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      Nikki Ross tightened her grip on her steering wheel and said it again. “You’re going to be great. You’ve got this, Detective Constable.”

      She managed a bit more enthusiasm that time but her stomach still twisted and knotted around her piece of toast breakfast.

      She wasn’t going to mess anything up, and she wasn’t going to fall flat on her face. The day wasn’t going to be a slapstick comedy and she wasn’t going to do anything other than dazzle and prove she was worthy of being fast-tracked.

      The wind threw a squall of rain needles at her windscreen. Big, fat drops that sounded like stones chipping the glass. That wasn’t going to do their evidence any good if it was an outside crime scene. She flashed a smile at the uniformed PC standing beside the tall double gates at the end of the private road. That was a hard job on a dry day.

      Her phone ringing interrupted her wondering where to park so she pressed answer call on her steering wheel without checking the caller display. “Detective Constable Nikki Ross.”

      An out-of-place laugh filled the car. “You sound very professional.”

      “Mum, everything okay?”

      “Just wanted to wish you good luck.”

      “You did that when I saw you at the weekend.”

      “I know, but today’s the day. Major Crimes.” Nikki could hear the proud smile in her mum’s voice. “You must be so excited. But you’re not doing anything major today, are you?” And the worry that was always beneath it.

      “Course not, it’s always induction, paperwork, and procedures on the first day. Same as any other job.” Nikki lied.

      “But it’s not like you’re brand new to being police?” Her mum’s radar was on point, as always.

      “I’m twenty-eight, you can trust me to be careful.” Nikki pushed more certainty into her voice to drown out the ‘I’m not outside a crime scene where a body is waiting’ nerves that her mum didn’t need to hear.

      “Okaaay,” still not entirely convinced, “let me know how it goes. So proud of you. Be safe.”

      “Always.”

      Nikki hung up and looked around. No other vehicles at this end of the road yet. Did that mean she was the first?

      She got out and then saw she’d parked like she’d just failed her driving test. She looked up at the heavy grey sky, then back at her car. She couldn’t leave it with the back wing sticking out begging to be hit if not by the forensics unit, then by the coroner’s van.

      She got back in and straightened it up, but the PC watching her was its own hex. Forwards and backwards again she manoeuvred, cringing that she looked like an idiot. On the second try she’d only got it marginally more tucked in. At least she’d have a reliable witness if anyone did hit it.

      Watching her, the PC stood guard as though it wasn’t raining. Taller than Nikki’s 5’6”, she was lean and lithe even in her bulky uniform and hi-vis jacket, her ash blonde hair cut severely short beneath her hat.

      “Hi,” Nikki held her warrant card out. “DC Nikki Ross.”

      “PC Stella Patterson. Nice to meet you. First day on the job?”

      “In Major Crimes.” Nikki flapped a hand at her car. “Thought I should move it so it’s not blocking the way for the others."

      “If they were already here, I’d tell you to make it more awkward to keep the media back.” Stella flashed a grin. “That’d make my job easier. But you can go up the drive if you’d rather, I’m the ultimate gatekeeper today,” she gestured at the keypad, “I can let you in.”

      “That’d be great, thanks.”

      Nikki drove up the shorter than expected driveway bordered by neat flower beds and well trimmed lawns on either side that flared out to encircle an impressively old house. The groups of chimneys huddled together on the meandering grey slate roofs, and the white arched framed leaded-windows, straight out of the pages of a gothic novel, watched her approach.

      She parked beside the other cars that didn’t belong there, a squad car and a blue estate. Getting out of her car she pulled her Thames Valley Police ID out of her jacket in such a rush it snagged on the chunky ring she wore on her right index finger and smacked onto the brick-paved driveway. The uniformed officer guarding the front door noticed and watched her approach with extra interest.

      She pulled her shoulder-length hair into a ponytail and injected a confidence that she deserved to be there into her strides to meet him while she studied the house.

      “I didn’t think my first Major Crimes case would be somewhere like this. I expected a bedsit, or a drugs den. Any of the clichés.”

      The officer followed her gaze sweeping the huge frontage of the grand house behind him. “People who live in places like this are just as likely to be criminals, probably more.”

      She flashed her ID without dropping it. He looked at her for a beat too long. Nikki resisted the urge to stand taller, straighter. If she heard one more time about how she looked like she’d just left school, was she there with her dad, the team might be investigating assault on an officer as well. Maybe he could feel her bristling because he just noted her name in the crime scene log.

      “First door on the left. Reg’s already in there, DS Reg Collins.”

      “Thanks.” Good start, her mentor had beat her.

      The PC put an arm out in front of her to stop her going inside. “Suits are there.” He nodded at the box beside him.

      She reached for one of the plastic packages as though that had been exactly her intention. With no handy bench to sit on, Nikki went back to her car to pull the Tyvek forensic overall over her black trouser suit. She worked it over her boots, threw her coat in her car and gave herself a good talking to. She could leave her nerves in the car. It’s not like this was her first crime scene even though the PC’s stare was making her feel like it was.

      At the door she slipped on a mask and plastic overshoes to rustle her way inside to a real cliché. The study was clad in dark wood panelling that contained a huge French polished desk, even a globe on a castored stand in one corner and a leather wing-backed chair in another, side on to an ornate fireplace. And on the rug richly patterned in deep shades of burgundy and gold, lay an old man, one hand outstretched as though he was reaching for the empty crystal tumbler in front of him.

      She breathed in the fug of stale cigar smoke, the reek of spilled whisky and an undertone of despair.

      The bald man leaning over the body straightened up, the hand not holding his notebook holding his lower back. “You shouldn’t be in here, it’s a restricted area.”

      Nikki held out her ID until she realised she must look ridiculous holding it up to a fellow officer. She fumbled it away. “Nikki Ross, boss.”

      “You’re the new one?” His question went up a bit too much at the end.

      “At Major Crimes,” she nodded, “not in the job.”

      “Good because I’m not here to babysit. Impress me then,” he moved his hand to cradle his stomach, “tell me what you see.”

      She swallowed. She hadn’t thrown up at the sight of a body yet but today would be the worst day to start. Ignoring her nerves, she focused on the scene. It was peculiar how clean it was. She’d have expected more blood, more violence, more everything but the man on the floor could just have fallen over and might get up at any moment.

      Bending forward, Nikki breathed through her mouth even though the stench of death hadn’t yet become the faintest waft. Closer, closer, closer to the victim to see what his last expression could tell her.

      In her mental reruns of how her first day as Detective Constable would go, Nikki had expected a lot of things. But she hadn’t expected to know the victim.
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      Nikki gasped and stepped away from the body.

      “Don’t you dare throw up in here.” Reg shouted.

      “I’m not going to throw up.” She took another step backwards. “This isn’t the first body I’ve seen.”

      “What’s the matter then?”

      “I wasn’t expecting it to be him.”

      “The rich and famous die too.” He flapped a hand at the victim. “Come on, haven’t got all day. Tell me what you see.”

      Nikki studied the victim’s face. Blue eyes now dulled and lined skin now greying made him look different. Smiling, he did a lot of smiling, on TV and in media photos. She didn’t really know him, but he was familiar to her from where she’d seen him on the screen. He’d been a vibrant man with a big personality. But, lying there, he looked small. He looked every year of his must be sixty-four or sixty-five. He’d always appeared so polished, so on it, he might’ve hated how they were seeing his grey hair as more styled by a hedge than a top hairdresser. She resisted the urge to smooth it down.

      “Well?” Reg apparently wasn’t big on patience.

      “Sir Benedict Hartley.” Nikki almost whispered his name.

      “Tell me something not so bleeding obvious. Every crime tells a story and it's our job to decipher the truth from the lies. So what truths can you see?”

      Nikki squatted beside the body. “No sign of any outward injury visible from this angle. He could have a wound underneath him. We’ll need to check his medical records to see if he had a health issue that could explain a sudden death.” She gestured at the tumbler on the floor in front of him. “We’ll also need to run a tox screen, check what was in there.”

      The ringing of a mobile in the room was loud and intrusive.

      Reg grappled his phone out of his trouser pocket and checked the screen. “Hello?…Sir?” He moved away from the victim, walking out into the grand entrance hallway which only served to amplify his voice so Nikki could hear his conversation clearly. “I see…well, it’s early yet…yes, I understand…nothing to the contrary so far…you can count on me…” His voice faded as his steps took him outside.

      Nikki circled the desk careful not to displace anything. The top sheet of paper on a scruffy pile was a report filled with tables, completed by numbers that were lots of zeroes. The finance division would need to look at that. She snapped a photo of it with her phone.

      Next to the documents a photo frame lay face down. She crouched down to look at it from underneath but the upper corner that protruded beyond the desk edge showed her only the background against which the photo had been taken—dark green with a lighter stripe running through it. She could also see the spider’s web of shattered glass. The edges of the frame were gilded, probably real gold, given where she was.

      The smell in the room told her someone had taken at least a few puffs on the long cigar stub in the green marble ashtray. It was quite the piece, heavy with lethal corners but she couldn’t see any blood on it. And no trail of ash to suggest it had been moved at all.

      A black walking cane decorated with white, almost pearlescent, and gold markings was hooked on to the arm of the big leather desk chair. Nikki snapped another photo. Sir Benedict had a pronounced limp, perhaps he’d fallen without the support of his cane and injured himself. He wore a navy blue jumper and dark trousers, slippers on his feet, and an expensive-looking watch on his outstretched wrist. Accidental death was a likely explanation, pending the post-mortem ruling out a heart attack or stroke.

      It was curious what was missing. No laptop, no mobile, no electronics anywhere that she could see. She checked each plug socket in the room but there were no chargers or plugs with trailing leads. The desk drawers were locked.

      “Everything all right?” Nikki asked when Reg came back into the room.

      “You’re not touching, are you?”

      Nikki swallowed her retort that fast-tracked didn’t mean leap frogging all the exams and procedures and just rocking up to a crime scene untested or untrained.

      “Looks pretty open-and-shut.” Reg carried on. “I reckon he took a shed load of pills washed down with half a bottle of single malt.” He sniffed. “A good one too. Not that you’d expect anything less from him.”

      “Do you see any pill packets?” Nikki walked around the room, peering in the corners, under the furniture where she found precisely none.

      “Don’t touch the body.” Reg almost shouted.

      “I wasn’t about to.”

      “Probably on his person. I’ll file the report.”

      Nikki looked at him. The report on what? They hadn’t done nearly enough investigating to make a definitive ruling. “What about a note? If it’s suicide, where’s his note?”

      “They don’t always leave one. You’ll learn,” he snapped his notebook back into his pocket, “fame of any kind makes a case a nightmare. You get all the crazies wanting a piece of it. Best thing is to get it squared away pronto.” He sniffed again. “If it looks like a duck, quacks like a duck, chances are it’s a duck.”

      Nikki had to fight herself to not shake her head. She settled on a tight question instead. “Did you speak to Lady Elizabeth yet?”

      “Nah, you wanna do it?”

      “Sure, you want to join?”

      “You’ve got it, right?” Reg looked at the open doorway on the other side of which faint sobbing reached them. “Woman to woman, better that way.” He strode out of the study and she heard his footsteps slapping on the tiled floor above the sound of distress and his too cheery “I’m out of here,” to the uniformed officer holding the scene.

      “I’ve got it.” Nikki told the empty doorway.

      She crouched beside Sir Benedict making herself look into his sightless eyes. It’s a curious thing how we feel like we know the personalities we see on a screen, in an article, in a newspaper or magazine. But this felt different. It felt wrong, of course, but it felt somehow…more.  In Nikki’s mind’s eye he was vibrantly alive with a kind smile and an infectious laugh, a magnetic presence like he was the sun in his world. It was all at odds with him lying helpless on his study floor.

      Was that why she did it?

      Was that why she made the promise she’d been trained not to? Not something foolhardy to a grieving family though, this felt remarkably personal, necessary even. Because she couldn’t see suicide there at all.
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      Nikki was glad to get out of the claustrophobic-feeling study and relieve the heavy feel of stale air in her lungs. She followed the source of the crying that had made Reg almost run out of the house. Her overshoes crinkled and rustled against the Victorian patterned black and white floor tiles. She skirted the huge circular table on which one of the biggest flower displays she’d ever seen dominated the space in shades of blood red, bruise purple and black. If Dracula had liked flowers, he’d probably have chosen those.

      “Lady Elizabeth, it’s Detective Constable Nikki Ross. Could I⁠—”

      But it wasn’t Sir Benedict’s wife grieving there unless she’d put on weight and was aging backwards. The middle-aged curvy woman in a dark dress and low heels leant against the back wall as though she couldn’t stand up without its support. She clenched a handful of tissues in each hand that fluttered and flailed like a bird’s broken wing as her hands tumbled over each other. She looked at Nikki in alarm.

      “It’s okay,” Nikki reassured her, pulling her mask down, showing her ID. “Thames Valley Police.”

      The woman nodded and swallowed her sobs. “I can take you to Lady Elizabeth,” she croaked. “We can use the conservatory. It’s quiet there.”

      "I'm very sorry for your loss,” Nikki followed her through a grand wooden door into what was maybe a drawing room, a living room, she had no idea what they’d call it. High ceilings and tall windows gave the place a stately home air but each successive room echoed with a silence that was more uneasy than peaceful. “Did you know Sir Benedict well?”

      The woman blew her nose. “I’ve worked for him for fifteen years.”

      “In what capacity?”

      “A bit of everything. His right-hand person he used to say here in my domain.” Her face crumpled again. “I joined his staff as his housekeeper but my job is so much more than that.”

      "It's often the unexpected losses that hit us the hardest. Were you here last night, Ms…?”

      “Rebecca Trent.” She shook her head, nodded. “I don’t live in the main house, I have my own flat at the back, along with Sir Benedict’s driver and his chef. I walked over this morning ready to start work but then I found him—” Her voice strangled itself into silence.

      “Did he have any health issues you were aware of?” Nikki asked gently.

      “Well, his leg, obviously, but I don’t know about anything else, he never said. He was a remarkably private man. You wouldn’t think so, would you, with all his media exposure?”

      Nikki coaxed her with questions about her boss’ recent comings and goings and relationships before hitting her with the question everyone reacted to. “How was his state of mind?”

      “What do you mean?” Rebecca echoed. “You mean you think…you think he’d, that he’d…?” Her head dipped forward. Nikki reached out a hand in case she was about to faint but the woman only blew out a wobbly sigh that was tight with tears.

      “He was himself, nothing to suggest he’d—” The tissues flapped in her hands, firm gestures now. No doubt in her mind. “He would never take the easy way out of anything, that’s how he’d view…that.” The word came out as if she didn’t like the taste. “He must have had a heart attack or something. He would never kill himself. Never.”

      Nikki followed her through into the warmth of the conservatory, a peculiar name choice for a space that wouldn’t be out of place at Kew Gardens. She’d have called it a jungle hothouse. The sprinkling of exotic-looking trees and lush fountains of green foliage, interspersed with a rainbow of orchids were only missing the sounds of birds and monkeys for her to have believed she’d been transported to the Amazon.

      Rebecca Trent pulled in a breath of the humid scented air. “Sir Benedict was always good to me, Detective Constable, and to hundreds of thousands of others. He leaves a hole that no one can fill. His loss will be felt around the globe. This is a terrible day.”

      “One last question, did you see anyone on the grounds who shouldn’t have been there last night?”

      Rebecca shook her head.

      “Did you notice anything out of place, anything at all off?”

      She stopped in the doorway. “His study door was ajar, I thought it was odd but then when I found him I couldn’t think straight…if he’s in there, the door’s always closed. It’s his sanctuary, where he went to gather his thoughts—” She gulped.

      “Take your time.” Nikki said.

      “His door wouldn’t be open. And the front door wasn’t deadlocked this morning. I worked late last night so I did it before I retired out the back way.” She looked at Nikki as though for guidance. “The event on Saturday, it’ll have to be cancelled now, won’t it?”

      “I should imagine Lady Elizabeth will be able to steer you on that.”

      Rebecca nodded and left Nikki alone.

      She pulled down the hood of her forensic suit and unzipped it. She could feel her face flushing as though she’d just done a hard session at the gym.

      A yellow something in the foliage snagged her gaze. She leant closer, then started at the tiny faces watching her.

      “They’re quite something, aren’t they?” Nikki whipped round to see a slight woman standing behind her.

      Her face settled into well-practised lines around her smile that, even then, reached her green eyes. “Sorry to have startled you. Years of training how to cross a stage without making a sound never leaves you.” Her hand wafted towards the orchid, back to join her other one crossed over her stomach. “The monkey orchid, I think it’s my favourite. Curious how one thing can seem so utterly what it’s not. I’ve grown them for years but sometimes I still expect them to start jabbering at me.”

      Nikki shot a last look at the line of flowers perfectly masquerading as baby monkey faces staring hard at her before turning her attention to Lady Elizabeth Hartley.

      “I’m very sorry for your loss.”

      “Let’s walk.” Lady Elizabeth pressed her silver curls away from her face and gestured at the narrow tiled path that meandered between the flower beds. “This is my favourite place in the house, it makes everything easier, perhaps it will help with…this.”

      Nikki matched the older woman’s pace though her easy grace didn’t suggest the inflexibility that often came with age. "I understand this is a difficult time for you but I’d like to ask a few questions about your husband.”

      “I don’t know how much you think you know about us,” she held a hand up to stop Nikki interrupting. “It’s a fine line we tread in the media between promoting our charitable works, making sure the programmes our company leads are successful yet preserving some kind of privacy for us, as husband and wife. I’m sure you’re aware that line has been dissolving away lately in favour of lurid headlines and hatchet gossip pieces.”

      “Are they true?” Nikki asked.

      Lady Elizabeth bent to pull off a dying flower from one of the plants. “Somewhere in there I suspect there may be a few grains of truth. My husband and I married forty years ago for love, despite what some people say. Now though, I’d class us as one of the uncounted statistics. We might not be so much in love, but we appreciate each other. We work well as a team, we always have, and that’s helped us achieve great things.” She looked around her as if understanding it was much easier to live a life choice in a manor house that offered plenty of space to be together but apart. “Neither of us wanted to give that up so we stayed together for the sake of our charities, and the people counting on us.”

      She picked up a glass mister from the top of a tiny white wrought iron table and sprayed the deep purple orchid beside it. Nikki wished she’d spray her.

      “We have separate bedrooms, separate lives in this house the staff will tell you, so I wouldn’t have noticed that Ben didn’t go up to bed. Rebecca found him⁠—”

      A sudden clatter made them both look behind them.

      “Elizabeth?” The man’s call was punctuated by rapid footsteps.

      “We’re over here.”

      The footsteps were made by the shiniest black shoes Nikki had ever seen being worn by a man who looked more like an undertaker than the movie stereotype. He was a bit premature, forensics hadn’t even arrived.

      “Lady Hartley," he gave a curt nod to Elizabeth. Then pointed his briefcase and his gaze at Nikki. “And you are?”

      Nikki showed her ID and introduced herself. “And you?”

      “Alfred Reynolds, Lady Hartley's legal counsel, hereby protecting my client’s interests. No further questions at this time. She is in mourning, she’s just lost her husband.”

      "Alfred, always the protector.”

      “Naturally.” His expression flattened when he turned to Nikki. He magicked up a business card and held it out to her. “If you wish to speak to my client, you can arrange this through my office.”
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