Despite the outward appearance of an ageing institution determined to resist the flood tide of change in the world, Nostell had never been slow to innovate.

	‘I, er, I heard about what happened to your…wife, was she? A police woman?’

	‘Rebecca Teale,’ Drake said. In deference to Sam, he corrected his old headmaster. ‘And she was a police officer. The old bill are most particular about non-discriminatory descriptions.’ He cleared his throat. ‘It’s over a year ago, Headmaster. I’m getting over it and between us, Samantha and I managed to put the perpetrator away.’

	‘Good. Good.’

	At a loss for anything more to say, it was Sam who brought them to the business at hand. ‘Wes’s nephew, Roland?’

	The headmaster’s features dimmed. The avuncular exterior was gone, replaced by a disappointed, grim faced guardian. ‘A bad business, my dear. I don’t have all the details. Not much more than I’ve read here.’

	Stretching to his in tray, he picked up a copy of the Shelverton Courier and tossed it to Drake.

	Beneath the blazing headline, SATURDAY NIGHT SLAUGHTER was a grainy photograph of his nephew with a familiar look of teenage insouciance spread across his face.

	The face of the killer? On Saturday night, Roland Drake befriended a young woman, Ulrika Grimley, whom he met in the bar of The Feathers on the High Street. Thirty minutes later, Ulrika was found dead in Riverside Park, and Drake was covered in her blood.

	Reluctant to read on for fear that it may bias him Drake handed it to Sam, and concentrated on the headmaster.

	Killingbeck’s gloom resounded through his words. ‘There’s a good deal of, er, shall we say, dramatic licence in that report. Roland was not covered in her blood. Apparently, your brother and his good lady came down yesterday, but Roland refused to speak to them. I managed to see him, and although he agrees the police are treating him well, he’s also refusing to cooperate with them. I urged him to speak to them, but he would not. He insists he knows nothing about the incident.’

	Drake’s irritation rose and it was directed at his family. By what right did his father drag him into this business? Family he might be, but he was no detective, and if it were not for Sam, he wouldn’t have the first clue where to begin.

	With a determined effort, he quashed his rising anger. ‘Young Leighton tells me it was an official Pub Run.’

	Killingbeck nodded. ‘The first for a couple of years. Usual rules applied. Five participants, five pints, five pubs. Babington was timekeeper, and they were doing well when it ground to a halt.’

	‘One of the team struck lucky with a girl in The Red Lion, according to Leighton.’

	With a cautious eye on Sam, they headmaster greeted the news with equanimity. ‘You know the rules, Wesley. Five start, five must finish. When Stranks dropped out, the run was over. The rest of them went on to The Feathers, and as I understand it from Howarth, that’s where Roland met this young woman, this Ulrika Grimley. According to the police, she’s a, er, a professional.’

	Killingbeck placed enough stress on the word “professional” to telegraph his meaning, and it created another cause of irritation for Drake.

	Sam was not annoyed. She smiled. ‘I’m a police officer, Mr Killingbeck. I’m quite accustomed to the word prostitute.’ It was obvious from the headmaster’s face that if Sam was happy to use the word, he was not. She pressed on. ‘Forgive me, but there are questions I must ask. Are many of the boys given to using the services of working girls?’

	At her dropping of the less politically correct description, Killingbeck was refreshingly frank. ‘No more than at any other time in our history. But it’s pointless asking me to name names, my dear. Even if I knew, I wouldn’t tell you. As an educational establishment, we have a duty of care towards our boys which extends to confidentiality on a number of fronts, and of course, they still have the right to some privacy. We don’t pry too closely into their libidinous activities.’ His large eyes swivelled upon Drake. ‘You should know that. During your final year, there were rumours concerning you and Eleanor Thomason; Eleanor Thomason, QC MP, the recently appointed Home Secretary as we now know her. You were never questioned about it. Not by any member of staff.’

	Drake remained calm. ‘I’m not going to confirm the rumours, but if anything happened between Eleanor and me, it would have taken place during the summer break, when she joined us at my parents’ farm in Howley, and would have been no concern of Nostell’s.’ Drake hurried on, bringing them back to the problem of his nephew. ‘You can’t confirm whether or not Roland was in the habit of using the local sex workers?’

	‘No. And as I said, he refuses to discuss it with anyone.’

	Drake tried to think of anything else he might need to know. He could not, but he was confident that Sam would guide him as they went along. ‘I’ll need to speak to the other four members of the team, the timekeeper and invigilators. I take it there were the usual two?’

	Killingbeck again agreed with a nod. ‘Leighton and Mohammed. You’ll want to speak to them individually, or as a group?’

	‘The latter. But it won’t be today, Headmaster. Sam and I need to get down into Shelverton, arrange a hotel, and then—’

	‘We can arrange accommodation for you,’ Killingbeck interrupted.

	Drake declined generously. ‘Thank you, but we’ll pass. Guilty or innocent, whatever happened with Roly, happened down in the town, and it’s there we need to be. We’ll also need to speak to the police. Do you have a name for the senior investigating officer?’

	‘Detective Inspector Alison Richmond.’ Once again the old man was wary of Sam. ‘Watch yourself, Wesley. She’s a bit of a tartar, and like many people in the town, not enamoured of Nostell and its pupils.’

	Drake stood and shook hands again. ‘I’m sure Sam will put her at ease. Do you know where Roly’s being held?’

	‘Shelverton. You know where it is. Back Bank Street.’

	‘Yes. I remember. Thank you, Headmaster. And if you could arrange for us to speak to the boys tomorrow, I’d be grateful.’

	 


Chapter Five

	‘How sharper than a serpent’s tooth?’

	Sam’s query brought a savage smile to Drake’s lips. ‘King Lear having a dig at his daughters. Can’t remember whether he was speaking to Regan or Goneril but they behaved contrary to what he expected.’ He laughed as they passed through the gates of the school onto the main Shelverton road. ‘Physical punishment was abandoned in the mid-eighties, so when you were caught out doing something you shouldn’t, you got detention, and as I said to Killingbeck, the worst punishment – in my opinion – was learning Shakespeare by rote. I can still recite the whole of Hamlet’s to be or not be soliloquy. If you couldn’t do it, you got more detention until you could. Put me off Shakespeare for life.’

	Sam was satisfied. ‘Serves you right for being such a rebel.’

	It was a two-mile drive from Nostell to Shelverton, and every moment through open countryside, small areas of woodland, and running into the middle-class, outer suburbs of the town reminded Drake of free weekends at Nostell, and the excitement of a visit to the town, where the pubs and clubs offered ample scope for entertainment.

	Despite his antipathy for Nostell as an institution, he had enjoyed his free time in the general area, and indulged it as much as he was permitted. Inevitably, his name, along with many others, was added to the list of those breaking curfew (11 p.m. for final year boys) and the punishment that went with it (usually prefects’ detention).

	It was a price worth paying, and notwithstanding the prefects’ best efforts to set them idiotic, academic tasks, detention offered the chance to revise for upcoming A-levels.

	Shelverton was the epitome of a rural market town. Tudor-fronted buildings, dating back anything up to 500 years, were flanked by modern establishments, of pre- and post-war construction. The streets were narrow, not conducive to modern levels of traffic, and there was a blanket ban on heavy vehicles aside from those requiring access, and even then the weight limit was seventeen and a half tons.

	‘The maximum weight of any vehicle with two axles,’ Sam told him.

	The High Street was a pedestrian precinct, and Drake had to follow several backwaters which comprised the town centre bypass, before turning back towards the commercial centre, and slotting his car into a public car park, not far from the open market area.

	As they climbed out of the car, he pointed across the road they had just left, to a wooded area. ‘Riverside Park,’ Drake explained.

	From there, they made their way through the rows of empty stalls (Wednesday was market day in Shelverton) and back into the trading heart of the town. As they wandered into the High Street, Drake pointed out the last two inns of the Pub Run; The Feathers and The Kings Arms.

	They never made it as far as The George, The Cross Keys or The Red Lion, before Drake turned down a narrow alley, and emerged at the far end on Back Bank Street.

	The police station stood opposite, another redbrick building, no different from any of its neighbours, except for the traditional blue lamp hanging above its dowdy entrance. Four storeys high, rows of small-paned windows gave it the appearance of a general office block perhaps from the 1940s, but at ground level was a series of single, slatted windows, their glass frosted.

	‘Detention block,’ Sam declared. ‘I’d recognise it anywhere.’

	The reception area reminded Drake of Howley police station. It was small, cramped, room for no more than three or four people on the public side of the reception desk, and behind that same desk, a uniformed sergeant busied himself with a pen, scratching across paper. He looked up and greeted them amiably, until he learned who Drake was, when his attitude shifted quickly, its needle pointing to “surly”.

	‘Inspector Richmond is in conference at the moment. You’ll have to wait.’ He pointed to a bench seat barely large enough for the two of them.

	Sam would later admit that she purposely did not introduce herself. She had no doubt that the sergeant’s attitude would change in an instant had she done so, but she was determined to keep as low a profile as possible, and above all, she did not want to be seen to be ‘pulling rank’.

	While they waited, a middle-aged man came in, approached the desk, and spoke to the sergeant.

	‘Mrs Richmond is busy right now, Mr Simister, but that gentleman and lady are waiting to see her too.’

	The sergeant’s voice was a little too loud for privacy, and as he extended a bony finger in the direction of Sam and Drake, Simister turned to face them.

	Several inches short of Drake’s six feet one inch, he was clad in a standard, dark blue pinstripe, with a trilby hat hiding his balding pate. His face had a wizened, worn look, and his eyes were red-rimmed, as if he had not slept. But the shirt was immaculate, perfectly offset by a dark blue, plain tie. Carrying an old-fashioned, leather briefcase, he had ‘solicitor’ written all over him, and the sergeant had inadvertently confirmed it.

	He crossed the linoleum covered floor, and introduced himself. ‘Thomas Simister, solicitor. Are you, er, related to the deceased woman or, er, my client?’

	Drake stood and shook hands. ‘Wesley Drake. I’m Roly’s uncle. My brother, Robert, asked me to come down here and look into the matter.’

	Simister frowned. ‘You’re a police officer? Private detective?’

	‘Neither.’ Drake gestured at Sam. ‘However, my partner is a police officer.’

	Sam stood and shook hands with Simister. ‘Detective Superintendent Feyer. Landshaven CID. I’m not here officially. I came along as a friend of Wes.’

	‘I see. Most irregular.’ At Drake’s invitation, Simister sat alongside Sam. Compelled to look up at Drake, to his right to Sam, he filled in a little of the history for them. ‘I come from Huddersfield originally, and of course, I know Robert, and Hannah, your brother and sister, Mr Drake.’ The frown returned to his forehead. ‘The only Samantha Feyer that I know of worked in Bradford, and she was involved in an unpleasant case of police corruption a couple of years ago. I recall she changed her name. Was that—’

	Sam cut him off. ‘Yes. That was me. I transferred to Landshaven.’

	Drake seized the moment to prevent the conversation drifting sideways. ‘What can you tell us about this incident, Mr Simister?’

	The older man shrugged. ‘Very little. I was given access to Roland on Saturday night, but he wouldn’t speak to me. The police have had one extension, and they’re due to go back to court…’ He glanced at an expensive wristwatch. ‘Any time now, as it happens. If he won’t speak to them, they’ll charge him.’

	Sam also checked the time and read a few minutes before noon. ‘He was arrested at eleven-ish on Saturday night. They needed an extension from the same time last night, and they should have been back in the magistrates’ court an hour ago to ask for another extension, or they should have charged him.’

	Simister floundered. ‘You’ll have to speak to Inspector Richmond about that. It’s a complicated mess. I believe you are an Old Nostellian, Mr Drake?’

	He grinned. ‘Black sheep of the family, I’m afraid. We’ve spoken to Killingbeck, and he assures me that some of the antagonism between town and gown still exists.’

	‘I’m afraid so, and incidents like this do nothing to alleviate the situation. If anything they aggravate matters.’ Again Simister looked from one to the other. ‘Have you been told the girl was a prostitute?’

	Sam agreed that they had. ‘I don’t see what difference it makes. Murder is murder, and the young woman in question had a right to life. There’s no doubt that Roland had sex with her?’

	The solicitor nodded. ‘According to Inspector Richmond, they have Roland’s semen in and around her vagina. He hasn’t admitted it. Frankly, he hasn’t admitted anything at all, but DNA analysis indicates that it can’t be anyone else.’

	Drake chewed his lip. ‘That doesn’t mean he murdered her.’

	‘As his defence lawyer, I’d have to agree with that. Privately, I don’t know the young man, so I can’t give an opinion. How well do you know him?’

	‘Not as well as I might, as my father was at pains to point out yesterday. You know my brother and sister, so you must know that the old man is an MP, and I’m held at arm’s length. Not exactly persona non grata, but I refused to go into law. I kicked the system.’

	A pass door opened and Alison Richmond stepped out. Simister and Sam rose to meet her, and Drake turned the smiling face upon her. Alison’s eyes fell upon him.

	‘Excuse me, but I need to speak to Mr Simister here in something approaching confidence.’

	‘Allow me to introduce myself. Wesley Drake. I’m Roland’s uncle.’

	‘Hello, uncle. But it makes no difference. What I have to say is for—’

	Simister interrupted. ‘It’s all right, Inspector. Whatever you have to say to me, you can say in front of Mr Drake.’

	Alison shrugged. ‘Roland has consistently refused to speak to anyone. We’ve had him for over thirty-six hours now, and he still refuses to speak to us and he’s declared a hunger strike. I have no choice but to charge him with murder, and have him remanded in custody.’

	Sam stepped forward. ‘How come you haven’t charged him already?’

	Alison’s suspicious eyes fell upon her. ‘And who are you?’

	Sam smiled mock-sweetly. ‘I’m with Wesley. Samantha Feyer… Detective Superintendent Samantha Feyer of Landshaven CID.’

	A series of rapid changes came over Alison. Suspicion was replaced quickly by surprise, and just as quickly by irritation. When she spoke, her tones were more respectful, but no less irritated. ‘Forgive me, ma’am. You should have told the desk sergeant. That aside, are you here officially? Does this crime have anything to do with Landshaven? Come to that, where the hell is Landshaven?’

	Sam took the questions in order. ‘I didn’t want your sergeant fawning over me, I’m not here officially, this crime has nothing to do with Landshaven, and Landshaven is Yorkshire’s premier seaside resort.’

	‘Then you have no business—’

	Sam interrupted. ‘I’m here as a private citizen, a personal friend of Wesley’s, just to ensure that he doesn’t overstep the mark. I’ve no intentions of treading on your toes, Inspector.’

	‘I’m relieved to hear it.’ Alison sounded anything but. She turned on Drake. ‘I’m sorry, but you’ve had a wasted journey. Your nephew won’t speak to us, and we will give it one last try with his solicitor. If he still refuses to cooperate, we’ll charge him.’

	Drake refused to be dismissed so lightly. ‘Give me five minutes with him.’

	Alison shook her head, and Simister agreed. ‘That wouldn’t be wise, Mr Drake,’ the solicitor said.

	Richmond obviously felt compelled to say more. ‘No way is he getting into cahoots with any member of his family until he’s spoken to us. I’m not having you cook up—’

	Drake cut her off. ‘Let me speak to him for five minutes. You can sit in if you want. All three of you. I guarantee that once I’ve spoken to him he will be begging to tell you everything he knows, and I’ll further guarantee that whatever he tells you will be the absolute truth.’

	The two women exchanged glances, and Sam chuckled. ‘He means it.’

	Alison spoke again to Drake. ‘You guarantee that? And what happens if he doesn’t speak?’

	‘Then I will show my bare arse on the town hall steps, and you can arrest me for indecent exposure. Inspector, I’m not here to prove him innocent or guilty, and I’m certainly not here to concoct an alibi for him. I was in Landshaven when these events took place, and he was here, in Shelverton, so I don’t see how I can be party to any tall tales. I’m interested in getting to the truth, and only he knows that truth. I’ll get it out of him. You have my word on that.’

	‘I would object to the police being present to any such confrontation,’ Simister said. ‘He may say something that would incriminate him.’ He turned on Alison. ‘Allow me to consult with my client, and I will vouchsafe Mr Drake’s probity during the interview.’

	‘There’s no point you consulting with him, Mr Simister. Or do I need to remind you that he wouldn’t speak to you either.’ Alison hesitated still, and Drake knew what was going through her mind: she did not want him speaking to his nephew, but she could not refuse legal advice and the uncle might just open Roland up. She made her decision. ‘You get five minutes. Not one second more.’

	 


Chapter Six

	The interview room was common to most police stations. Small, cramped, a strong, almost overpowering odour of floor cleaner combined with human sweat and beneath it all, the stench of urine. Both Sam and Drake were perfectly at home in such an environment; Sam because of her job, Drake because of the number of times he had visited such places to counsel police officers, witnesses, and the victims of crimes.

	Roland was idling in his seat, his feet thrown up onto an empty chair. A simple glance declared him to be a Drake through and through. He had the same dark hair, the same finely chiselled features, the same good-humoured eyes, and his build was similar to his uncle’s. When he spoke, his voice carried that same baritone brimming with confidence.

	His face split into a broad grin ‘Well, well, well. I won’t talk to them, so they send the big guns in. Rebel Uncle Wes. Come to show me the error of my ways?’ He ogled Sam. ‘And who is this. Your latest groupie? Nice tits, nice arse. I’ll bet she can go some.’

	Sam’s cheeks coloured at his crass reference to her. Drake maintained features set in stone, but there was no mistaking the threat in his voice.

	 ‘Get on your feet.’

	 ‘Just piss off, Wes. I don’t want—’

	Drake raised his voice to a roar which made both Samantha and Roland jump. ‘I SAID, STAND UP, YOU ARROGANT LITTLE BRAT.’

	The youngster was so taken aback by the volume and fury in his uncle’s voice that he leapt to obey.

	Drake paced back and forth across the front of his nephew. ‘Look at you. You have brought shame on your family, your parents, and you are a disgrace to your school—’

	‘Well, you—’

	‘I didn’t invite you to speak. If you open your mouth again without my permission, I will take a needle and thread and stitch it shut. What you will do is open your ears and listen. You will listen to me and do exactly as I tell you. Nod your head if you understand.’

	Roland nodded and Drake went on.

	‘Your mother and father drove down here yesterday to speak to you, and you ignored them. They’ve gone to a great deal of trouble and expense appointing a solicitor. At the request of your grandfather, Ms Feyer and I crawled out of bed at four this morning to drive down from Yorkshire to see if we can help. We have no other reason for being here. You will make our journey and your parents’ efforts worthwhile. Nod your head if you understand.’

	Roland nodded again.

	‘Now, you will apologise to Ms Feyer for your disgusting, sexist remarks, and you had better be sincere or you will reckon with me. Speak.’

	The youngster turned an embarrassed face upon Sam. ‘Please accept my apologies for my nauseating comments, madam. It was juvenile and totally uncalled for. I’m sorry.’

	Sam pursed her lips and nodded. ‘Apology accepted. Thank you, Roland.’

	Drake took centre stage again. ‘In a few moments, your solicitor, Mr Simister will be allowed in, and you will detail your story to him. After that, the police will come in, and you will go through a formal interview with them in your solicitor’s presence. I will not be permitted to sit in on either session, but I will be watching from beyond that glass.’ Drake pointed to the two-way mirror taking up most of one wall of the tiny interview room. ‘Every time you refuse to answer any question or try to fudge the issue, I will come into the room and punch you on the shoulder. It won’t hurt, but eventually your shoulder will begin to scream at you. Nod your head if you understand.’

	Once again Roland nodded vigorously, and Drake was satisfied.

	‘That’s better. You may sit.’

	It was a much meeker Roland who obeyed. Drake nodded to Sam, who looked through the two-way glass. ‘He’s all yours, Mr Simister.’

	As they left the room, Simister prepared to enter. He plainly disapproved. ‘I’m not entirely happy with your approach, sir.’

	Drake disregarded the protest. ‘He’ll talk now. Isn’t that what matters?’

	As he and Sam joined Alison Richmond in the observation room next door, the local inspector had similar qualms. ‘I wouldn’t like to meet you down a dark alley.’

	Drake was not fazed. ‘You have to understand, Ms Richmond, Roland is a Drake. We don’t understand fear, and it’s impossible to intimidate any of us. The only thing which could possibly get through to Roland was a threat from a family member, moreover a family member willing to carry out that threat. His father can’t do it because his wife, Roland’s mother, won’t let him. She thinks the sun shines out of her little boy’s arse. I’m under no such illusions. The moment Simister is ready, the boy will talk to you.’

	The audio feeds from the interview room were killed. Roland, whether guilty or otherwise, was entitled to absolute confidentiality in the presence of his solicitor. Even so, they could see that he was now speaking to Simister.

	Sam took the opportunity to tackle Alison. ‘How come you haven’t already charged him?’

	‘Honest answer, ma’am?’

	Sam smiled generously. ‘Hey, I’m not on duty. It’s Sam. And yes, I’d like an honest answer, please.’

	‘There are too many inconsistencies for me to be certain of his guilt, but without him speaking to us, I’ve stuck my neck out as far as I dare. If I’m not happy after the next interview, I’ll have to charge him.’

	Drake frowned. ‘What kind of inconsistencies?’

	The inspector shrugged. ‘He had sex with the victim. Can’t argue about that. Bareback, he creamed her. She was stabbed in the neck, and it was easy to see how if not why. He’s on top of her, he shoots his load, then produces a knife and stabs her in the neck while he still has her pinned to the ground. You get the picture?’

	She waited for Sam and Drake to agree.

	‘But, he’s right-handed, and she was stabbed in the right side of her throat, the left as it would be looking down at her. We didn’t find the murder weapon, and that’s part of the deeper problem. She was on her back, skirt up, knickers off. But so was Roland. He was on his back, pants down, underpants down. There was very little blood on him despite what the local papers claimed, and you could reasonably expect to find some on his left arm, which is the hand he would have used to stab her. It was as if he’d just rolled off her and lay on his back, in which case what did he do with the murder weapon? He was twenty yards from the river… Well, we call it a river, but in fact it’s not much more than a stream.’

	‘I’m perfectly familiar with Riverside Park,’ Drake said. ‘He could have thrown it.’

	‘Possibly. It’s quite a long throw, but it is possible. But we had men dragging the river from first light yesterday, and we didn’t find it. If you know the area, Mr Drake, you’ll know that the water’s only two feet deep, and in some places it’s not even that.’ She swung her attention back to Sam. ‘I don’t want to charge him, but until he talks to us, unless he can account for what happened, I’ll have no choice.’ She appealed to Sam. ‘You must understand the situation. My boss will be screaming at me.’

	Sam agreed that she did. ‘On the other hand, Simister will insist that the lack of corroborative evidence is grounds for clearing him.’

	Drake chipped in. ‘Simister’s not on his own. I think so too. Tell me something, Inspector, what sort of state was Roland in when you found him?’

	‘Well oiled. Mind you, he had been on a Pub Run… You must be an Old Nostellian, so you probably know what I mean by Pub Run.’

	She was about to explain the term to Sam, who stopped her. ‘Wes has already told me about it. And I’m not going to pretend I approve.’

	Alison frowned. ‘It’s usually just a bit of fun. And the pubs, and many of the people in town, like to watch these kids going at it. And to be fair, we don’t get much trouble from the runners.’ She went on, bringing both of them in. ‘He met Ulrika in The Feathers. That’s the fourth pub on the Run, so he’d already had three pints, and ten to one he had a quick snifter in The Feathers before he pulled her. At most, he’d had four pints, but I don’t know him. Is that enough to get him drunk?’

	Drake could not answer the question. ‘I don’t know him that well. Not from a social point of view. Inspector, would you mind if Ms Feyer and I stay in the observation room while you interview him?’ He held up his hands as a gesture of innocence. ‘I promise you, we’re not trying to pick holes in your procedures.’

	Alison shrugged again. ‘Sure. Whatever you want.’

	 


Chapter Seven

	At a signal from Simister, Alison Richmond left the observation room and moved next door, accompanied by her sidekick, Detective Sergeant Peter Naylor, an edgy, almost hyperactive thirty-year-old, who found it almost impossible to keep still, and whose voice brimmed with suspicion and accusation.

	Alison began the process of interrogation by asking Roland for his account of Saturday night’s events.

	‘I don’t know. We’d just had… you know… sex, and the lights went out. When I came round, she was dead, covered in blood, and the park was swarming with cops. I honestly do not know what happened.’

	Listening from the confines of the observation room, both Drake and Sam made rapid notes as he spoke, and when Roland finished, Richmond asked, ‘Are you saying someone struck you from behind?’

	Roland shrugged. ‘If they did, I never felt it.’

	Simister intervened at this point. ‘I must point out, Inspector, that my client has not had a full medical examination.’

	Alison was not about to back off. ‘The doctor looked him over and declared him fit for interrogation. We’re still waiting for the results of the blood samples.’

	While she pressed on saying there was no sign of injury to Roland’s head, Drake came away from the two-way glass, took out his phone and made a call. Sam, now listening to two conversations, frowned in his direction. He signalled for her to concentrate on the interrogation, but in deference to her, he kept his voice down.

	When he shut down the call, he joined her to watch and listen to the interrogation.

	As it continued, he noticed Sam continually frowning and making notes, many of them followed with a question mark. Drake, too, began to have queries as the interview progressed, particularly when Roland brought up vague recollections of an insect bite on his buttock.

	After forty minutes, a telephone call interrupted proceedings, and after answering it, Alison called a halt, permitting Roland a comfort break, while she and her sergeant left the interview room. Drake and Sam joined them in the corridor outside, and the inspector raised querying eyebrows at them.

	‘Well?’

	Drake had no doubts. ‘He’s innocent.’ Before Alison could say anything, he went on. ‘He was given a cursory medical examination and blood samples were taken?’

	She shrugged. ‘It was the weekend. I said, we’re waiting for the results.’

	Drake registered Sam’s silence, but continued speaking to Alison. ‘I want a doctor to give him a full medical examination. I’ll pay for it. I assume you have no objections?’

	‘What? You don’t trust police medics?’

	‘It’s not that. When I appoint a doctor, I know I’ll get a full, detailed and unbiased report. I don’t know your people, and for all I know, they might just be seeking to earn their fees.’

	Alison agreed. ‘It’s up to you, but I must insist that we get a copy of his report.’

	Drake took out his smartphone. ‘I’ll get it arranged. I trust you and your people will cooperate with him.’

	‘Count on it.’ Alison turned her attention on Sam. ‘That phone call was from my boss, Superintendent Warhurst. He wants to see you.’

	Sam nodded. ‘No problem.’ She turned to Drake. ‘We need to talk. Privately. When I’m done with Alison’s chief, can we nip out for a cup of coffee?’

	‘I don’t think we’ll learn anything more here until Roland’s had a full medical examination, so I don’t see why not. Want me to come with you to see this superintendent?’

	‘No. It’s a police matter. I can deal with it.’

	* * *

	There were no lifts and by the time Sam reached the third floor, she had to pause outside Superintendent Warhurst’s door to get her breath back.

	She was grateful for Drake’s offer to come with her, but she knew him well enough to know what he was looking for. Ever since Becky’s murder he had been at odds with the world, and he would leap at the tiniest opportunity for a confrontation, especially with authority figures. He’d improved over recent months, certainly, and Sam put that down to their relationship. With her encouragement, he’d already established a client base in Landshaven, and his reputation would see it increase. He was a specialist in motivation, a more than capable counsellor, and still in demand for his renowned presentations to business leaders. And yet, beneath it all he still suffered from memories of Becky’s violent death. When he offered to come with her, she knew that he was anticipating an irritable session with the superintendent.

	The son of an MP, a personal friend of DCC Iris Mullins (as well as one of her blue-eyed boys) rank, status never mattered to him, and he was quite ready to tackle the most senior authority figures, and for all she knew, that extended as high up the ladder as the Prime Minister.

	Sam, too, expected an irritable greeting from Warhurst, but she was a police officer, and technically, under the superintendent’s control. No matter how unpleasant the meeting, it needed to be handled with care. That did not mean she had to lie down and surrender, but while there were ways and means of dealing with such matters, Wes Drake’s willingness to meet Warhurst head on was not one of them.

	She knocked on Warhurst’s door, and at the muffled invitation, entered the office.

	Small by comparison to Landshaven’s station commander’s enclave, the view was of a similar building across the street, and Sam wondered why older police stations had to be so dour. The view from her second floor office was the magnificent spread of Landshaven’s South Bay. Here, Warhurst, station commander, a rank above her, could see only the red brick wall and paned window of the building opposite, which for all she knew could be an office block, small factory, or even an artist’s studio.

	Records would demonstrate that he was fifty-seven years of age, a long serving officer, who had been in the police over thirty years. A stocky build, spreading slightly at the midriff, with a portly face and ruddy complexion, his brown eyes gleamed authority over her.

	He pointed to a chair opposite him. ‘Superintendent Feyer, from Landshaven. I’m Warhurst, superintendent in charge of this station.’

	‘So I understand, sir.’

	‘I object to officers from other stations trespassing on my territory.’

	It was exactly as she had anticipated, and she knew that Alison Richmond had made him aware that she was not treading on toes. ‘With respect, sir, I’m on leave, not on duty.’

	‘I know. I spoke with Jim Vale in Landshaven, and I’ll tell you now, he’s bloody annoyed with you. He didn’t know you were coming here.’

	Sam suppressed her irritation, and put on an air of “couldn’t care less”. ‘How I spend my free time is my choice, not Jim Vale’s. Mr Drake’s nephew is in trouble, and Mr Drake is a personal friend. He was coming down here, and I fancied a few days in East Anglia... assuming this area is part of East Anglia. And I have to say, that it’s only by the good grace of your Inspector Richmond that Roland isn’t charged with a crime I don’t think he committed.’

	Warhurst aimed a shaking finger at her. ‘Your opinion is irrelevant. You have no authority here, and I’m telling you to mind your own—’

	Sam interrupted him as rudely as she could. ‘I didn’t have any authority in Howley last year, but I helped the local police successfully put a serial killer away. With respect, Mr Warhurst, you cannot prevent Wesley Drake from looking into this business, and I’m with him, for which you should be thankful. At least I can rein him in when he’s in danger of going too far. And I’ve already agreed with Alison Richmond that anything we should learn will be passed on to her.’

	As she spoke Warhurst’s features became even more flushed. ‘I don’t know if you get away with talking to your boss like that, but don’t try it with me.’

	Sam had heard enough. ‘And don’t you come the high and mighty with me. How much did Jim tell you? Did he tell you that I put my ex-husband away for life?’ Sam jabbed an angry fingertip into his desktop. ‘I don’t like bent cops, I don’t like killers, and I don’t like senior officers trying to browbeat me out of the way. Even if you successfully get rid of me, you still have to contend with Wes Drake, and trust me, he will tear you to pieces. Now, is that all? Only I have more to do than listen to you trying to trample all over me.’

	‘Get out. And don’t think Jim Vale won’t get to know about this. He will.’

	Sam glowered. ‘When you speak to him, give him my regards.’

	She got to her feet, turned her back and marched out of the office.

	 


Chapter Eight

	When Sam returned to the ground floor after her altercation with Warhurst, she had a quick and quiet word with Alison Richmond, who was preparing to return to the interview, and then she and Drake stepped out into a balmy, late spring afternoon, and she left it to Drake to find somewhere to eat.

	Snacks in Style sat at the heart of the High Street, flanked by Boots on one side, Primark on the other. One of the town’s most popular cafeterias, it lived up to its name, serving a complete range of snacks, toasties, pies, and for those of a sweet tooth, cakes and buns. Doubling as a takeaway, it offered a large seating area to the rear, where waitresses, clad in traditional black dresses, white aprons and frilly caps, served the standard fare with tea, coffee, juice or soft drinks.

	As they took seats and studied the menu, Drake told Sam that the place had changed little in the two decades since he left Nostell, and he was certain that it had stood there during his father’s days, fifty years previously.

	Sam ordered a tuna salad sandwich, Drake opted for an unhealthy brace of hot sausage rolls, and both chose tea rather than coffee.

	‘I asked Alison to join us. She doesn’t have much more to do with Roland, and she said she’d be here in about a quarter of an hour.’

	Drake was not surprised. ‘Any particular reason?’

	‘There are questions she didn’t ask, and to be honest, if she was under my command, I’d be calling her for anything but a cup of coffee.’

	‘For example?’

	Sam tapped the side of her nose. ‘All in good time. For now, why did you ask for a full medical examination?’

	The waitress arrived with the food, and left the bill on the tray. Drake picked up the latter, put it to one side, and they helped themselves. Swallowing a mouthful of bland sausage roll, washing it down with a sip of tea, gave him time to construct his answer.

	‘You have to remember, I come from a legal family. I’m not knocking the police, but I was disturbed by one or two things Roly said. He’d had sex, he reached a climax, and then he was bitten on the butt by some kind of insect. After that everything went blank.’

	‘You don’t think it was an insect?’

	‘Get real, Sam. Sure, he could have been stung by a wasp, but would that put him out? No I don’t think he was bitten, and he hadn’t had enough to drink to knock him out that quickly. He’s either lying, or there was someone else close by. A full medical examination will tell us everything. And I’ve asked the doctor to take bloods. I want an independent analysis.’

	Chewing on her sandwich, Sam shook her head. ‘Thirty-six hours. Most drugs will be flushed.’

	Drake disagreed. ‘How about GHB?’

	Her eyebrows rose. ‘Serious stuff.’

	Drake was not prepared to take the discussion any further. ‘Let’s see what the doctor has to say.’

	From there, his eye taken with a display of summer clothing from a shop across the street, he deliberately changed the subject, asking what plans, if any, she had for a late holiday.

	He had been resident in Landshaven for a little over eight months, and although he and Sam spent a good deal of their time together, they still lived separately. She had her little semi-detached place off Fraisby Road, and he rented number 4 Castle Cottages, which, as the name suggested, was close to the ruins of Landshaven Castle.

	They had touched on the matter of a more permanent arrangement, but Drake insisted that it was too early. She had been alone a good deal longer than him, but that did not mean she was any more ready than him for another long-term relationship, and although Sam often thought his decision was linked to his attachment to Becky, when she stopped to think about it, she realised hers was linked to the sense of betrayal at her ex-husbands criminal activity. Before they could embark upon a more permanent relationship, both would need to exorcise their ghosts and they had not yet reached that point.

	The change of subject, during which he reminded her that he was booked to give a couple of presentations in Amsterdam later in the year, and she reminded him that she would need to coordinate her holidays with those of her crew, kept them going throughout the remainder of their light meal, and as Sam moved crockery and cutlery to the tray, ready for clearing away, Alison Richmond entered, ordered a latte, and sat between them, Sam to her left, Drake to the right.

	‘Your doctor arrived just as we finished talking to Roland.’ Alison turned to Sam. ‘You wanted a word?’

	‘I want a few words, Alison. Frankly, I was amazed at how light you kept the interrogation. There were a number of questions you should have asked, but didn’t.’

	Alison did not take offence. ‘Such as?’

	‘You never went into Roland’s sexual habits.’

	Alison drank some coffee and dabbed her lips with a napkin. ‘I don’t see where it’s relevant. She’s a sex worker – my bad – she was a sex worker. She charged for it. Don’t tell me you don’t have prostitutes in your neck of the woods.’

	‘We have our fair share.’

	‘There you are then. What Roland did with her, or to her, is beside the point. Did he murder her?’

	‘Your conclusion?’

	In contrast to her confidence a moment before, Alison was vague. ‘I really don’t know. I’m concerned over his claims that he blacked out. Convenient.’ She swung her attention to Drake. ‘Is he prone to blackouts?’

	‘No. Which is one of the reasons I asked for a full medical examination.’ Drake was not ready to leave the matter there. ‘And I’m afraid I have to disagree with you, Alison. It’s not convenient and neither is it an excuse. I think he’s innocent. I think he was knocked out, not physically, but with drugs. Once he was out of it, the girl was murdered.’ It appeared as if Alison was about to say something, but Drake forestalled her. ‘I specialise in motivation and motive. And I have to say that Roland has no apparent motive for killing her.’

	It was no surprise when Alison agreed but with reservations. ‘Unless he was smacked out of his head.’

	‘Touché.’

	‘But according to him he hadn’t taken any drugs. He was in training for the Pub Run, and I know those kids. They take the Runs seriously, and the training that goes into them. Absolute abstinence from drink, drugs, and crap food.’

	Drake held her eyes with a steadfast gaze. ‘Who said he took them voluntarily?’

	Silence reigned. It was Drake who broke again.

	‘The girl—’

	‘Ulrika.’

	‘Ulrika. Was she a user? A dealer? Both?’

	Alison shrugged. ‘Ask me another.’ She turned to Sam. ‘You know the score with such women. You can talk to them until you’re blue in the face, they’ll tell you nothing.’

	Sam pointed a semi-humorous finger at Drake. ‘He has ways of breaking down those barriers. Trust me. I’ve seen him do it.’

	Alison let the remark go. ‘We’ll be holding him a while longer. Simister’s screaming about it, but we’re talking protective custody. These girls are not independent. We know damn well who’s behind them, but naturally we’ll never have any proof. Jack Tenby’s income is down by however much Ulrika used to hand over, and he’s not known for his patience.’ She queried Drake. ‘Did you know of him when you were a pupil at Nostell?’

	‘Vaguely. Drugs and tarts weren’t my scene. If – when I wanted sex I used my natural charm.’

	Across the table from him, Sam laughed. ‘And his modesty,’ she said to Alison.

	The remark was greeted with loud laughter from the other two.

	Drake went on more seriously. ‘Don’t worry about Jack Tenby getting to Roland. The minute you’re ready, release him into my custody.’

	‘If we have to release him, we’d be happier to see him go home.’

	Drake disagreed. ‘This is his A-level year. He can’t afford to miss any schooling. I don’t think Killingbeck will want him back on the school grounds, but I’ll arrange for him to attend as a day pupil, and I’ll fix up a room for him at the Fenland. Sam and I are staying there.’

	‘Fine. We’re getting ahead of ourselves. He hasn’t been released yet. I got onto our laboratory, and told them to step on the gas. I want the blood results back ASAP.’ Alison checked her watch and gulped down the rest of her coffee. ‘Time I was back at the hay loft. Remember, if you learn anything at all, you need to let me know.’

	They agreed, and she left them.

	‘The Fenland?’

	Sam’s question was directed at Drake. ‘Sorry. Didn’t I tell you? I booked a couple of rooms before we left Landshaven. Because we come from different addresses, we had to have separate rooms. I booked a double for me and a single for you.’

	She giggled. ‘Shelverton’s hoteliers are that choosy, are they?’ Before he could reply, she pressed on. ‘What would you do with Roland? Take a third room?’

	‘I’ll tell them he’s shipping in with me. But if you’re feeling amorous, he can take the single.’

	Sam delivered a satisfied sigh. ‘You never know your luck in a small, Cambridgeshire town.’

	 


Chapter Nine

	The Nostell grounds and fields were bathed in the glory of coming summer when Drake drove into the main entrance the following morning.

	He and Sam had spent the night in the double room at the Fenland Hotel, a four-star establishment on the southern outskirts of town, overlooking the open spread of the fens.

	Drake, a man of rigid routines, woke little after half past six, showered, shaved, and put on a clean white shirt and trousers of his business suit, and while Sam slept on, he sat at the window, looking out on the glorious day breaking over the flat lands beyond.

	His mind was a chaotic mess of various thoughts: Roland, Sam, Becky, his efforts to rebuild his business in a new town, the same business he had let sink after Becky’s death eighteen months ago. Before that barbaric incident, his life had been content, the way forward carefully planned. And then, along came The Anagramist, who, in the space of two months, destroyed everything. Like the increasing blaze of the coming day, the only light on Drake’s horizon was the presence of Sam Feyer, herself badly damaged after her criminal husband left her in tatters.

	But for the professionalism, deeply ingrained, albeit buried in both of them, they could have ended up amongst the flotsam of society, the underclass, two of the haves reduced to have-nots, and common to both was the attitude of, “who cares?” Life, he decided, was hard work, there were days when he simply did not feel like working. But he had to. His nephew’s future hung in the balance, and as far as Drake was concerned, his only hope was Sam and he.

	At Drake’s request Roland had spent another night in the police cells. Alison was ready to release him under interrogation, but both he and Sam persuaded her otherwise, stressing her remarks concerning Jack Tenby, a local gangster, perhaps not as active in Drake’s days as he was now, but certainly known to Nostell. Back then, they were warned to keep away from him and his cohorts. At the slightest hint of Tenby’s involvement, the adult Drake was more than ready to take precisely the opposite steps. In the meantime, the police were willing to hold Roland until noon but no later.

	After a well-cooked, full English breakfast in the hotel’s dining room, during which Drake spoke to Killingbeck and made arrangements for Roland to attend school as a day pupil, he and Sam eventually drove out to Nostell, pulling up in front of the main entrance just before ten o’clock, and as Drake climbed out of the car, he gazed across the playing fields, where the first fifteen were training.

	As she climbed out of the passenger seat, and looked around the vast spread of playing fields and outbuildings, Sam delivered her opinion. ‘This place is wasted on gender specific education. Has this anachronism never considered accepting girls?’

	His eyes on a familiar figure striding across from the athletics track, Drake laughed. ‘Blasphemy. It’s the kind of idea that is likely to get you staked out naked over an anthill. Speaking personally, I think it would be a brilliant idea, but I’m sure the rate of teenage pregnancy would go through the roof in the Shelverton area.’

	The tall man approach, a scowl crossing his lean features. ‘Drake. I’d like to say it’s nice to see you again, but I’ve never been one to exaggerate.’

	Drake turned sour eyes on the imposing figure of Kenneth Leighton, school chaplain and senior sports coach. Now in his late 40s, if his dark hair was beginning to recede, he looked nonetheless as fit as the days when he was a track athlete. His dog collar, theoretically marking him out as a counsellor, the man responsible for the theological development of the pupils, was offset by a gaze of ice cold disparagement, looking down upon the world in general, on the boys under his charge in particular, as if none was worth his attention.

	‘Mr Leighton,’ Drake responded. ‘I’d like to say I’m glad to be here, but like you I don’t approve of lying.’

	‘Trying to get your nephew of the hook, are you? Well, I can’t say I’m surprised at what he’s done. He has the same casual attitude to right and wrong as the rest of your family. Not only do they represent the law, but they believe they’re entitled to ignore it.’

	‘And of course, the Drake brand of agnosticism never did go down well with you, did it? I daresay my absolute atheism won’t wash too well either.’

	‘You should show some respect, boy.’

	‘Respect has to be earned, man, and you’re not making the effort. I’ll be frank. I never liked you. With few exceptions, I didn’t like anyone at this place, but I can single you out as one of the few I genuinely detested, mostly thanks to your attitude towards me and my family.’ Drake gestured at Sam. ‘This is Detective Superintendent Samantha Feyer, and she’s helping me clear Roland’s name. If you’ll excuse us, we have to speak to a few boys.’

	Taking Sam’s arm, he turned his back on Leighton and led the way up the steps into the school.

	‘For a minute there I thought you were going to challenge him to a fight.’

	‘Leighton hates the Drakes. It’s as simple as that. It goes back to his days as a pupil here. He and my brother, Robert, are the same age, but in their final year, Robert was appointed Head Boy, and Leighton never forgave him… or any other Drake for that matter.’

	‘Any particular reason for choosing your brother over Mr Leighton?’

	‘Religion,’ Drake said. ‘Nostell may be a single gender school but in its favour it’s a multi-denominational establishment. There’s no discrimination based on a student’s faith. Leighton is a devout Christian. Nothing wrong with that, of course, but he is zealous Church of England. He even considers Catholicism to be a heresy, and you can guess how he feels about Islam, Judaism, and other, less well-represented faiths. I’m seven years younger than Robert, and by the time I arrived here, Leighton was a prefect. He was fire and brimstone at the pulpit, and he reserved much of God’s fury for me. I would end up with detention for simply farting without permission.’ He laughed cynically. ‘And they say schooldays are the happiest days of your life.’

	He led the way up to the first floor and the sixth-form common room, where he found a group of 18-year-olds, lounging around the ageing leather armchairs, and judging by the snippets of conversation which reached his ears, discussing the aborted Pub Run.

	Leighton Junior got to his feet, and indicated that the others should stand. With the exception of one, everyone followed his lead.

	‘Good morning, Mr Drake, sir.’

	‘Morning, Leighton, gentlemen. Allow me to introduce Ms Samantha Feyer, a senior police officer from Yorkshire.’ With a stern eye on the student who had remained seated, Drake went on, ‘Perhaps you’d like to introduce us to your fellows, Leighton… when they all do us the courtesy of standing when their elders walk into the room.’

	Leighton looked sharply at the miscreant. ‘You heard the gentleman, Stranks. Stand up.’

	The lanky, tow-haired youth rose languidly, and leaned idly against the fireplace. ‘My apologies, sir, madam. Bit of a hangover this morning.’

	Drake ambled to him, and fixed a steely glaze on the young man’s brown eyes. ‘Stranks? You’re the one who struck out of the Pub Run, aren’t you? ‘ He did not wait for an answer. ‘Some bar tart take your fancy, did she? Or weren’t you up to the task of sinking five pints in half an hour? Or could it be that you had plans for Drake the younger? Waited for him to score in The Feathers, and then injected him full of dope before murdering the girl?’

	Stranks’s temper flared. ‘I had nothing to do with it.’

	‘And I don’t believe you. And because I don’t believe you, Mr Stranks, you should be afraid. Very afraid. Roland is my nephew, and any stain upon his character reflects badly on my family. I take it personally, and I have a habit of tearing people like you into shreds when they insult my family.’ Drake backed off half a pace. ‘Don’t annoy me, young man.’ Turning, he stepped into the space around the boys. ‘All right, gentlemen. Please be seated.’ He waited until they had all resumed their chairs, before going on, ‘Ms Feyer and I have a few questions for you. No doubt the police will have already asked some of them, and you probably gave them adequate answers. Adequate it is not sufficient for us. Anything you have to say to us is confidential, so I would appreciate it if you answered truthfully. I’ll start with you, Stranks. You dropped out at The Red Lion. The whisper is, you scored with a girl. Is that correct?’

	‘Yes.’ Stranks’s reply was curt, snapped.

	‘Where did you take her from there?’

	‘I don’t see—’

	Drake cut him off. ‘That’s right, you don’t. You’re not supposed to see. You’re supposed to just answer the question. Now, where did you take her from the pub?’

	Stranks fumed into the fireplace. Drake was about to tackle him again but Leighton stepped in. ‘If I may, Mr Drake, sir. Your nephew and I saw Stranks in a car at the back of The Red Lion. The windows were already steaming up before Roland and I moved onto The Feathers.’

	‘Thank you, Leighton.’ Drake concentrated on Stranks once more. ‘Why are you so reluctant to answer, Stranks?’

	‘It’s no bloody business of yours where I took the girl.’

	‘As long as there’s a potential murder charge hanging over my nephew, it is my business, and if I demand a blow by blow account of what went off in the car, you will provide it. Get that into your head, and we’ll get on much better.’ Drake addressed the group in general. ‘How many of you went on to The Feathers?’

	‘All of us, sir, with the exception of Stranks, obviously, and Gurmeet.’ Leighton gestured at the only Asian youngster in the group, a slender six footer, who promptly got to his feet and shook hands with Drake.

	‘Gurmeet Mohammed, sir. Captain of the first eleven.’

	Drake frowned. ‘Eleven? Not the first fifteen?’

	Mohammed grinned, his pearly white teeth standing out against the dark cast of the skin. ‘Rugby’s not my game, sir. I’m strictly cricket. Middle order, and off-break spinner.’

	‘Ah. Of course. You must forgive me, Gurmeet. My sporting prowess here was limited to sprinting and bending my elbow in the town’s bars. Why didn’t you go with them to The Feathers?’

	‘I don’t drink, sir. Religious reasons.’

	‘I see.’ Drake concentrated on Leighton. ‘You told us you don’t drink either, and yet, you have no objection to visiting the pubs.’

	‘I have religious objections, too, sir. The occasional glass of communion wine, perhaps, but other than that, I never touch alcohol. However, I do enjoy the ambience of the bars and I’m happy to enjoy a soft drink with my friends.’

	Drake swept an open hand towards Sam. ‘Okay, I’m going to hand over to Ms Feyer, and I expect you to treat her with the respect her position calls for. Sam?’

	Seated off to one side of the group, her notepad resting on her knee, she consulted her notes, took them all in with a smile, and asked, ‘Drugs, gentlemen. How many of you were using substances on the night in question?’

	She was greeted with silence. Ghostly stares passed between the seven young men, and the air was suddenly thick with suspicion.

	‘More than one of you, obviously,’ Sam said. ‘Let me give you some information. We suspect that someone may have injected an as yet unidentified drug into Roland Drake. We further suspect that it may have been GHB. Now, his uncle and I are not here to accuse anyone, but it would be useful to know how many of you were carrying or using Class A drugs that night.’

	Silence prevailed yet again, and Drake stepped in.

	‘We’re not stupid. We know it goes on. It was prevalent in my day, and I refuse to believe that it’s gone away completely. Someone murdered this young woman, and is trying to frame my nephew. I will not rest until I find out who, and if you people refuse to answer Ms Feyer, then I will dig further into each of you, strip you to the bare bones until all that is left is the truth. How many of you were carrying cocaine, ecstasy, or GHB, or roofies?’

	Tentative hands began to rise. Of the six, four owned up. As Drake expected, Stranks declined to answer, but to his surprise, the other odd man out was not Gurmeet Mohammed. It was Malcolm Leighton.

	Drake spoke first to Gurmeet. ‘Your faith forbids you alcohol but sits quite happily with drugs?’

	‘No, sir, it does not, and if my father were to learn of it, I would be in trouble. But I have done a little coke, now and then.’

	Ignoring the tall, straggly Orpington and Alverson, he turned to the giant Cameron Howarth. ‘Forward? Prop?’

	‘Forward, sir, captaining the first fifteen.’

	‘And you’re doing drugs?’

	‘Nothing hard, sir. The odd acid stamp, and like Gurmeet, the occasional line of coke.’

	Drake rounded on Leighton. ‘And along with booze, you don’t do drugs?’

	The young man smiled weakly. ‘My father, Mr Drake, sir.’

	Drake understood, and swung his attention on the one remaining man. ‘And what a little angel you are, Stranks. Were you carrying GHB on Saturday night?’

	‘None of your damned business.’

	‘It doesn’t end here, boy. I’ll make it my business.’

	 


Chapter Ten

	From Nostell, Drake drove back to Shelverton, parked on the open market, and they made their way to the police station to pick up his nephew.

	There was a delay while the custody officer detailed the terms of Roland’s release under interrogation, and then collected the youngster from his cell, and read him the conditions too. Roland agreed, signed for his personal effects, and they left the police station.

	The teenager had not shaven since his arrest, his clothes looked shabby and ill-fitting, and in general, he appeared more like a standard teenager than a pupil at one of the country’s foremost schools.

	While Drake was busy with this, Sam’s time had been consumed with a phone call from her superior in Landshaven Chief Superintendent, James Vale, and even though he could only hear one side of the call, Drake could not help but smile when she gave her boss a piece of her mind.

	Her tart response came as no surprise to Drake, and he imagined it would not be a great shock to Vale. This was a woman who had refused to bow down to the prejudices of her former colleagues, ridden out months of abuse, both verbal and physical, overcome an internal investigation into the possibility of collusion with her ex-husband, and then gave evidence which helped send that ex-husband to prison for life. She did not pander to popularity.

	When she ended the call she took one look at Roland, and scowled. ‘He needs cleaning up.’

	Roland protested. ‘Never mind cleaning me up. I could do with a decent feed.’

	From there Drake felt more like a father than an uncle. They wandered into the town centre shopping mall, where they first visited a burger bar where Roland wolfed down a cheeseburger and fries as if it were the first meal he had had in months.

	‘I’m not joking, the food in that place is almost as bad as the garbage they serve at Nostell.’

	Once he was fed, they visited one or two clothing stores, and kitted him out with a clean shirt, plain tie, sensible trousers and shoes, and after picking up disposable razors and a can of shaving gel, Drake ordered him to the nearest washroom to wash, shave, and change his clothing. Once Roland was ready, it was a short walk to the market car park, and Drake’s Audi.

	As he unlocked the doors, a black BMW pulled across the front of him, and two men climbed out. Both were dressed in dark clothing, but neither of them had seen fit to wear masks. One shaven-headed, the other sporting a mop of dark, shaggy hair, they appeared comfortably at ease, and in control of themselves and, apparently, the situation.

	‘Sam, Roly, get in the car,’ Drake ordered. He turned to face the two men. ‘Can I help you?’

	‘You can get out of the fucking way if you know what’s good for you.’

	‘And you’re going to make me get out of the way, are you?’ Drake drew in a deep breath, charging his muscles with oxygen. ‘I’d prefer it if you told me who sent you? Or does he remain in the background like the coward that he really is?’

	‘Our sponsor prefers anonymity.’

	‘And did you learn that line by rote, or do you really understand what anonymity means? Come to that, do you understand the word sponsor?’

	‘It ain’t wise to annoy us.’

	‘And it’s not wise to annoy me. Go away and tell your boss that he doesn’t get to my nephew without going through me first.’

	They came together. Fast and furious, fists flying in. Drake blocked a right from shaven, caught a hard punch in the ribs from shaggy. He lashed out, his fist arcing backwards, and smacking shaggy to the side of his jaw. Shaven took advantage, and planted his fist in Drake’s abdomen. Part ready for it, Drake had already pulled on his stomach muscles, and the blow did less damage than it might have done, but it still winded him.

	Shaven grabbed Drake’s windjammer, and pressed him back against the car door. Shaggy came again. Drake kicked viciously at his groin, missed the target, but managed to strike shaggy’s thigh. The thug reacted with a yelp of pain, but Drake had no opportunity to congratulate himself as shaven’s next punch clipped him on the jaw, and sent him reeling.

	Help came from an unexpected quarter. Roland flung himself over the bonnet of Drake’s car, came up behind shaven, and hammered a hard right into the assailant’s kidney. Shaven howled in agony, and turned to meet a flurry of blows from the teenager. Drake, still recovering from shaven’s last attack, took advantage of the respite, grabbed shaggy’s hair and head-butted him.

	The two attackers were staggering, Roland was about to come in again when Sam stopped him.

	While Drake took deep, rapid breaths, recouping some of his flagging energy, she showed her warrant card. ‘Be thankful that I’m not with the Shelverton police. Get in your car and get the hell out of here before I call Alison Richmond.’

	Nursing their bruises, the two men skulked back to their vehicle and a minute later, drove away. Drake noted that shaven was already speaking on a mobile phone.

	He turned to Roland. ‘Thank you. You did well.’

	The youngster grinned. ‘Someone has to get you old guys out of trouble.’

	* * *

	When they got back to the Fenland, after registering Roland and reassuring the clerk that he would stay in the twin room with his uncle, Drake contacted Alison Richmond to report the attack, and then rang his brother to update him on the present situation. While he was on the phone, Sam drew Roland to the table beneath the window and took out her notebook.

	‘You’re aware that I’m a senior police officer, Roland, and that there are questions which Alison should have asked, but didn’t. You might not like them, but you must answer me, and I’ll tell you why. You’re not free of this yet. You’ve been released under interrogation because they don’t know for sure that you’re not involved in this young woman’s death. If they decide to charge you, and this business comes to court, the prosecution will ask these questions. You understand?’

	He nodded. ‘I’m not thick. I am actually hoping to go to Oxford to study law.’ He cowered slightly under a warning glance from his uncle.

	Sam was not put out. ‘All right. You don’t deny you had sex with the woman?’

	Roland shook his head. ‘Wouldn’t be much point denying it. I creamed her. They had samples, and took bloods and a DNA swab. They matched the jizz to me in a couple of hours. Yes, I screwed her. But it’s not like I forced her. She hit on me in the bar of The Feathers.’

	As Drake terminated his phone call and joined them, Sam asked, ‘Did you know her?’

	‘I’ve seen her about. Her name’s Ulrika. I didn’t know her second name until the filth told me.’

	‘Have you ever had sex with her before?’

	The young man’s ears coloured. ‘Do you have to ask these questions?’

	Drake spoke up for the first time. ‘Sam’s already explained that if she doesn’t, the prosecution counsel will if and when it comes to court. Stop trying to duck the issue, Roly, and just answer.’

	‘No. I haven’t had it with her before.’

	‘How many sexual partners have you had, Roland?’

	‘For Christ’s sake…’ Roland trailed off under a gimlet eye from his uncle. ‘A few. Half a dozen, maybe.’

	‘This next question may seem close to the bone, but your answer is vital, and I need to stress, Roland, you must tell me the truth. Ulrika Grimley is – was – a prostitute. Have you paid for sex in the past?’

	The young man took his time about answering. He looked around the moderately sized bedroom, checked the ceiling, checked the floor, the walls, and for a long moment was fascinated by the lazy switch dangling above the bed.

	‘I need an answer, Roland. Have you ever—’

	‘Yes.’ The answer came out as more of a hiss, and his face flushed a furious crimson. ‘A lot of us pay for it, especially if we’re looking to break our duck.’

	‘How much do you normally pay?’

	‘It depends what you want. There are girls who make a little pocket money from the Nostell sixth-formers. A tenner for a wank. That means a—’

	Sam cut him off. ‘Yes, thank you, Roland. I’m familiar with the slang for masturbation. Please go on.’

	‘If you want a shag, it’s twenty. Thirty will get you the same shag bareback, and if you want a suck and a fuck, it’s usually forty or fifty pounds.’

	Sam scribbled hurriedly to keep up with the flow of information. ‘And the, er, action usually takes place in Riverside Park. Is that correct?’

	‘Yes.’

	Sam made a note, and read through the facts she had written down. ‘You’ve already said that you never had sex with Ulrika before. I can therefore assume that you’ve never paid her for sex? Is that right?’

	‘Correct.’

	‘Now, once again, it is vital that you tell me the truth when you answer the next questions. Have you ever objected to paying for sex? Have you ever haggled over the price, and have you ever refused because of the price?’

	‘No, no, and no, in that order. Happy now that you know what we dirty little boys from Nostell get up to in our spare time?’

	‘Knock it off, Roland,’ Drake warned. ‘You’re not out of the swamp yet, and it could get so deep that the stench alone is likely to throttle you. If this comes to court, you won’t be facing your father or your Aunt Hannah, and even if you were, Hannah would hang you out to dry.’

	Sam thanked him, and once again concentrated on the young man. ‘How much had you had to drink, Roland?’

	‘Four pints. Enough to make me a bit pissed, but not enough to blot out my memory. I-did-not-kill-her.’ He punctuated each word with a jab of his finger into the table top.

	‘You’re certain about how much you’d drunk?’

	‘Absolutely. It was an official Pub Run and we were in The Feathers. Stranks had dropped out at the Red Lion, and The Feathers was the next pub on the High Street.’

	Drake tapped her gently on the arm. ‘I explained the Pub Run to you, but the one thing I should add is that as an official Pub Run, Roland and his teammates would be monitored from the start of the run at the top of the High Street.’ He looked to his nephew for confirmation. ‘You do still start at The George?’

	Roland nodded.

	Sam made more notes, and dropped her pen. ‘I think that’s about it. We’re waiting for the blood results, and none of us will make any more progress until they come through… Which reminds me, Roland, do you do drugs?’

	‘No.’ The answer was sufficiently emphatic to convince her, but it wasn’t enough for Drake.

	‘Don’t bullshit, Roly. We were snorting coke when I was at Nostell. Mary Jane was too easy to get hold of, we had at least one or two hooked on H.’

	Roland conceded. ‘All right. I’ve smoked a bit of draw, done the odd line of coke, but that’s it. I prefer beer.’

	‘Is drug use prevalent at the school?’

	The youngster was hazy. ‘So-so. There are those kids doing it regular, but you have to watch it. If Leighton – the old man, not the boy – catches you, or Killingbeck, you can get sent down for it.’

	Drake, who understood where Sam was going with her questioning, pursed his lips and gazed through the window at the open fields beyond the rear of the hotel. Just as suddenly, he brought his attention back to them.

	‘Sam, the insect bite on his backside. If that was someone jabbing Rohypnol or GHB, he’d go out like light, wouldn’t he?’

	Sam agreed. ‘On top of alcohol, yes. In fact, it’s a miracle it didn’t kill him… If that’s what it was. But remember, we’re still waiting for the blood results.’

	Drake left the table and picked up his jacket. ‘You two wait here. I’ll be about an hour.’

	They both frowned at him. ‘When are you going?’

	‘I think it’s time someone paid Jack Tenby a visit.’

	 


Chapter Eleven

	For a man whose shady activities were renowned throughout Shelverton, Jack Tenby did not hide the location of his semi-palatial home. An inquiry at the Fenland’s desk was enough to get directions to the place.

	A recently built, neoclassical mansion with spacious grounds, manicured lawns and hedgerows, freely littered with carefully tended flowerbeds, it was north of the town at the end of a narrow lane which led to open countryside.

	Drake announced himself at the entry call by the electronically operated gates, and they swung open to let him drive in, and park by the white, front door. With a wry smile, he left his Audi alongside a black BMW, which he had last seen in the town centre car park. Climbing out of the car, he switched on the voice recorder of his smartphone, and dropped it in his breast pocket. As he reached the door, it opened, and a tall, muscular man, sporting a bushy head of wiry, black hair, stood back to let him in.

	He barely gave Drake any time to take in the well-appointed hall, its walls decked with oils and watercolours (reproductions, all of them) the various ornamental stands and display cabinets sporting would-be Ming, Spode and Dresden, before directing him into Tenby’s private enclave.

	It was a house but not a home. It lacked what was commonly known as a “woman’s touch”. There were no flowers, real or imitation, no photographs of family members, no trinkets or souvenirs of holidays, the kind of thing which could normally be expected in a settled, middle-class residence. As Drake passed the entrance hall into Tenby’s room, he decided that the man was nothing more than an empty shell concerned solely with money, and obviously not too choosy about the methods he employed to earn it.

	Laying a semi-amused stare on Tenby, Drake realised immediately that he was right. Everything about the house, everything about the man was designed to put out an appearance, a thin veneer of supposed respectability when in truth, he was nothing other than a wealthy thug.

	He lounged idly behind a mock-antique desk. Aged about fifty-five, traces of grey showing through the Grecian 2000 hair oil, his wrinkled eyes creased even further in reaction to his malicious smile. His teeth were stained yellow, and the ashtray alongside his large, gnarled hands, overflowed with cigarette ends. He wore a casual shirt, its short sleeves baring wiry forearms, freely decked with tattoos, some of which were obviously self-inflicted; probably during one of the several prison terms he had served. His feet protruded from one corner of his desk, and they sported expensive, Cuban-heeled boots. A man who liked to display the results of his ill-gotten gains.

	‘I see you met my man, Vito.’ Tenby gestured at the escort standing to Drake’s right, the man who had showed him into the room. ‘He’s Italian, you know. Tough bastard.’

	Drake made a conscious effort to control his breathing, suppress any angst. He smiled deliberately at Vito. ‘Buongiorno. Come stai?’

	The Italian did not respond, and Drake assumed he did not understand. He was no more Italian than Drake.

	‘So what do you want, Drake?’

	‘It’s very simple, Tenby. Keep your goons away from me and my nephew. That’s it.’

	Tenby laughed. ‘Vito, show Mr Drake the way out… And when you get him outside, teach him some manners.’

	The Italian half turned, Drake did likewise, facing him, taking deep breaths to suppress his nervous energy, the rising fight-or-flight instinct. Vito – if that really was his name – was several inches taller than Drake, and his jacket bulged with muscle. Drake was not unaccustomed to confronting such men, but usually they were angry police officers in need of calming and counselling. This man was not. He was brutality personified, and a single blow from those massive fists would be enough to lay Drake down, leaving them at the mercy of this gangster.

	Drake smiled… and lashed out once with his right fist. It connected with the Italian’s jaw. Vito twirled and sank to the carpet, only the rise and fall of his chest, and a soft snore indicating that he was still alive.

	Drake turned back and smiled at the astonished Tenby. ‘Karate, you know. I used to train when I was younger. I wasn’t bothered for the self-defence bit. I did it to keep fit. That’s the first time I’ve ever had to use it. Impressive, wasn’t it?’

	Tenby scrabbled for his desk drawer. Drake moved quickly to the rear of the desk, and as Tenby reached into the drawer, Drake slammed it shut on his hand. Tenby screamed, Drake opened the drawer again, and removed an automatic pistol.

	He tutted in mock disapproval, and waved the gun casually in the air. ‘I suppose it’s loaded.’

	He aimed the pistol at a mahogany display unit containing items of china and silver, and squeezed the trigger. The pistol kicked in his hand, and glass and bits of china showered onto the carpet.

	Drake turned back and ensuring the safety catch was on, levelled it at Tenby. ‘You shouldn’t play with guns. That’s how people get hurt.’

	Tenby shrank into his chair, his face a mask of dread.

	‘And now, Mr Tenby, we’re going to talk. What difference does it make to you that my nephew is innocent?’

	‘Fuck off.’

	Drake drew back the hammer. ‘You really should learn to do your homework. Look me up. I’m well-known. Last year, some clown calling himself The Anagramist, murdered my partner and when I caught up with him, I came within millimetres of finishing him off. The only reason I let him live is because I had a cop with me. Since then, I’ve been in a near permanent bad mood, and right now I am seriously pissed off with you. And, there’s no friendly, neighbourhood plod here to stop me this time. Now what difference does Roly make to you?’

	‘Ulrika worked for me.’

	Drake sneered. ‘I’m not interested in you and your tarts, or whatever crooked games you get up to. Stay away from my nephew.’

	Tenby was not done. ‘That little shit wasted her.’

	‘No, he didn’t. I’m here to find out who did. This is your last warning; if you or any of your people come near Roly or me again, I’ll be back, and next time I’ll pull the trigger.’ Taking a handkerchief from his pocket, he kicked the clip from the pistol, wrapped it in the handkerchief and dropped it in one pocket. He put the pistol in the other, and glowered at Tenby. ‘Keep away.’

	As he left the office, shaven-head, one of the two men who had attacked them in the car park appeared and stood in his way. Drake nodded back at the still-sleeping Vito. ‘You want some of what he got?’

	Shaven shook his head and stepped out of the way.

	Drake glanced back at Tenby. ‘Just so you know, it’s you and your people who need the lesson in manners.’

	* * *

	‘Are you out of your bloody mind?’ Alison stared down at Tenby’s pistol and the clip of ammunition.

	Drake had planned to go straight back to his hotel, but a quick call to Sam, explaining what had happened persuaded him he would be better visiting the police station first. Tenby was unlikely to call the police, and it would be necessary to forestall any act of revenge. That could only be done by bringing Alison Richmond into play.

	When he arrived there, she listened patiently to his story, but when he dropped the gun and ammunition on the desk, she lost her temper.

	‘Did you know who you were taking on?’

	Drake maintained his customary equanimity. ‘Of course. You will find my fingerprints on the pistol, but you won’t find them on the clip. If your guys do their job properly, you may also find Tenby’s dabs on both. And there is this.’

	He took out his smartphone, called up the voice recorder, and replayed the conversation. The audio was muffled by the material of his jacket, but the crack of his fist connecting with Vito’s jaw, the bang of the pistol, the shower of glass and china were clearly audible.

	‘You’re welcome to download it. You may have to enhance the audio to hear what was being said, but basically Tenby threatened me with his pseudo-Italian moron, Vito.’

	‘You mean Vic Crowle. He’s about as Italian as Yorkshire pudding. He’s fanatical about The Godfather. Fancies himself as another Don Corleone. And if he set Crowle on you, how come you’re still standing?’

	‘He has a glass jaw.’ Drake chuckled at the memory of his knuckles connecting with Vito’s chin. ‘One punch and he was sleeping like a baby.’ He changed tack and gestured at the pistol and the smart phone. ‘I came here because Sam advised me to. Surely you have enough to pull him in and question him?’

	‘We’ll do that, we’ll check Crowle to see whether you’re telling it like it is. Oh, I don’t doubt you. It just seems unlikely, that’s all.’ Alison picked up his smartphone. ‘And I’ll get this enhanced. I don’t know whether this business will go any further, or whether it will be any use in court, but we should be able to warn Tenby off.’ She wagged an admonishing finger at him. ‘Next time, don’t play the big hero. The cemeteries are full of them.’

	 


Chapter Twelve

	Spring darkness fell only slowly upon the town. He sidled along the corridor sticking closely to the panelled walls, looking this way and that, ensuring no one was watching him.

	The door was open a few inches. He stopped and listened, his breathing shallow, silent, careful not to give away his presence.

	‘Mr Drake, sir. It’s David Stranks. I need to speak to you. I couldn’t say anything this morning. It was too risky with other people present. Can you meet me at Riverside Park, at, say, ten o’clock. I’ll be down by the river’s edge, where they found Roly and that young woman. I can’t hang about for long, but it’s urgent. I must speak to you.’

	There came the sound of Stranks putting away his mobile phone, gathering his books, ready to leave.

	Panic consumed him. He looked around again. There was no one to see, but the corridor was long, empty, nowhere to hide except… At the far end, beyond the common room door, was a pedestal upon which stood a bust of the school’s founder, Sir Reginald Nostell.

	Walking on tip toes, silently as he could, praying that the leather of his shoes did not squeak, he moved to the pedestal, secreted himself behind it, half crouching. He knew that his feet, and possibly his knees, were visible, but he prayed that Stranks would not look this way.

	Stranks came out of the common room, and glanced quickly in his direction, too quickly to take in the visible signs of his presence. Then he turned, and hurried off down the corridor towards the dormitory.

	* * *

	Drake sat back, satisfied, replete. There was nothing like a well done steak to round off a variable but ultimately satisfactory day. Perfectly complemented by a glass of lager (house Pinot Noir in Sam’s case) it set the seal on what had been a pleasant evening in her company and that of his nephew.

	The conversation had been spritely, lively, Roland’s comparative youth adding to the ambience.

	With the time coming up to eight-fifteen, it was time to move from the dining room to the bar for the remainder of the evening, when Drake’s phone rang. He ignored it, and it beeped to indicate a voicemail message. Once more, he ignored it, and signed for their meal. Only when they got to the bar, and he had ordered small beers for Roland and himself and a gin and tonic for Sam, did he excuse himself and listen to Stranks’s message.

	Sat alongside him, Sam watched his face change, the ambient, friendly features, turning to urgent mystification. When he had finished, he passed the phone to her and invited her to listen to the message.

	She did so and handed the phone back. ‘You said there was something about him, didn’t you?’

	‘One has to wonder what exactly happened with the girl in the car behind The Red Lion. Was our Mr Stranks getting it on with her, or was he handing over pocket money for a fresh stash?’ He faced Roland. ‘Do you know?’

	‘We reckoned he was getting his end away, but we couldn’t actually see.’

	Sam gulped down most of her drink. ‘How long will it take us to get to the park?’

	Drake sipped the head from a small beer and checked his watch. ‘About ten minutes and we’ve a good hour and half before we meet him. There’s no rush and it’ll give him time to work out what he’s going to say to us.’

	‘You’re hoping he’ll be able to clear my name?’ Roland asked.

	It was Sam who answered. ‘I’m trying not to prejudge the situation, Roland. Whatever he can tell us may or may not be of use. Hell, for all we know, he might have seen you do it.’

	‘He can’t have. I didn’t do it.’

	* * *

	Stranks paced the river’s edge, occasionally drawing back the sleeve of his jumper and checking the time. His lugubrious features worked, his mouth moving soundlessly, and he looked around constantly, seeking Drake, ensuring he was not coming under the watchful eye of anyone else. His agitation manifested itself in the short, jerky steps he took, the speed with which he would turn and pace again.

	It was coming up to the hour. Where the hell was Drake? So much for adults. Always preaching punctuality, always criticising tardiness. Why wasn’t he here? If he wanted to know about his Ulrika, why hadn’t he been here early?

	The riverbank (it wasn’t much more than a slow-moving stream here) was crowded with poplar, alder and the occasional weeping willow. The perfect place for illicit sex, or any other activity requiring outdoor privacy. He could not be seen from the general areas of the park, and Drake would only find him by making his way down to the river’s edge and following the bank. Such security measures were necessary. He didn’t want to end up like Roly, or worse, Ulrika. By the same token, he had to get it off his chest. Many people had a dim opinion of him, but in his own defence, he preferred fair play, and what happened to Ulrika and Roly wasn’t fair.

	The bushes around him rustled. He turned and saw a dark figure coming towards him. ‘At last. Where’ve you…’

	He trailed off. It wasn’t Drake. Drake would not be dressed all in black. Drake would not be wearing a hooded mask. Drake would not be carrying a blade.

	Stranks turned and ran. His heartbeat pounded in his ears, but beyond that, he could hear the pounding of feet behind him. He put on a spurt. Arms come about his lower legs. He crashed to the grassy bank. A knee pressed on his back. He flailed his clenched fists up and behind, in the faint hope of catching his attacker. An arm came around his neck, cupped his chin, jerked his head back, and the blade flashed in the periphery of his terrified eyes.

	‘No.’

	It was not a scream but a protest. It fell on deaf ears.

	He felt the bite of steel slice through his neck, a spurt of blood from carotid, a trickle of blood from jugular, and the rush of air escaping his lungs as the blade cut through his trachea.

	And then there was only blackness.

	* * *

	Less messy than last time. Most of the blood was on the grass, some spattering his knees, but the laundry would take care of that. He wiped the blade clean on the grass, and checked the time. A couple of minutes after ten. He would have liked time to kick the body into the river, but Drake could turn up at any moment. It was time to get away.

	Guessing that Drake would approach from the park end, he turned and ran in the opposite direction. He would be leaving traces, but there was nothing he could do about that. Those tracks would not give the police much of a clue, and Drake was not really an issue. He and that policewoman friend of his would do nothing other than preserve the crime scene until the Shelverton police arrived.

	As he disappeared into the darkness, he felt confident that he had got away with it again.

	* * *

	It was much darker once they left the public footpaths which crisscrossed through the park. Drake was prepared for it, and lit the way with his smartphone’s flashlight. Alongside him, Sam linked her arm through Roland’s, huddling close to him as if she were concerned about the danger of attack from the bushes and trees surrounding them.

	When they reached the river’s edge, Drake automatically turned north, into the thicker woodland.

	‘Are you sure this is the right way?’ Sam’s voice was soft, low, not much more than a whisper.

	‘It’s just along the river bank,’ Roland assured her.

	As if he were trying to bolster their courage, Drake spoke in a normal, even tone. ‘It’s the logical way. Find the river’s edge, and follow it into the woods. If he’s here, we’re sure to come across him.’

	Roland chuckled. ‘I’ll bet you were down here a time or two in your day.’

	In the darkness, Drake’s smile was visible. ‘A lot more than a time or two. But I was never here for the drugs.’

	‘Only the sex.’

	This time Drake injected angelic innocence into his voice. ‘As if I would.’

	They reached the plodding stream, its waters shallow after the recent warm spell. The going underfoot was more uneven, and at Drake’s insistence, Sam switched sides, leaving Roland closer to the stream, she a couple of feet away from it.

	The youngster laughed. ‘If it looks like I’m going to fall in, it’s up to you to save me.’

	Sam chuckled. ‘Do I get to give you the kiss of life?’

	It had been an evening of mildly suggestive remarks, and Roland elected to add to them. ‘You don’t have to wait for me to drown before you give me the kiss of life.’

	‘I don’t know that your uncle would approve.’

	As they moved on, Drake flashed the torch at their feet, watching for the lumps and bumps in the ground that might trip them, and further ahead, looking for sight of Stranks. They skirted trees, made their way round overgrown thickets, and eventually Sam began to lose patience.

	‘Are we sure he’s not just yanking your chain?’

	‘If he is, mine will be the last chain he yanks.’ Drake gestured ahead. ‘There’s another clearing just up there. We’ll go that far, and if he’s not there, I’ll go to the school in the morning, and tackle him.’

	He swept away the sagging branches of a weeping willow, let Sam and Roland through first, and followed. The small clearing opened up in front of them, Drake flashed his lamp around, and was about to suggest turning back when he noticed the dark shape on the ground.

	‘Stranks?’

	There was no response, Sam strode forward. Dipping into her pocket, she pulled on a pair of forensic gloves and signalling for them to stay where they were, activated the flashlight on her phone as she made her tentative way towards the inert teenager.

	She knew before she reached him that the boy was dead. The blood staining the grass immediately around his head and neck left no room for doubt. All the same, she crouched on her haunches, and reluctant to touch the blood-soaked neck for fear of disturbing potential evidence, picked up the limp left wrist, feeling for a pulse.

	She let it fall and stood up. Walking back towards the two men, she switched off her flashlight and called up the number of the local police. ‘It is Stranks and he’s dead. We need Alison Richmond here.’

	 


Chapter Thirteen

	Alison asked them to stay where they were. The local community constable arrived within ten minutes, and under Sam’s direction, with Drake’s help began to tape off the area.

	‘The inspector is on her way, ma’am, sir, along with a scene of crime team. She’s instructed me to take a statement from you, but they’ll also need to take fingerprints, DNA swabs, and other stuff, like shoe prints from all of you. It’s purely for elimination, if you don’t mind waiting.’

	Drake reassured him. ‘Whatever’s necessary, Constable.’

	It was Roland who needed greater reassurance. His earlier attitude of insouciance and outgoing confidence was gone, and even in the false light of the flashlights, his face was pale, haggard, and he was close to tears.

	Sam found a hummock, created by an overgrown, fallen log, where they could sit. She took his hand and held it. No words passed between them, and it was as if the teenager understood that she was allowing him to use her as a conduit, an earth bond, which would drain all the bad, channel it through her and into the ground where it could do no more harm.

	The police officer took brief statements from them, and after that, it was a case of waiting. A further half-hour passed before Alison and her team turned up, and while she deployed her forensic people, the promised fingerprints, DNA swabs and shoe prints were taken.

	Eventually, Alison sat with them and asked for their account. Drake told her precisely what had happened, and handed over his mobile allowing her to hear the message Stranks had left.

	‘Is there any way you can forward that message to me, Mr Drake?’

	‘Haven’t a clue. I should imagine there’s some way it can be done, but I’m not too familiar with the intricacies of mobile phones.’

	Roland snapped out of his depression. This was something he could get a grip on. ‘Give it here, and switch on your Bluetooth, Inspector.’

	Alison blanked him. ‘Bluetooth?’

	The youngster looked up into the cloudy night. ‘Lord, give me strength to deal with dinosaurs.’

	He held out his hand for her phone, and she handed it over. With typical teenage speed his fingers danced over the keypads, and a moment later, he watched as the transfer progressed.

	It was the kind of activity Drake had witnessed on many occasions when watching young people, even those in the mid-to-late twenties put together the text messages at astonishing speeds, making skilled use of predictive text. Whenever he put one together, it was a painfully slow process, frequently littered with errors which had to be corrected before he could send the message off.

	When the process was complete, Roland handed the phones back to their owners. ‘Done.’

	Alison thanked him. ‘Let’s move on. Did it not occur to you to contact us after this young man had called you?’

	Drake was ready to admit that it did not. ‘Why would I? Stranks gave me no idea what he wanted to talk about, as you’ve already heard. However, I’m certain that if he wasn’t prepared to speak in front of his fellows this morning, he certainly wouldn’t speak to the police.’

	‘And what were you questioning him about this morning?’

	‘The Pub Run last Saturday night, what else? He was the one who dropped out at The Red Lion. It occurred to me that if anyone had attacked Roland and the young woman, Stranks had the best possible opportunity after he separated from the rest of the team. After tonight, I’m not so sure.’

	‘You think someone killed him in order to silence him?’

	‘Don’t you?’

	‘I’ll reserve judgement until I have more information.’ Alison turned to Sam. ‘Do you have anything to add, ma’am?’

	‘Nothing. I – I’m sorry, Inspector. This has come as quite a shock, even to me. However, if you allow me to advise you, you should look closely at the forensic findings from this murder. If the weapon matches that used on Ulrika Grimley it will clear Roland completely. Wesley and I can account for his whereabouts all night.’

	Alison took the news in her stride and laid a meaningful eye on Roland. ‘Let’s worry about that tomorrow. By the look of him, I think he needs a good night’s sleep. Why don’t you take him back to your hotel? I’ll be here for a few hours yet, and I’m not likely to be in the office until gone ten tomorrow morning. If you’d like to come along then, we can take it from there.’

	‘Fine. What will you do about Nostell? Someone should let them know.’

	‘I’ll speak to Mr Killingbeck now.’

	Drake took Sam’s hand, and she in turn took Roland’s, and with a final nod of acknowledgement to Alison, they left the scene.

	It took almost fifteen minutes to get back to his car, and from there it was a further ten minutes to The Fenland, where she declined a nightcap and escorted Roland to his room. ‘Do as Inspector Richmond suggested, and get a good night sleep. You’d be surprised how much it’ll help.’

	And with that, Sam returned to the room she shared with Drake, where he made a strong cup of coffee, then rang his brother. Through the increasing irritation of the call, Drake swallowed a small brandy, and washed it down with the coffee.

	Sam climbed into bed and after listening to his account of the conversation with Robert, she finished her coffee, handed Drake the cup for washing up, and killed her beside light.

	Drake envied her. For a long time he sat at the window staring into the night, his unfocused eyes taking in the floodlit car park, and the dark fields beyond.

	Someone had taken advantage of the same darkness to ensure that whatever information Stranks had would never be shared. Drake had to shoulder some of the blame for the boy’s death. He had sensed the undertone in the common room, and he should have pressed Stranks, perhaps in private, but he had not done so. Instead, he had been content to demonstrate his superiority, and leave a vague threat hanging over the teenager. If he had come in harder, Stranks might have broken, Drake would have understood much more, and the boy would still be alive.

	There was no value in self-recrimination. He had made a mistake and a young man had paid for it with his life. He could not undo that which had been done, but he could use it to motivate him to ensure that justice was done, not only for Roland, not only for Ulrika but also for David Stranks.

	He finished his coffee, took the cup to the bathroom and swilled it under the cold tap. Leaving it back on the dresser, by the kettle and coffee maker, he stripped off his shirt, and returned to the bathroom. He swilled his arms and face in cold water, and climbed into bed across from the sleeping Sam.

	 


Chapter Fourteen

	It was an angry Drake who sat with Joseph Killingbeck soon after ten o’clock the following morning.

	A telephone call from Alison Richmond told him that Jack Tenby and his minder, the so-called Vito, had been freed on bail, and it was unlikely that proceedings would follow.

	‘By the time we’re ready to bring charges and take the matter to court, most witnesses duck out.’

	‘I’m not most witnesses. Was the voice recording any good?’

	‘Useful, but not definitive. According to Tenby, you compelled him to take the gun and remove the clip, so his fingerprints would appear on it. It’s his word against yours, and the bruise on Crowle’s jaw will no doubt match the size of your fist. I appreciate that you make a better witness than either of them, but they’ll bring pressure to bear for you to back out.’

	‘Stick with it. If it comes to court, I’ll testify.’

	She had nothing new to tell them about the murder of David Stranks, and simply reiterated that they were waiting for post-mortem and forensic results.

	Still shouldering some of the blame himself, he drove out to Nostell with Sam in the passenger seat, and Roland, now clad in his uniform, in the rear seat. Once there, while Roland went off to join his class, they sat with Killingbeck.

	In contrast to their first visit, there was nothing jovial about the headmaster. He looked old and burdened with the weight of years and responsibility. ‘Nostell has seen some bad times, Wesley, but none as bad as this. What on earth is happening to us?’

	Sam sympathised Drake did not. ‘As matters stand, Sam and I stand in loco parentis, and we have Robert’s authority to take whatever steps we deem necessary to protect Roland. My brother was furious last night when I spoke to him, and if it were not for the fact that Roly is so close to his A-levels, his parents would probably take him out and send him to another school. Responsibility, Headmaster, starts and ends with Nostell.’

	In order to circumvent the inevitable battle, Sam took over. ‘Are you aware of the drug problem in school, Headmaster?’

	‘Of course I am. We’re all aware of it. We do what we can to prevent it, and any boy caught under the influence or in possession is automatically expelled. But that’s about as far we as can go.’ Killingbeck appealed to Drake. ‘You understand, don’t you, Wesley?’

	‘It happened in my day, yes. But I don’t know that it was as prevalent as it is now. Of the boys I’ve spoken to, all but one admitted to possession. Someone, Headmaster, is not only using, but dealing in the school. I’m certain of it. I’m also reasonably certain that it’s the reason Stranks was murdered. He was about to tell Ms Feyer and me what was going on. Taking a broader view, my nephew is, indeed, innocent of murder, although the police might not be ready to confirm that yet. He’s a patsy; a fall guy, someone happened to be there at the right time, and Roly was convenient to take the blame for the killing of Ulrika Grimley. Stranks knew something. The police – and us – are likely to concentrate our inquiries on The Red Lion, but first we need to speak to the boys we met yesterday, and you need to check the porters’ log to see who was out and about last night.’

	Killingbeck half turned away. ‘Meaningless, and you know it. How many times did you go over the wall in your final years? Still, I’ll chase it up with Parsloe, and if you can give me a quarter of an hour, I’ll get the sixth formers together again. Would you like to wait in the common room?’

	From the headmaster’s study they made their way up to the sixth form common room, where Sam settled into an armchair by the fire, and Drake, as he had done in the hotel, stood at the window staring out.

	An inter-house rugby match was under way, and he watched Cameron Howarth, a huge young man and one of the Pub Run team, take the ball at the twenty metre line, and dodge, weave and thrust his way through the crowd of defenders closing on him, to plant the ball firmly over the line. The try was greeted with cheers from his teammates, and polite applause from the small crowd of teachers and non-playing boys watching the game.

	Orpington, another member of the Pub Run team, strode out towards the pitch, had a word with the referee, who in turn called to Howarth. There were a few moments of haggling, before the beefy young forward, head bowed in disappointment, made his way back with the prefect.

	Looking beyond the school, beyond the woods that surrounded it, Drake could see a bird of prey hovering in the sky; a sparrow hawk or perhaps a red kite, a bird which had been successfully reintroduced to Great Britain over a decade previously. Stocking up? Fledglings to feed? Energy needed for breeding. Its efforts reminded Drake of Nostell, an institution taking on board the welfare and education of young men. If the bird failed, it would be for lack of prey or that prey’s ingenuity at hiding. If Nostell failed, it would be because the boys were prey under the greedy, sure eye of a criminal predator.

	‘Are you disappointed, Wesley?’

	He turned from the window and raised an eyebrow at Sam. ‘Disappointed?’

	‘In your Alma Mater? Its reputation about to be dragged through the mud.’

	‘Not disappointed.’ He moved to the fireplace and took the armchair facing her. ‘A little sad, perhaps, but not for the school. I’ve always believed it’s counter-productive taking boys – and girls – away from the security of the family and lumping them together in a place like this. These kids are at their most volatile and impressionable. They imagine they know everything, and the truth is they know nothing. They imagine they can control the world, and the truth is they control nothing. They receive a first class education, but what do we take away from them in exchange for that? Beyond that, purely personal, opinion, there’s also the close proximity of a couple of hundred boys to consider. In any small, enclosed community you’ll find problems like drugs. They even get into prisons, don’t they? And when it finds its way into a group of boys who have been taught that honour, and fidelity, loyalty to your friends, counts above anything else, it’s extremely unlikely to break down the bond of silence.’

	He gestured above the fireplace and the Nostell coat of arms, bearing the traditional lions and griffins on a red background, beneath which was the school motto: veritas et fidelitas et honorem.

	Sam read it, and threw it back at him. ‘I notice that truth comes before fidelity and honour.’

	‘Something which most boys find convenient to forget.’

	Sam was silent for a moment. ‘The headmaster mentioned going over the wall. What does that mean precisely?’

	Drake was pleased with the slight change of subject. ‘There’s a curfew. Quite early for the juniors, but for the sixth formers it’s ten p.m. during the week, eleven o’clock over the weekend. Many a boy will be out in the town long after eleven o’clock on a Saturday evening, and if he tries to come through the main entrance, Parsloe will have him, and he’ll be up before the headmaster on Monday morning. The only way round it is to climb over the wall and sneak in through the kitchens. It’s not easy, especially when you’re full of drink, but I was guilty a number of times during my years here.’ He laughed at the memories. ‘I remember one night, I was really tanked up and I came over the wall, got all the way to the kitchen entrance, which is where we used to sneak back in, and one of the prefects caught me. He’d sneaked out of the dormitory for a quick smoke. The bastard reported me.’

	Sam laughed. ‘Did you tell the headmaster he’d been smoking?’

	‘Dear me, no. That would be tale-telling, and it’s not the Nostell way. You accepted your punishment; masters’ detention. Much more severe than the prefects’ version. That’s where I learned Shakespeare by rote.’ He laughed again. ‘The fault, dear Samantha, is not in our stars, but in ourselves, we non-prefects, that we are underlings.’

	The room door opened, and Roland stepped in leading the boys from the previous day. With the exception of Howarth, who was still in his rugby kit, all were in uniform.

	Drake stood. ‘Good morning, gentlemen. Make yourselves comfortable.’ He waited until they had seated themselves and commanded their attention. ‘You’re all aware of what happened to David Stranks last night? Ms Feyer, Roly and I were unfortunate enough to find him in Riverside Park. It was a distressing experience, as a result of which, we are in no mood for any of your evasions.’ The final word sparked a mild shock amongst the group, but Drake remained unrepentant. ‘Yesterday you made us aware of drugs in the school. Stranks’s death tells us that the problem is more widespread than we had assumed, and someone decided to shut him up before he could speak to us. You people are the prime suspects. If you know anything, my advice to you is to speak now while you can. If you keep quiet, and we turn up evidence against you, it won’t be the police you will have to worry about. It will be me. What do you know?’

	The question met with stern silence, which he had expected. He changed his line of attack.

	‘You, Leighton, told us yesterday that on the night Ulrika Grimley died you saw Stranks getting into a car behind The Red Lion. Have you seen that car parked there before?’

	Leighton made a theatrical effort at clearing his throat. ‘I honestly can’t say, sir. It’s possible that I’ve seen it, without consciously registering it.’

	‘Did you know the girl in question?’

	‘I’ve seen her before, sir, but again, I don’t know her name.’

	Drake scanned the rest of the group. ‘Any of you?’

	Orpington, a lean six footer with a shock of red hair, put up a tentative hand. ‘I think she calls herself Yvette, sir, but I couldn’t swear that that’s her real name.’

	‘She’s a drug dealer?’

	Orpington nodded dumbly, and his ears turned a bright scarlet, from which Drake induced that the boy had used her services.

	He handed over to Sam. ‘You’re all aware that I’m a police officer, but let me remind you that I’m not on duty and I have no authority here in Shelverton. Unlike Wesley, I’m not asking you to name names, but I will ask, did the first young woman, Ulrika, deal in drugs?’

	It was Orpington who answered again. ‘I think so.’

	‘Have you ever bought from her?’

	‘No. No, madam, definitely not.’

	He was being too defensive for Drake to believe him. Again he spoke to the group in general. ‘Have any of you bought from either of these women? If so just put your hand up.’

	Three hands went up. Neither Leighton, Orpington nor Gurmeet raised their hands.

	After glowering at his nephew, who had raised his hand, Drake went into a whispered conversation with Sam, and between them, they decided there was little else to be learned. ‘All right, gentlemen. The police will be here soon, and no doubt they will want to speak to you as we have done. Tell them the truth. As matters stand, they’re in the middle of the double murder investigation, and they’re not likely to take your, er, habits any further. Thank you for your time.’ His eyes fell upon his nephew. ‘Roland, stay where you are.’

	The boy’s face said he knew what was coming, and he sank back into one of the armchairs, already staring down at the carpet rather than look at his uncle. 

	The moment the last of the sixth-formers were gone, Drake rounded upon him. ‘What kind of game are you playing at? You’ve actually bought from either Ulrika or the girl Stranks was seeing the other night. When we asked, you denied it. Why?’

	‘I figured I was in enough trouble as it was.’

	Drake waved a frantic hand at Sam. ‘I’m with a police officer, for Christ’s sake. A professional investigator. Did you think we wouldn’t find out? Who did you buy from?’

	‘Ulrika.’ He sank once more into a sulky silence.

	Sam took over again. ‘Roland, it’s always better to tell us the truth up front. Ignoring your uncle’s temper, there’s nothing to say that the woman Stranks was with last Saturday night has anything to do with Ulrika’s murder or even Stranks’s, and the fact that you bought from her is not necessarily relevant, but that she – and this mystery woman – were selling, is. You knew, and you failed to mention it. That could be interpreted as obstructing the police in the course of their enquiries.’

	‘If my old man finds out, I’ll get flayed alive.’

	Drake dismissed the excuse. ‘Hot air. Your mother won’t let Robert lay a finger on you, and you know it. In future, you tell us everything upfront. Understand?’ when Roland nodded dumbly, Drake ordered, ‘Make sure you get all your work dealt with during the day. Tonight you’ll be in The Red Lion, and you’ll point this girl out to me.’

	Roland scowled. ‘If she’s there.’

	A short while later, Drake and Sam left the building, but as he unlocked the car Leighton senior strode over to them.’

	‘You’ve brought the little waster back, then?’

	‘What would you expect me to do with him?’

	‘He should be thrown out. The same as the rest of your family.’

	Drake’s temper was on the rise again. ‘Did I ever tell you what a pain in the arse you are?’

	Leighton’s face coloured. ‘Don’t push me, Drake. Don’t think you’re too old—’

	‘I’m not. But you are. Try any of your stupid bloody tricks with me, Leighton, and I’ll take your head off and kick it round the rugby pitch. Now do me a favour and get out of my face. We have more to do than listen to an idiot like you.’

	 


Chapter Fifteen

	Drake started the engine, jammed the transmission into ‘D’, let the parking brake off, and with a roar of protest from the engine, his wheels kicking up gravel, pulled away.

	Almost immediately, Sam ordered him, ‘Stop... Now... I said, stop, Wes.’

	He brought the car to a screeching halt and yanked the parking brake on. His face a mask of fury, he faced her. ‘What?’

	‘You’re the expert on motivation, you’re the counsellor, you know what’s what. Take a few deep breaths, in through the nose, hold for a few seconds, then out through the mouth, and calm down.’

	Drake needed no guesses as to where she learned the technique. When he first met her, she was a wreck, hiding away in a private room at Peace Garden, a police convalescent home, north of Leeds. Asked for his help by Iris Mullins, the Deputy Chief Constable of the Yorkshire police, he found Sam unresponsive, and when she did react, she was belligerent. She even told him to “eff off”.

	Never a man to concede defeat until he had to, Drake persisted and eventually he began to bring her out of the shell of depression in which she had enveloped herself. At that stage, he taught her the deep breathing, calming exercises she had just ordered him to carry out.

	And as he went through them, taking in long, slow breaths through his nose, holding for a count of three seconds, and then letting the excess air out with an audible hiss, the logical, more analytical Drake, the one she did not see enough of these days, came to the fore.

	His anger was directed at his nephew, but it went much deeper, all the way back to that terrible afternoon a year and some months back when he arrived home and found the obscenity that was Becky’s decapitated body sprawled on the carpet, blood everywhere, her head on the mantelpiece, eyes open, pleading, asking why he was not there when the mentally deranged Anagramist attacked her.

	The memory would remain with him for the rest of his life. Sam was a valuable friend, and he was sure that one day they would cement their relationship by moving in together, becoming a genuine, loving partnership, but even that prospect, pleasant as it was could not erase the haunting visions of that afternoon.

	Sam had suffered similar trauma, although not as severe, when she uncovered a web of police corruption with her husband, Donald Vaughan at its heart. She turned him in and when he was sentenced to a minimum of twenty-five years, she disowned him, underscoring her disavowal by reverting to her maiden name, Feyer. Even now, almost two or more years on, she was abrupt with anyone who dared address her as Mrs Vaughan.

	She was also a professional police officer, and as Drake began to calm down, she demonstrated her insight, her in-depth knowledge of his suffering. ‘Becky’s murder was not Roland’s fault. And the same goes for that idiot teacher you just threatened. They weren’t there when I persuaded you not to kill the Anagramist. Roland is an eighteen-year-old boy, Wes. At that age, kids experiment. You did. You admitted as much, and he’s so like you he could be your son, not your nephew. When he bought from that woman, he didn’t know she would be murdered. Losing your rag with him, taking it out on your car or the rest of the world, won’t get us anywhere. We need to talk to Alison Richmond, tell her what we’ve learned, so for Christ’s sake, calm down, stop raging and start thinking.’

	He loosened his fierce grip on the steering wheel, took a final, deep breath, slid the transmission home, let the parking brake off and drove on at a much slower pace.

	They passed through the main gate, acknowledged Parsloe’s wave and turned onto the main road, towards Shelverton. A black BMW which had been parked one side of the gates, fell in a hundred yards behind them. Drake checked his mirror, and grinned. ‘It looks like we have company.’

	Sam half turned in her seat to look through the rear window. ‘Isn’t that the same car those thugs used the other day? On the market car park?’

	Drake nodded. ‘The same. Jack Tenby’s associates.’ He looked to where the tree line ended a quarter of a mile ahead. Beyond it was a three-quarter mile stretch of open road with deep, drainage ditches on either side. ‘Seatbelt fastened?’ he asked of Sam.

	‘I’m a cop. Why wouldn’t it be?’

	‘Then stand by for a rough ride.’ He pointed ahead. ‘Ten to one he’ll try to run us off the road somewhere along there.’

	Her face creased with worry. ‘For God’s sake, don’t try anything stupid, Wes.’ She took out her phone. ‘I’ll bell Alison Richmond.’

	‘Too late.’

	Behind them, the BMW accelerated and rushed towards his tail end. A five-series Beamer, versus an Audi A6. The pinnacle of German engineering in a straight, head-to-head.

	Sam put the phone to ear and as she did so, the BMW rammed Drake. He maintained a tight grip on the wheel, pressed his brake pedal then released it, and accelerated away. The BMW dropped back a little but soon accelerated to catch up.

	Sam was busy talking to Alison Richmond, urging her to get a team out as quickly as she could. The BMW shifted to the right hand side of the road and accelerated again.

	‘Be prepared for a sharp stop,’ Drake warned her.

	‘Wes—’

	‘He’s going to sideswipe us into the ditch… He thinks.’

	The lane was barely wide enough for the two cars, and when the BMW drew alongside, Drake was less than eighteen inches from the smug, smiling face of Jack Tenby. He had about him that same overconfidence Drake had detected when he first stepped into the kitschy appointed office the previous day.

	On the far side of the BMW, behind the wheel, Vito matched Drake’s speed almost perfectly.

	Drake returned Tenby’s smile, and raising his right hand, gave a little wave of goodbye with his fingers.

	The tree line ended and they were in open country. Vito drew the wheel slightly to the right, giving himself a little more room before bringing the car crashing into the side of Drake’s Audi.

	In the same split second that Vito moved, Drake stood on the brakes. The BMW overshot, passing the Audi’s front-end by a matter of inches. While Drake’s car screeched to a halt in a straight line, Vito, too, braked, but was unable to correct his manoeuvre in time. The BMW ran along the upper edge of the ditch, leaning perilously to the left, and inevitably, it toppled, sliding down the bank, and coming to rest on its roof eight feet below the level of the road.

	Drake stepped out of the car and walked forward. Shaking, her face white, Sam unclipped her seatbelt and climbed out. She was already on the phone to Alison Richmond once more.

	They looked down upon the inverted BMW. The engine was still running, the drive-wheel still turning, presumably because the transmission was engaged. With the car overturned, Vito was on the far side, and invisible to them, but they could see Jack Tenby’s head lolling against the passenger window. His neck was crooked at an awkward angle, and Drake guessed that when Vito hit the brakes, Tenby’s head had shot forward, cracked against the windscreen and bounced back, snapping his neck above the seat back.

	Sam took Drake’s hand. ‘Alison is on her way.’

	He grunted his satisfaction. ‘I don’t know whether his pseudo-Italian idiot is still alive, but I don’t fancy crawling down that trench to find out. Did she give you an ETA?’

	‘Ten minutes.’

	‘Well let’s hope Vito can hang on that long.’

	Sam tutted, reached into her pockets and pulled out a pair of forensic overshoes, then sat down to put them on. ‘Like it or don’t, Wes, I’m a police officer. I can’t leave it like that, but I’m not buggering up a perfectly good pair of shoes in that gunge.’ She waved at the shallow water in the bottom of the drainage channel.

	He sighed. ‘All right. You stay here. I’ll go down and check on them.’

	In no hurry, he ambled back to his car, examining the damage to his rear bumper, mentally estimating the cost at a few hundred pounds, then raised the boot lid and took out his wheel brace, a short, metal affair, about nine inches in length, hooked at one end.

	As he made his way back to join Sam, he recalled the time when that same tyre lever/wheel brace saved his life. He was within seconds of The Anagramist cutting his throat, when he lashed out with the tyre iron and cracked his assailant on the side of the head. The Anagramist, caught unawares, turned and ran, and while Drake was badly injured, he survived.

	Sam was puzzled at the tyre lever. ‘What are you going to do? Change one of his wheels?’

	Drake gave her a semi-humorous scowl and began to make his way down the bank.

	He also recalled that the same Anagramist attack, also resulted in Becky’s murder a few days later. The petulant killer, unable to add Drake to his list of victims, struck at an easier target, a woman who, for all that she was a police sergeant, was unprepared for him.

	The warm air, the result of a four-day mini heatwave, had not fully dried the grass of the banks, as was evident from the six to eight inches of water in the bottom of the ditch. As he made his slippery way along, leaning on the body of the BMW, the engine cut out. Was that automatic? His engine would cut after a few minutes of idling. It was an annoyance in a queue of traffic, for example, but it was a relatively recent innovation, an ecological improvement on automobile performance. He assumed that the BMW would be possessed of the same facility, but it also begged the question. Was Vito still alive?

	He bent and rapped the wheel brace against Tenby’s window. Already cracked, it broke further. One more sharp rap, and it shattered. Using the hooked end of the wheel brace he cleared away the glass debris, reached a tentative hand in and pressed it to Tenby’s neck. No pulse. It was not definitive, but it was enough for him. As far as he was concerned, the local mobster was dead, and it would be left to paramedics to decide otherwise.

	Getting from one side to the other was more problematic. He moved to the forward end of the car, and judged the gap across the ditch to be about five feet. It would be no problem to jump that far, but if the far bank was as slippery as the near one, he would probably end up sliding down and into the channel water. Either way, he foresaw his shoes, socks, and trouser cuffs coming away soaked.

	Rather than jump, he let himself down gradually to the edge of the narrow channel, where the gap was one of only two feet, and strode across. As he expected, his foot slipped, he fell flat on his face and slid down so that both his shoes and trouser bottoms were in the water. Worse, his entire front, from his white shirt, school tie, and trouser front was covered in grass and mud.

	Watching from the other bank, Sam could not help chuckling to herself. Aloud, she called, ‘Looks like someone’s going to need a shower when he gets back to the hotel.’

	‘Bugger off,’ was the only response Drake could think of.

	He dragged himself up onto the bank, supporting himself on his knees. His trousers were so muddy it no longer mattered. Using the car as a lever, he got to his feet, and made his way along to the driver’s door and window, and looked down.

	Vito, upside down, was still alive. His pleading eyes fell on Drake and he muttered something.

	Drake signalled for him to lean away from the window and smashed the glass with three sharp blows.

	‘Help me. Please.’

	Vito, so confident before Drake punched him in Tenby’s office, was like a child, begging, pleading for someone to take away his pain.

	Drake crouched to the smashed window. ‘Okay, sunshine, the police, firemen and paramedics are on their way. Just so you know, your boss is dead. At least I think he is, and the cops are gonna have one hell of a job getting you out of there. You made a big mistake, pal. My passenger is a senior police officer, and the local filth are gonna take more notice of her than they do of you. As and when you’re able to talk to them, the best thing you can do is own up, speak up, speak out. At least that way, you’ll get a reduced sentence… Always assuming you can walk after what happened.’

	Tears ran the wrong way up Vito’s face. ‘Anything. Anything. Just get me out of here.’

	Drake patted him on the shoulder. It was a strange manoeuvre, dealing with someone who was upside down, but it helped; Vito would recognise it as a gesture of reassurance. ‘Take it easy. It won’t be long before the specialists are here. But while waiting, who was the girl in the steamed up Mini on Saturday night? Do you know?’

	‘Yvette.’ Vito said it so quietly, that to Drake it sounded like “evil”.

	Before Drake could press any further, there came the familiar wah-wah of emergency sirens. He looked up, and could see two patrol cars coming along the lane, a fire tender close behind, and behind that, an ambulance.

	As they arrived and began to flood out of their vehicles, Alison Richmond stood with Sam, paramedics scrambled down the banks and came to Drake who explained the situation, and while they attended their patient, he scrambled his way back up the bank and accepted a towel from Sam.

	‘Where did you get this?’ He asked as he dried his hands on the towel.

	‘The boot of your car. It’s filthy. I don’t know what you’ve used it for, but it’s adequate for drying your muddy hands, and when Alison lets us go, I think you’d better sit on the towel while I drive us back to the hotel.’

	 


Chapter Sixteen

	‘Are you two okay? That’s the main thing?’

	Drake almost missed Alison’s question. He was watching the paramedics and firefighters hovering round the far side of the vehicle, trying to stabilise and free Vito. They had already sent word back that Tenby was dead.

	‘We’re fine,’ Sam replied. ‘Wes needs a shower and I think his back bumper might need replacing, and I’m a bit shaken, but otherwise unharmed. Are you annoyed that you’ve missed the chance of taking Tenby down?’

	Alison laughed. ‘I’ll miss him, just like I miss toothache.’ Now she frowned. ‘It’ll leave a power vacuum in the Shelverton criminal hierarchy, and like anywhere else, we have rich pickings for dealers with money behind them.’

	‘I have a friend in SOCA,’ Drake said. ‘Well, she was a buddy of my late partner. DI Kirsty Pollack. Would you like me to ask her to keep you in the loop?’

	‘What? And go over Warhurst’s head? Not likely. It’s kind of you, Mr Drake—’

	‘Wes. Please.’

	‘Wes. It’s kind of you, but I’ll pass. I do have other news for you, and you’re going to like it, even if my colleagues – and my boss – don’t.’ She sucked in her breath. ‘Roland’s blood tests came through, and so did your private doctor’s analysis. Hypodermic puncture wound on his buttock, and traces of GHB in his blood and hair clippings.’

	Sam was satisfied. ‘So someone injected him, and mixed with the beer, it put him out, and they then went on to murder Ulrika?’

	‘He’s cleared of suspicion.’ Alison nodded. ‘I’ve made Warhurst aware and he’s already had a screaming fit. He’s shitting his pants on how far your brother and father might go with this. I think he wants to see the back of you and your nephew.’

	Drake shook his head. ‘Leave the family to me. Roland’s future is more important than hassling the police for doing their duty, and as for leaving Shelverton, your boss can take a flying one. We were dragged into this, and we’ll be here for a day or two yet.’ He looked to Sam for confirmation and she nodded.

	‘Is there anything else, Alison?’ Sam asked. ‘Only, Wes and I could do with a bite to eat and he needs to clean up first.’

	‘It’s fine. You can go. If there is anything, I know where to find you. Just a couple of bits. First, where’s Roland?’

	‘School.’

	‘And what do you plan on doing next or is it secret.’

	‘I got a name from Vito. Sounded like evil, but I think it might have been Yvette.’

	Alison nodded. ‘Yvette Ireland. Well known to us. A professional, like Ulrika. Be careful, Wes. She’s bad news.’

	Drake began spreading the towel out on his car’s passenger seat. ‘She hasn’t met me when I’m in a paddy.’

	He handed Sam the keys and while she took the wheel, he settled into the passenger seat.

	Sam was kept busy for the next minute or two, weaving her way through the plethora of emergency vehicles, waved on by local constables. Once the road ahead was clear, she accelerated, and now that she could drive automatic pilot, Drake felt it safe to engage her in conversation.

	‘Can this local superintendent cause you much grief with Jim Vale?’

	‘Some. I never told Jim where we were going, or why. Technically, it’s nothing to do with him. I’m on leave, I’m a free agent. As long as I’m not consorting with known criminals, it’s nothing to do with the police. Having said that, I am a serving officer and I’m poking my nose in where it doesn’t concern me. Warhurst will no doubt play on that, and he may have already registered a complaint with Jim. It’s not a problem, Wes. Honestly.’

	‘If we can help the local police wrap it up, it would be better for you, though?’

	‘So-so. It would give Jim an argument, but Warhurst might consider it an embarrassment.’

	‘Well if this warhorse decides he wants to speak to you, take me along this time. By the time I’ve finished with him, he’ll be calling for officers to run us out of town.’

	Sam clucked. ‘There you go again. Always ready to take someone on. I said earlier, didn’t I, what happened in Howley last year, happened, and it’s not an excuse for challenging authority figures.’

	Drake laughed. ‘You’re right. But it does me the power of good.’

	On their return to the Fenland, Drake stripped off his clothing, showered and dressed in casual wear, a pair of denim jeans, short-sleeved shirt, and took out a leather windjammer, useful for pocket space. They then made their way to the dining room, but first, Drake called at reception, handed over his suit, and asked to have it dry cleaned as quickly as possible. He received an assurance that it would be back by six o’clock, and they moved into the dining room.

	Over a lunch of steak pie, potatoes and fresh vegetables, Chief Superintendent Vale, station commander in Landshaven, rang and Sam had a brief debate with him, at the end of which she cut the call and explained the situation to Drake.

	‘I was right. Warhurst has been on to Jim and complained. Specifically about this morning’s incident. I referred Jim to you, and he said he’d like to see you about it when you get back to Landshaven.’

	‘And this is supposed to persuade me?’

	‘I’ll leave it with you, Wes. Now, what are we planning for the rest of the day?’

	He checked his Sekonda, the wristwatch he described as “cheap”. A little after one o’clock. ‘We have to collect Roly at about five o’clock. Early dinner, I think, and then we need to be at The Red Lion for half past eight, nine o’clock.’

	Sam agreed but with reservations. ‘Can I remind you that Roland has been cleared of suspicion? We really don’t need to be involved.’

	‘I understand that, but let me remind you someone jabbed him with a shot of GHB. On top of the alcohol, that could have had serious, long-term effects on him. It could have killed him. That same someone must have murdered Ulrika. I can’t let that go, Sam. If you want to stand back, distance yourself from it, that’s fine. But I can’t.’

	‘No. As long as you’re determined to go on with it, I’ll be with you. I’m a big girl now. I can handle whatever crap comes in my direction. Besides, you’ll have Roland with you, and if this goes tits up, we might need to shield him.’

	Drake chuckled. ‘I love it when you talk dirty. Tits up?’

	Sam laughed too. ‘At least you understand.’

	They declined dessert, and as Drake promised they spent an hour ambling along the High Street, where he indulged her with a double CD of light classical music, before they returned to the hotel at three. Tuning in to the adagio, the second movement of Rodrigo’s guitar ‘Concierto de Aranjuez’, an emotive piece reminding them of hot, sunny days under the Spanish sun, their passion rose, overtook them and they indulged each other on the twin beds pushed together.

	For the third time that day, Drake took a shower, dressed, and as he came out of the bathroom, Sam, already dressed, terminated a phone call. ‘Problem?’ he asked, taking in her concerned features.

	‘Superintendent Warhurst. He wants to see me. Me, not you, and now.’

	Drake reached for his jacket. ‘Well, let’s disappoint him on at least one of those fronts, eh? He’ll see both of us.’

	Sam obviously felt less disposed to argue with him than she did with the local superintendent, and they stepped into the police station just after 3:45. After a brief argument with the duty sergeant, they made their way to the upper floor where Sam knocked on the superintendent’s door and when he barked for her to come in, Drake pushed the door open, and ushered her through and followed.

	Warhurst promptly went on the attack. ‘What I have to say to Superintendent Feyer has nothing to do with you, Drake.’

	‘On the contrary. It has everything to do with me, Warhurst; me, Sam, my nephew, and my alma mater.’

	‘Get out. And for reference, it’s Superintendent Warhurst.’

	Drake took one of the two seats opposite the senior officer. ‘And it’s Mr Drake, not Drake. And I refuse to leave until I hear what you have to say to her, because what you have to say to Sam, applies with equal force to me.’

	‘How dare you speak to me like that.’

	‘I dare because I am the superior man, and unlike you I’m more concerned about the events around us than any adverse publicity Sam and I may be bringing upon you and your people.’

	His face crimson, Warhurst leaned forward. ‘Right now, my people, as you describe them, are dealing with the murder of a young sex worker, a boy from your old school, and thanks to you, the death of a local businessman and his chauffeur. I want you out of Shelverton and back up north where you belong.’

	‘Sir—’

	Drake cut Sam off before she could get any further. ‘Who the hell do you think you are, Warhurst? The sheriff of Dodge City? My nephew stood accused of murdering that young woman, and if it hadn’t been for my insistence upon a full medical examination, you wouldn’t have uncovered the hypodermic injury to his backside. Stranks was murdered because he had information for me. Note, me, not you. As for your local businessman and his chauffeur, Jack Tenby was nothing short of a gangster, and his chauffeur was a common thug. If he hadn’t set his goons on Sam, Roland, and me, I would never have met with him, and when I did meet with him, he pulled a bloody pistol on me. To cap it all, this morning’s incident, was his doing. He had that idiot, Vito, try to run me off the road and into the same drainage ditch they ended up in. If Tenby hadn’t done that, he would still be alive. So don’t you tell me what I should and shouldn’t be doing, where I should and shouldn’t be. I will stay here until I learn who murdered Ulrika Grimley and assaulted and tried to frame my nephew. The same person murdered David Stranks, and before you come off your high horse and insist it was Jack Tenby, you’re wrong. Ulrika worked for him, and a mobster he might have been, but he was no idiot. He wouldn’t kill the goose laying the golden egg.’

	Warhurst, unable to find an adequate response to Drake’s outburst, concentrated on Sam. ‘A full report of this business will be going to your station commander, and your local chief constable’s office.’

	Sam shrugged. ‘Chief Superintendent Vale is already aware of everything, sir, and with all due respect, I told you a couple of days ago not to take Mr Drake on. You may have a small degree of control over me, but you have none over him. To coin a Wes Drake-ism, he’s eaten bigger for breakfast.’

	The superintendent huffed out his breath. ‘I’m obviously talking to myself, here. Well, what is it you know that my people don’t?’

	‘Nothing,’ Drake replied. ‘Well, maybe one thing. Whoever is behind the murders of Ulrika and David Stranks, is closer to Nostell School than your local criminal breed. Given the time Stranks rang me on the night he died, he must have been at school, and I believe someone overheard him talking to me. They then followed him to Riverside Park where they murdered him before he could speak to me. He gave me no clue as to the information he had, but he must have felt it was important, and he was at pains to point out that he daren’t discuss it in front of his fellow pupils. That implicates a member of last Saturday’s Pub Run team, but we know it can’t have been Roland. That leaves us with four or five suspects: Howarth, Leighton, Orpington, Alverson, and Mohammed. It may not be any of them, but it could be one of the masters, and favourite would be Kenneth Leighton, the school chaplain. He’s a fire and brimstone preacher, and he may have disapproved of Roland’s conduct with the young woman. I wouldn’t put it past him.’

	Warhurst nodded. ‘What evidence do you have?’

	‘None. But we will be seeking some this evening, and you have Samantha’s assurance, Warhurst, that if we turn up anything, Alison Richmond will be the first to know. Now, is that it? I have to be at the school to collect my nephew.’

	The superintendent aimed a shaking finger at him. ‘You keep us informed.’ The finger swung to Sam. ‘And your chief constable will still hear about this.’

	Sam sighed. ‘Once again, with all due respect, Mr Warhurst, please yourself.’

	 


Chapter Seventeen

	‘Are you worried about his threat to report you to Hugo Farrington?’ Drake asked as they walked back to the hotel.

	‘Not in the slightest. As far as I’m concerned, Wes, you’re the one who’s been rattling the local police’s cage, not me. I’m here for a few days holiday.’ She giggled. ‘Besides, I’m hoping you can get me off the hook with Iris Mullins. You’re her blue-eyed boy, aren’t you?’

	He laughed. ‘I think she fantasises about me taking her to bed.’

	It was half past four by the time they arrived at the hotel, and they climbed into Drake’s damaged car for the short journey to Nostell. Upon arrival, Drake was at last able to speak to Edgar Babington, the deputy headmaster and senior language tutor, the man who was designated timekeeper for the previous weekend’s curtailed Pub Run.

	Babington was only a couple of years younger than Killingbeck, but time had been less kind and he looked much older. Slender, wizened, a scrub moustache beneath his thin nose wobbling erratically when he spoke, his handshake was as limp as a cold fish.

	Notwithstanding his decline in appearance, there was nothing wrong with his memory as he soon demonstrated. ‘When I heard you were due here, Drake, I kept my underwear firmly under lock and key and had barbed wire wrapped around the base of the flagpole.’

	Drake laughed. ‘I must apologise for those incidents, Mr Babington. Youthful exuberance.’

	The old man wagged a disapproving finger. ‘Not the only exuberance if the tales of you and Eleanor Thomasson are anything to go by.’

	Drake held up his hands in surrender. ‘I’m saying nothing, sir. I never kiss and tell.’

	Babington chuckled and Drake brought them to business.

	‘As you’re aware, I came down here to help clear Roland’s name. We’ve been informed by the police that he’s no longer under suspicion. However, I can’t ignore the fact that someone injected a potent drug into him. You were in charge of timekeeping, so now I ask, was there anything unusual about the Pub Run?’

	‘Nothing at all. We started at The George, then onto The Cross Keys and when we got to The Red Lion, young Stranks turned his charms onto a young woman, and the last we saw them, they were making their way to the car park and her car. End of Pub Run. It was a good time, too. They were picking up speed and were it not for Stranks dropping out, they would have challenged your record. The rest of the team and I went on to The Feathers, and I enjoyed a swift half with them, Leighton excepted. He had lemonade. Teetotaller, you know.’ Babington’s frown made him appear even older. ‘Naturally, he gave us chapter and verse on wine being a mocker, strong drink a brawler, and whoever is led astray by it is not wise. That quote is from Proverbs, I believe. The other boys pooh-poohed him, but by then, your nephew was into some serious conversation with the young woman who was later found dead in Riverside Park.’

	Drake was surprised. ‘Leighton’s faith isn’t just a reflection of his father’s, then?’

	‘Oh no. Young Malcolm is as devout as his father, although perhaps not as evangelical. Certainly not fire and brimstone, but you can’t question the depth of his belief. He’ll probably enter the church when he leaves us, and he’ll lead his parish by example… wherever it may be. He’s not only devout, but also courageous, not afraid to speak out in support of his faith.’ The light of realisation shone in the old man’s eyes. ‘If you’re thinking that young Leighton might have followed them and perpetrated this atrocity, I very much fear you’re wrong, young Drake. Remember the commandments. Number six in the King James Bible; thou shalt not kill. Malcolm lives his life by the tenets of his religion. He could no more murder a young woman, and one of such questionable reputation, than I could throw you over my shoulder and run the length of the rugby pitch.’

	‘I’ll bear it in mind, sir. And thank you for your time.’

	Drake came away from the deputy head’s room, his mind working on the things he had just learned. How many killers sat in jail, serving long sentences for crimes they insisted were carried out in the name of God? That might explain the murder of Ulrika Grimley, but how could it account for David Stranks? Had he transgressed God’s law? Had he committed some unforgiveable sin in that car on Saturday night?

	He came out of the front entrance and found Leighton stood with Killingbeck, Sam and Roland.

	‘Ah, Wesley,’ the headmaster greeted him. ‘You spoke to Edgar?’

	‘I did. Doesn’t get us any further forward, I’m afraid.’

	‘I was talking with your Ms Feyer, and now that the police have cleared him of any involvement in these appalling incidents, Roland will come back into the flock from tomorrow. His personal effects are still at the Fenland Hotel, I believe.’

	‘We’ll have him here first thing, Headmaster.’ Drake turned a smile upon the head boy. ‘Leighton, could I have a word. I need your advice on something.’

	‘Of course, sir.’

	They walked off towards the sports field. In the distance they could see one of the housemasters and a sixth-form cadet officer marshalling the evening cadet corps parade.

	‘Happy days, so they say,’ Drake mused. ‘I hated it here. Did you know?’

	‘I think that applies to many of us, Mr Drake, sir. I suppose it’s only later in life when one looks back and realises how important it all was.’

	‘Perhaps. Listen, Malcolm, I’ve just been chatting with old Babington, and he assures me that you are the man to talk to about biblical quotations and their relevance to modern Britain.’

	‘Flattering, sir. I know my way around the good book, but whether I can relate the teachings to society in general, I’m not sure. May I ask what the problem is?’

	‘Of course. Confidential, you understand? No names, no pack-drill. I have a client suffering some confusion and he’s quite depressed. A reasonably successful businessman, and like yourself, a churchgoer, quite devout. It seems he had a bit of a fling with his personal assistant, and she bore a child. No great surprise in this day and age, but when I asked what the problem was, he told me, and I quote, “Deuteronomy, twenty-three, two”. You’re familiar with the quote?’

	Leighton nodded. ‘An illegitimate cannot enter into the congregation of the Lord.’

	‘Polite way of putting it, but how do I interpret it in relation to the modern world? Is it saying the child cannot be baptised, cannot be accepted into the Christian community? And if so, how can he, er, repair the situation, put the matter right?’

	Leighton thought about it for a moment. ‘It’s open to interpretation, sir. Essentially, it means that an illegitimate son – or daughter – cannot be accepted into the Christian community, the congregation of the Lord, and that applies to offspring of the, er, bastard child. However, there are means by which the illegitimacy can be repaired, to use your phraseology. If the man in question were to marry the mother then the child is legitimised.’

	‘Not possible. Aside from the pregnancy stemming from a one off weekend in a Landshaven hotel, the man is already married.’

	A flash of disappointment or perhaps anger crossed Leighton’s young face. ‘He has made a bit of a mess for himself, hasn’t he? Aside from producing this child he’s already transgressed the seventh commandment; thou shalt not commit adultery. Although, taken in a broader sense, there are those schools of thought which take the word adultery to mean any kind of sexual liaison outside of marriage.’

	‘Such as Ms Feyer and myself.’ Drake laughed to demonstrate he did not take the matter seriously. ‘Getting back to my client. It occurs to me that there is no hope for this child, then.’

	‘Not quite, sir. The child can be legitimised in the eyes of the church were this woman to marry and her husband take the child as his own. May I ask, how important is this matter to your client?’

	‘Obviously very important or he wouldn’t be so distracted by it. If he and his wife were to adopt the child, would that put the matter right?’

	‘Possibly.’ Leighton suddenly became more confident. ‘I should think so, yes.’

	Drake offered his hand. ‘Thank you, Leighton. You may not have solved the problem but you’ve given me some ideas of the direction I can follow.’

	‘My pleasure, Mr Drake, sir.’

	They returned to join the others, Drake bid the headmaster au revoir, then he, Sam and Roland climbed into his car for the journey into Shelverton.

	As they made their way along the gravel drive, Sam asked, ‘What was that all about with young Leighton?’

	‘A suspicion. Nothing more. Do me a favour, Sam. Get onto Alison Richmond. Ask if Ulrika Grimley was pregnant.’

	Her eyebrows rose. ‘Pregnant?’

	From the rear seat, Roland piped up. ‘If she was, it wasn’t mine.’

	‘A Drake, through and through,’ his uncle responded. ‘Deny everything. Nobody says it was yours, Roly, but Babington told me that Leighton was quoting the Bible to you all in The Feathers on Saturday night.’

	The youngster’s face twisted into a scowl. ‘He does it all the time. He is an absolute pain in the ar…’ He blushed and trailed off in deference to Sam’s presence. ‘Pain in the bum.’

	Sam, busy accessing Alison Richmond’s number on her smart phone, laughed. ‘I’ve told you before, Roland, you don’t need to be so shy. If you mean pain in the arse, say so.’

	‘I was trying to be polite, Aunt Samantha.’

	This time, Drake laughed, and Sam almost dropped the phone. ‘Aunt Samantha?’

	‘Well, you and Uncle Wes are an item, aren’t you? If not, how would you feel about a younger man?’

	Drake was beside himself with laughter.

	Sam eyed him. ‘What did you say about Iris Mullins fantasising about you?’ She half turned to face the insouciant teenager. ‘Roland, I’m flattered but your uncle is enough company for me, and I’m now plagued by visions of you turning up with your children twenty years from now and introducing me as Great Aunt Samantha.’

	‘Great fun,’ Drake said, at last getting his humour under control. ‘You two should form a double act. Auntie and her toy-boy. In the meantime, would you please ring Inspector Richmond and check on Ulrika.’

	Drake concentrated on his driving and Roland plugged his smart phone’s MP3 app into his ears, while Sam made the call. When she was through, she slipped the phone into her bag. ‘How the hell did you know?’

	‘Shot in the dark. It doesn’t tell us anything… Well, it does, and it points at young Leighton, but I have absolutely no proof. I think this young woman, Yvette, might be able to tell us more.’

	‘So Jack Tenby really had nothing to do with it? As you said to Warhurst.’

	‘Tenby’s interest was purely financial. Ulrika worked for him, and I’m guessing so did Yvette.’ Drake glanced in his mirror and caught his nephew’s eyes. Pointing to his ears, he indicated that the teenager should remove the MP3 player and listen. ‘Roly, do you know anything about this woman, Yvette?’

	‘Plenty. She’s a pross, like Ulrika. She’s also a dealer. She’s in The Red Lion most nights.’

	‘Then you’ll be certainly coming with us tonight. You can point her out to us.’

	 


Chapter Eighteen

	The Red Lion was as busy as any time Drake could remember. The most popular of the High Street’s five pubs, it had always been a hive of entertainment coming in various shapes and sizes, from the dartboard to the pool table to the jukebox.

	And behind the bar, the landlord, encouraging his staff to get a move on and deal with a crowd of customers, was the same man who had served Drake back in his youth. Tall, stout, a popular host, he was one of those hardy souls who enjoyed his work no matter how long the hours or how demanding his customers.

	To his credit, he also remembered Drake. ‘Can’t put a name to your face, but I remember you from the night you set the record for the Nostell Pub Run.’ He placed two small beers and a gin and tonic on the bar, and took Drake’s money. ‘Visiting the alma mater, are you?’

	Drake accepted his change. ‘Something like that.’

	Tossing a few coppers back on the bar, he collected the drinks and wriggled his way through the crowded room to join Sam and Roland at a tight corner table.

	Driver’s License by Olivia Rodrigo sounded from the wall speakers, the music subdued to no more than a background ambience by the clatter and chatter of the drinkers. Staff made their occasional way through the crowds, delivering hot snacks or collecting empty glasses and plates. Cheers went up from the pool table now and then, and Drake could imagine some player having taken a complex but successful shot. On the one occasion that the cheers turned cynical, he imagined that a player had muffed his shot. It was an average night, in an average, English pub.

	‘Yvette has this system,’ Roland explained when asked. ‘You go up to her and say, “I believe you own a Mini”. She’ll tell you it’s parked out back, and you have to give her five minutes before you meet in the car park. And you have to make sure that you don’t go out there before the five minutes are up. If you do, she’ll drive away.’

	Drake bowed to his nephew’s greater experience. ‘And once you’re in the car?’

	Roland gulped down a mouthful of beer. ‘It’s all about negotiation. What do you want, where do you want it? If you’re looking for a wrap or pills, she’ll tell you what she has, and give you a price. It’s not negotiable. If you’re looking for…’ He cast an embarrassed glance in Sam’s direction. ‘You know. She’ll tell you what she’s prepared to do and how much it’ll cost.’

	Sam chuckled at his reticence. ‘For the umpteenth time, Roland, you don’t have to be so coy about these things. I’m a lot older than you, and I do have an understanding of such matters.’ She swung her attention to Drake. ‘Have you considered the possibility that after your macho performance of the last few days, she may have been warned against speaking to you?’

	‘Until you mentioned it, no. I’m not worried. One way or another, I’ll convince her to tell me what went off between her and David Stranks last Saturday night. Roland, we’re relying on you to point her out when she comes in.’

	‘If she comes in,’ Sam said.

	‘No worries. Here she is now.’ Roland indicated the bar with his eyes, and Drake followed his nephew’s gaze to the crowded area, where a young redhead was fighting for service.

	She was dressed with a simple scruffiness that shouted expensive, modern fashion. Rip knee skinny jeans, topped by a loose-fitting cream T-shirt, half buried beneath a pale grey hoodie. Her sharp, angular features, coupled to her hair colouring, and pouting, ruby lips, suggested a woman with whom it was not wise to argue. Jewellery gleamed from her fingers and wrists, and around her neck were several gold chains. Drake had no clue whether these adornments were the real thing or paste, but they were obviously designed to give an impression.

	Leaving his beer on the table, he crossed the floor and fought his way into the crowd until he was adjacent to her. ‘Someone told me you own a Mini.’

	She was about to shout out for service, but stopped, turned her head and looked him up and down.

	‘Filth?’

	‘No. I’m a Nostell old boy, in town for a few days. Of course, if you’re not interested in making a little money, I’ll—’

	‘Hang on.’ The cynicism had left her voice, but there was still a sharp edge to it. ‘I’ll be in the car. Wait five minutes before you come to me. Turn up any earlier, and I’ll go. And if you show me a badge, I’ll claw your fucking eyes out.’

	He was not surprised by her reaction, and he was tempted to go on the attack, but he refrained, and returned to the table, casting a careful glance at his watch as he sat down.

	Roland was noticeable by his absence.

	‘Smallest room,’ Sam said. ‘He was worried that Yvette might recognise him, and he didn’t want to queer your pitch.’

	‘Sound policy,’ Drake replied as he watched Yvette make her way through the crowds towards the exit. ‘Five minutes to kill. Let’s hope it’s worth the wait.’

	* * *

	He watched her settle into the car. She had to be meeting Drake. He had less than five minutes. This would have to be quick.

	He emerged from the shadows behind the car from where he had been watching. He yanked open the passenger door and climbed in.

	She turned fiery green eyes on him. ‘I thought I told you… Oh. It’s you. What do you want? And make it snappy, I’ve got a punter.’

	He smiled. ‘I want you, Yvette.’

	He leaned in as if he was about to kiss her. Then just as suddenly, he came bolt upright, his left hand appeared, there was a glint of steel in the night, and the blade sliced through her neck.

	She did not have time to cry out. She tried, but no more than a gurgle escaped her. Blood flooded down her neck, sweeping its way across, and soaking into her hoodie and T-shirt.

	He watched her clutch at her torn throat. Could she survive? He doubted it, but to make doubly sure, he sank the blade deep into the cleavage of her small breasts, and as he drove it home, he twisted the blade.

	There. She could not possibly survive that.

	He left the car and ran for the shadows.

	* * *

	Drake was in no hurry ambling along the pavement towards the car park. It was not until he turned the corner of the building and saw the Mini, its passenger door wide open that he felt any sense of urgency.

	Strong sodium lighting covering the car park, reflected from the car’s windscreen and he could not properly see Yvette, but she appeared to be slumped back in her seat, head lolling to one side. He hurried across and was about to open the car door when he stopped.

	She was covered in blood, still weeping from her wounds, but it was obvious that she was beyond any help. He took out his mobile and called Alison Richmond, and she asked him to stand by and make sure no one disturbed the crime scene.

	‘I don’t have time, Alison. I know who it is. You need to get a team out to Nostell.’

	‘And who are we looking for?’

	‘Malcolm Leighton.’

	Drake cut the call and hurried back into the bar, found Roland seated with Sam, and demanded, ‘Does Leighton junior own a car?’

	‘No. But he does borrow his father’s now and again.’

	‘Drink up and let’s go.’

	Sam gulped down her vodka. ‘What the hell’s going on? What did Yvette tell you?’

	‘Nothing. She’s dead.’

	He hurried for the door, with Sam and Roland rushing in his wake to keep up, Sam already demanding answers.

	As Drake pulled away from The Red Lion car park, so the first blue lights of the police vehicles appeared lighting up the High Street.

	‘What’s going on, Wes?’ Sam demanded as he hurtled through the town, and picked up the Nostell Road.

	‘Deuteronomy, chapter twenty-three, verse two. A bastard shall not enter into the congregation of the Lord. We thought this was all about drugs, but it wasn’t. Ulrika Grimley was carrying Leighton’s child. Ulrika and Yvette were friends. Ulrika told Yvette, who told one of her best customers; David Stranks. When Stranks rang me, Leighton overheard him and he knew what Stranks was up to, so he had to die. Roly, did you tell Leighton where we were going this evening?’

	‘I told all of them. Did I do wrong?’

	‘No. I did. I should have challenged Leighton properly when I spoke to him earlier on. That way, at least Yvette would still be alive.

	Less than ten minutes later, they pulled through the main gates of Nostell, quickly followed by Alison Richmond’s saloon, carrying her and her sergeant, and two patrol cars coming along behind.

	Drake brought his Audi to a screeching halt outside the main entrance, and he was not surprised to find Killingbeck, Leighton senior and Babington waiting to greet them.

	‘I rang them,’ Alison Richmond explained as she climbed out of the car. She turned her attention to the headmaster. ‘Good evening, Mr Killingbeck. We’re looking for Malcolm Leighton.’

	The boy’s father immediately protested. ‘My son has done nothing wrong.’

	‘Where is he, Leighton?’

	While Drake and Leighton senior squared up, Sam slipped quietly behind them, entered the school, and ambled along the main corridor. Drake, she decided, had done well, but right now he was hyped and angry. The logical place to look for Malcolm Leighton had not yet occurred to him.

	 


Chapter Nineteen

	She stepped quietly into the chapel. He was knelt before the altar, head bowed, deep in prayer. Sam took a seat in the rear pew. There was no need to disturb him. He would hurt no one else. Not now that she knew, not now that she understood. The police, the school, Leighton senior, Wes could all wait another few minutes.

	The moment Drake spelled it out she decided that Malcolm Leighton was not a criminal. He was a confused young man, led by his absolute faith and the contradiction of that faith his life had brought to him. Sam knew about that. Her faith in the Police Service as an institution was absolute until the horror of her ex-husband’s crimes were revealed. With hindsight, she had long ago realised that her determination to leave the police, take that often-mooted job on the checkout at Sainsbury’s, had little to do with the opprobrium pouring forth from her colleagues, and everything to do with the shattering of her unyielding faith in the forces of law and order.

	Some of that faith had been restored with the help of Wes Drake, another who understood how fragile belief could be. He had total faith in himself, total faith in Rebecca Teale. Both were smashed on the day she was murdered. The barbarity of that crime took away the foundation upon which he stood.

	Much of his confidence had returned in the same way that her belief in the work of the police had come back, but in both instances, it was qualified. A solid foundation, but aware of the frailties, the inadequacies, and how they could crumble away, leave an exposed, rotting sore in the heart of that belief.

	That was the position Malcolm Leighton found himself in when he learned that Ulrika was carrying his child and that she would not allow him to make ‘an honest woman of her’. If a bastard could not enter into the congregation of the Lord, even unto the tenth generation – which most commentators, Sam included, took to mean as never – then it was better that the child never be born, and the easiest way to deal with that was the sacrifice of the mother’s life.

	Stranks, as Drake had deduced, knew, and if he knew, then his information could have come from only one source: Yvette. Score Drake another point for deductive reasoning. That being the case, both had to be eliminated before they could pass on their information.

	Still, it did not make Leighton a callous murderer. It simply reflected a confused young man, yet lacking sufficient maturity to reconcile the demands of his faith with the realities of the modern world.

	She could imagine that his initial perplexity stemmed from the act of fornication; sex beyond the bounds of matrimony. A breach of the seventh commandment. He would have found it difficult in the extreme to resolve the demands of his burgeoning sexuality with the biblical teachings forbidding such practices. A heinous act (in his eyes) compounded by the conception of a bastard child. She had no doubt that he had offered to marry Ulrika, but chances were she laughed the idea off. She was a modern, independent woman, and even if her financial means were secured through criminal acts like prostitution and drug dealing, she would have no trouble dealing with the unwanted product of what was to her, a business union. She could opt for early termination, legal or otherwise, go through with the pregnancy and have the child adopted, go through with the pregnancy and raise the child as a single parent. A range of options for her, but nothing in Malcolm’s beliefs would countenance them.

	Contrast that with her errant ex-husband, who knew quite well what he was doing when he took free rides from the working women under his control, accepted his percentage from known criminals, murdered those who threatened his security and freedom.

	Wes was better, but even so, when confronting The Anagramist it was with the thought of biblical revenge in his heart; eye for eye, tooth for tooth. It was only by dint of her persuasive persistence that he relented. This boy suffered the same confusion and he was no more a criminal than was Wes Drake, and as he rose to his feet, head still bowed, and crossed himself, Sam drew on her reserves. That same persistence and persuasiveness, which she had employed against Wes and so many suspects, might just be needed now.

	He did not know she was there. That much was obvious by his wide eyed stare when he turned from the altar. His shirt was covered in blood; Yvette’s blood.

	‘Hello, Malcolm.’ Sam maintained a placid smile. ‘Do you have something you’d like to get off your chest? To someone other than God, I mean.’

	He dug into his pocket and withdrew the hunting knife he had used against his three victims. ‘And how do you know I won’t deal with you the same as I did the others?’

	He strode towards her and for a moment, Sam felt a sense of unease. Had she misjudged him?

	She raised her hands, palms flat, in a gesture which encompassed the whole building. ‘You would commit another murder? Here? In the house of God? Where He is almost sure to be looking down upon you? And you think He would approve?’

	He stopped ten feet from her. What came next did not surprise her. He dropped the knife, buried his face in his hands, and began to sob, his body racking. Then he spread his hands, and looked up. ‘Forgive me, Lord. I beg of you. I could see no other way.’

	Over two decades of experience told Sam that this was a time to wait, not to speak. His tearful appeal told her Drake had worked everything out correctly. The detail may need filling in, but the broad outline was accurate.

	He wept. ‘I didn’t know what else to do.’

	Still she said nothing. He came to her, knelt alongside. Tears streamed down his face. ‘What will happen to me?’

	She took his hand. This was no time for false reassurances either. ‘You will go to prison. That’s inevitable. The law, man’s law, is quite clear on it. Your actions demand a life sentence. But that doesn’t mean you will stay in prison for the rest of your life. The judge will set a tariff, the minimum number of years you must stay in prison before you can be considered for release. You should use that time to reflect upon what you did. If you are truly sorry, genuinely remorseful, then the law will forgive, and so will God. But you cannot fool the authorities into accepting false remorse, any more than you can fool God that you are repentant if you’re not. You understand?’

	 He wept again. ‘I didn’t know what else to do,’ he repeated.

	‘I know that. It was wrong and I believe you knew it was wrong, or you wouldn’t be here now seeking God’s guidance and forgiveness. And after Ulrika, you were frightened. David knew, Yvette knew, and that frightened you. Believe me, Malcolm, I understand fear. So do we all; your father, your headmaster, Mr Drake, we all know what it’s like to be afraid. By admitting what you did, you’ve already taken the first steps to conquering that fear, and you must use your time in prison to examine your innermost self, accept that although you serve your God, you are not Him. You are a boy becoming a man, and you have the same failings as other men, amongst which are lust, anger and fear. And when you come to that acceptance, you can use your faith, your strength of belief to help others handle their failings.’

	He clung to her hand, and his head came forward, resting on her knees, a little boy sobbing his heart out, in need of the comfort a mother could bring. Sam had never been a mother, but her understanding was intuitive. She placed her free arm upon his shoulders, and held him close.

	* * *

	‘Where the hell is he?’

	Drake’s anger began to get to Leighton senior. ‘I’m not sure I like your tone—’

	‘I don’t give a fuck what you like or don’t like. Sam Feyer has gone after him, and if he harms her, I’ll tear your fucking son to shreds, and when I’ve done with him, I’ll start on you.’

	‘Really, Wesley, is there any need for such language?’

	Drake would have responded to Killingbeck’s interjection, but before he could, Leighton tried to shrug everything off. ‘I don’t see why I should listen to this nonsense.’

	Drake took a step forward, but Alison Richmond intervened. ‘Just a minute, Mr Drake. Calm down.’ She turned on the school chaplain. ‘Mr Leighton, the evidence is clear. Your son murdered Ulrika Grimley, who was eight weeks pregnant with Malcolm’s child. He also killed Yvette Ireland, and David Stranks. We believe it’s because they were aware of his liaison with Ulrika. We need to bring him in before he injures or kills anyone else, including himself. Yet no one seems to know where he is. You’re his father. You must know of his habits.’

	Leighton shook his head. ‘This is not my son you’re talking about. I don’t believe—’

	‘At it again, Leighton?’ Drake demanded. ‘It doesn’t fit your idiotic world view so it can’t be true.’

	Alison Richmond stepped in. ‘Mr Leighton, we have indisputable evidence that your son was the father of Ulrika Grimley’s unborn child. We believe he’s quite disturbed, and we’re worried for Ms Feyer. If Malcolm attacks her—’

	Drake cut her off. ‘Your bastard son will answer to me. He raised his voice again. ‘Where the bloody hell is he?’

	Babington, hovering on the edge of the argument, distressed at Drake’s street language, interrupted. ‘The chapel, perhaps?’

	Drake, about to lace into Leighton again, paused. ‘The chapel?’

	‘Malcolm sometimes goes there in the evening, before retiring. He prefers to be alone when communing with God.’

	Drake was already on his way through the door, hurrying along the corridor when Alison and Sergeant Naylor caught up with him.

	‘If he’s hurt her…’

	‘I do wish you’d calm down, Mr Drake. I’m sure Superintendent Feyer is capable of handling a young boy.’

	‘The way Ulrika did? The way Stranks and the other woman did? Thanks, but I’d rather not take the chance.’

	They burst into the chapel, Drake in full flow ready to take on whatever and whoever he had to. He stopped dead on seeing Sam hugging the boy whose head was still buried on her lap.

	‘Sam. I…’

	He trailed off as she put her fingers to her lips. In the silence, she bent to Leighton junior’s ear and said something to him. He straightened up, accepted a tissue from her and as he dried his eyes, they both stood.

	Holding his hand, Sam spoke for him. ‘Inspector Richmond, I think Malcolm has a lot to say to you.’

	 


Chapter Twenty

	Drake and Sam talked it through late into the night, and in response to Drake’s question on how Sam knew where to find young Leighton, she smiled.

	 ‘I’m a cop. It’s my job to know… or at least make an educated guess. Your fanciful story of a client needing religious guidance tipped him off and he had to act. On the car park of The Red Lion, he’d just committed his third murder in as many days. Where else would he go but to seek God’s forgiveness?’

	‘Okay, but how did you know he wouldn’t turn on you?’

	‘It was a safe bet.’ Sam took Drake’s hand and played with the fingers. ‘I understand faith, belief, and how it can be tested to the extreme, and when you explained what was really going on, I knew that this boy was just that. He’s not an evangelist, he’s not a tub-thumper. He’s a Christian who found his faith challenged to the point where he could no longer deal with it. He’s no killer, just a young man who’d succumbed to temptation, made an effort to put matters right and was rebuffed, maybe ridiculed by the woman. From there, he was driven by fear; fear of God, fear of discovery. When he threatened me, I rationalised it in terms he could understand.’

	‘I still think you were taking too big a risk.’

	‘Whereas that’s your role as the big hero, is it?’ She laughed to show she was only teasing. ‘I’m a police officer. I take risks every day of my life. I have to. Yes, facing Malcolm was risky, but it was calculated. He was facing me. I’m trained in self-defence. He would not have found me as easy a target as Ulrika, David or Yvette. As it happened, it was never an issue. I read him right.’ Her brow creased. ‘Come to that, how did you rumble him?’

	‘Babington telling me that young Leighton was quoting the Bible in the bar of The Feathers. If his faith was that deeply ingrained, what price it had been tested, and if so, by whom? Ulrika. And how would she test his? By admitting she was pregnant by him and then rejecting his offer of marriage.’ He frowned. ‘Two people died because I was too slow to realise what was happening. I have to live with that.’

	‘That wasn’t your fault, Wes. You’re not the God you don’t believe in. You’re just a man. A clever man, but not omnipotent.’ Sam checked the time. ‘Now come on. Let’s get some sleep. We’ve a long journey home tomorrow.’

	* * *

	When they arrived at Nostell the following morning, the police were finalising their work, checking out the sixth form dormitory, the chapel, the laundry, and other buildings where Malcolm Leighton may have secreted evidence.

	On Killingbeck’s advice, Drake, the boot of his car filled with their baggage, turned up with Roland and Sam at ten in the morning. The normal, Nostell routines had been disturbed and it was pointless bringing Roland back earlier. As he anticipated, Sam went into conversation with Inspector Richmond the moment they arrived, leaving Drake and Roland looking on.

	‘You’re a lucky man, Uncle Wes.’

	‘Lucky? In my experience, you make your luck, Roly. Your grandfather disapproved when I refused to go into law, but I stuck to my guns, and came out a winner. Life is a series of choices, and it’s all about picking the right ones.’

	‘Very interesting,  very educational, but that’s not what I meant. I remember Becky, and I’m sorry for what happened to her, but it brought you and Sam together. She’s a smashing woman, and I’m not sure that you deserve her.’

	‘And I would counter that by asking what makes you so sure she deserves me?’

	‘Touché.’

	‘One thing I know she doesn’t need is a toy-boy.’ Drake smiled to show he was only joking, and changed the subject. ‘So, where is it from here? Oxford like your Aunt Hannah, Leeds, like your father, Newcastle, like your grandfather, or Manchester like your rebel uncle?’

	The teenager grinned. ‘Is there a university in Landshaven?’

	‘No there isn’t. And I don’t want to see you anywhere near there, at least, not until you’re Roland Drake LLB. Turn up any earlier and I’ll throw you off the harbour into the North Sea.’

	Sam came back to them. ‘You called it right on every point, Wes. Malcolm made a full confession last night and explained everything. The Shelverton police are only here to tidy up, cross the t’s and dot the i’s.’ She turned to Roland. ‘It’s been lovely to meet you, Roly, and I do hope you’ll come and see us in Landshaven sometime.’

	‘Uncle Wes has just told me not to come anywhere near you.’

	Sam chuckled. ‘He can’t stand the competition.’ She took Roland’s hand and kissed him on the cheek. ‘Good luck with your A-levels, and keep us informed on your progress, but remember, when you’re a qualified solicitor, or a barrister, you’ll be on the opposite side of the interview room to me, defending your clients while I’m trying to pin them down.’

	Roland and Drake shook hands, and the youngster made his way into the school and Killingbeck strode across to them. ‘It’s been a pleasure to see you again, Wesley, even if matters turned out rather poorly for the school. I hope it won’t be so long before we see you again.’

	‘We shall have to see, Headmaster. Sam and I are very busy most of the time.’

	Killingbeck beamed upon Sam. ‘And you, Ms Feyer, I have to say it’s been an absolute delight to meet you. And I’m pleased to see you have an element of control over Drake. It’s more than we ever had.’

	‘My pleasure, Mr Killingbeck. It’s been an interesting experience. I’m impressed with Nostell, but you know the one thing it lacks? Female pupils and teachers.’

	Killingbeck looked down his nose and smiled. ‘Not in my lifetime, my dear.’

	With that, Drake and Sam climbed into the car, he behind the wheel.

	‘Landshaven, next stop,’ Drake said as he started the engine.

	‘A long way, so you can treat me to lunch on the way back, and when we get home, you can treat me to dinner in The Captain’s Table.’

	Drake slipped the transmission in, and released the parking brake. ‘And what kind of treat will I get in return?’

	She made a pretence of thinking about it. ‘I could be your Iris Mullins, if you promise to be my Roland toy-boy Drake.’

	THE END
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