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Chapter 1 Back on the Beat
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Ren Drake stood in his poky flat, staring at the raw fish on his countertop as if it were a particularly tricky puzzle. Cooking, he realised, was not his forte. After a valiant effort that left his kitchen looking like a war zone, he managed to produce something that vaguely resembled edible sustenance.

‘Well, Twenty-one,’ he sighed, addressing the orange tabby lounging on the windowsill, ‘I hope you appreciate the lengths I go to for you.’

Twenty-one deigned to open one eye, his tail flicking dismissively. ‘Meow,’ he replied, which Ren chose to interpret as, ‘I expect nothing less, human.’

Ren divvied up the fish, tossing the charred bits in the bin, presenting the prime cuts to His Royal Highness, and resigned himself to the dubious leftovers. As he chewed on the rubbery flesh, he mused that his culinary skills were about as impressive as his current career trajectory.

After washing up—a task made more challenging by Twenty-one’s insistence on ‘helping’ by batting at the suds—Ren prepared to leave for his part-time gig.

‘Right, you’re in charge while I’m gone,’ he told the cat, who looked thoroughly unimpressed. ‘Try not to throw any wild parties, yeah?’

Stepping out into the crisp Newhaven air, Ren took a moment to appreciate the late autumn weather. The sky was a watercolour wash of pale blue and wispy clouds, and a gentle breeze carried the scent of woodsmoke and fallen leaves. It was the kind of day that made one forget—almost—about life’s little hiccups. Like being suspended from the police force, for instance.

Ren’s mind drifted back to the incident that had landed him in this predicament. He’d solved a murder case, for crying out loud! But apparently, conducting an unauthorised autopsy was frowned upon, even if it did crack the case wide open. The victim’s parents had thrown a wobbly, and faster than you could say ‘plonker’, Ren’s admission to the police academy had been revoked, and he’d been slapped with a six-month suspension.

But Ren wasn’t one to mope. He’d found odd jobs to keep himself afloat and used his newfound free time to dive into online courses. From ‘The Art of Steampunk Sculpture’ to ‘Quantum Computing for Beginners’, Ren’s eclectic interests knew no bounds.

As he approached the warehouse, he spotted Nigel, the foreman, a burly bloke with a walrus moustache and a penchant for terrible puns.

‘Ah, if it isn’t our resident boy in blue!’ Nigel called out. ‘Or should I say, boy in suspension?’

Ren forced a chuckle. ‘Hilarious as always, Nigel. What’s on the menu today?’

‘Oh, a bit of this, a bit of that,’ Nigel replied, gesturing to a van packed to the gills with boxes. ‘Nothing you can’t handle, I’m sure.’

Ren rolled up his sleeves and got to work. At 24, he was in his prime, and though he wasn’t built like a brick outhouse, his lean frame belied a wiry strength. He made quick work of the boxes, unloading everything from industrial-sized tins of baked beans to crates of suspiciously neon energy drinks.

As the sun began to dip, Nigel approached with an envelope. ‘Nice one, mate. Here’s your day’s wages. Don’t spend it all in one place, eh?’

Ren pocketed the cash, grateful for the daily pay that kept him just this side of skint. On his way home, he popped into the corner shop for some tinned sardines—Twenty-one’s favourite.

He’d barely got his key in the lock when his mobile buzzed. The caller ID read ‘Quinn Twitty’, and Ren braced himself for whatever nonsense his colleague was about to unleash.

‘Yo, Ren! How’s life in the civilian world treating you?’

‘Swimmingly,’ Ren replied drily. ‘To what do I owe the pleasure?’

‘The boss wants to see you. Lieutenant Cohen, that is. No idea what it’s about, but I’d put on my big boy pants if I were you.’

‘Right. Thanks for the heads up, Quinn.’

‘No worries, mate. Hey, listen, I’ve got to dash—raid night in World of Warcraft, you know how it is.’

Ren rolled his eyes. ‘Heaven forbid you miss that. See you tomorrow, yeah?’

The next morning, Ren stood outside the Golden Horse police station, feeling like a student called to the headmaster’s office. He took a deep breath, straightened his jacket, and stepped inside.

Technically still suspended, he half-expected to be shown the door, but instead, he was greeted by the familiar sight of Quinn Twitty, looking as if he’d just rolled out of bed after an all-night gaming session. Which was probably what he did.

‘Oi, Ren!’ Quinn called out with half a yawn, his voice still groggy. ‘Blimey, it’s been donkey’s years! The guv’nor wants to see you pronto. Said to send you in the moment you darkened our doorstep.’

‘Cheers, Quinn. Any idea what’s brewing?’

Quinn shrugged, already distracted by his mobile. ‘Nah, mate. Probably just wants to give you a proper bollocking. Good luck!’

With a sigh, Ren made his way to Lieutenant Cohen’s office. He rapped on the door, steeling himself for whatever storm was about to break.

‘Come in, Drake!’ barked a gruff voice from within.

Ren stepped into the office, his eyes immediately drawn to an unfamiliar face. Seated across from Cohen was a young man who looked fresh out of sixth form. With his designer threads and boy-band haircut, he stuck out like a sore thumb in the shabby police station.

Lieutenant Cohen, a man whose permanent scowl seemed to deepen with each passing year, jerked his thumb towards the newcomer. ‘Drake, meet Xavier Rutherford, our new recruit.’

Xavier sprang to his feet, nearly knocking over his chair in his enthusiasm. ‘It’s an absolute pleasure to meet you, Officer Drake! I’ve heard so much about you. Two murder cases in six months? That’s positively Holmesian! What are you working on right now?’

Ren managed a polite smile, though inwardly he was cringing. ‘Right, thanks. But I’m afraid there’s been a misunderstanding. I’m currently suspended, so I’m not in a position to—’

‘About that,’ Cohen interrupted, his tone suggesting he’d rather be anywhere else. ‘Your suspension’s been lifted. Congratulations, you’re back on the force. And Rutherford here is your new partner.’

Ren’s jaw dropped. ‘Partner? But sir, I’ve never—’

‘Isn’t it exciting?’ Xavier chimed in, practically bouncing on his toes. ‘I can’t wait to start solving crimes together. It’ll be just like in the movies!’

Cohen pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘Rutherford, do us a favour and wait outside, would you? I need a word with Drake.’

Once Xavier had bounded out of the room, Cohen fixed Ren with a weary look. ‘Close the door, Drake. We need to have a chat.’

Ren complied. ‘Sir, with all due respect, I don’t think I’m the best person to—’

‘Christ on a bike, Drake, you think I don’t know that?’ Cohen exploded, then immediately deflated. ‘Look, here’s the situation. Rutherford’s old man is some big cheese with friends in high places. The lad fancies himself the next Sherlock Holmes, and daddy’s pulled some strings to get him a taste of real police work.’

Ren frowned. ‘So, what exactly am I supposed to do with him?’

Cohen leaned back in his chair, looking every one of his 46 years. ‘Your job, Drake, is to babysit him. Keep him out of trouble, out of danger, and most importantly, out of my hair. This isn’t about mentoring; it’s about damage control. The kid’s playing cop, and we’re stuck minding the playground.’

Ren mulled it over. 

A ghost of a smile flickered across Cohen’s face. ‘And in return, your suspension’s history. You’ll be back on full duties, with a bump in pay to compensate for the babysitting.’

Ren nodded slowly. ‘All right, sir. I’ll do my best.’

‘Good man,’ Cohen grunted. ‘Rutherford’s your responsibility now. And for God’s sake, keep him out of trouble.’
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Chapter 2 New Case
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Lieutenant Cohen thrust a thin folder into Ren’s hands. ‘Right, Drake. Since our boy wonder can’t sit still, we need to give him something to chew on. Here’s a case for you. Crack it, and with any luck, young Xavier will get his fill of real police work and bugger off back to his trust fund.’

Ren accepted the folder. ‘What’s the story, sir?’

‘Just got a call,’ Cohen grunted. ‘There’s been a death at The Regency Heights. It’s all yours.’

‘That’s it?’ Ren couldn’t keep the surprise from his voice. ‘Just a straightforward death?’

Cohen’s eyes narrowed. ‘What’s that tone, Drake? You hoping for a bloody serial killer or something?’

‘Absolutely not, sir,’ Ren backpedalled hastily. ‘I’ll get right on it, give it my all.’

Exiting Cohen’s office, Ren found Xavier and Quinn huddled over a mobile, deep in animated conversation about the latest gaming sensation.

‘Mate, did you see that boss fight in Black Myth?’ Quinn was saying, his eyes gleaming. ‘Absolutely mental! The way you can transform into different creatures—’

‘I know, right?’ Xavier nodded. ‘And the graphics are next level. I was pwning noobs left and right in the PvP arena last night.’

Ren cleared his throat, interrupting their gamer gab. ‘Xavier, we’ve got a case. Time to roll out.’

Xavier leapt to his feet, grinning from ear to ear. ‘Brilliant! Let’s go catch some baddies!’

After a quick detour to the requisitions room to reclaim his uniform and badge, Ren led Xavier to the car park. He was about to head for his trusty scooter when Xavier piped up, ‘We can take my car if you like.’

Ren’s jaw nearly hit the floor when he saw Xavier’s ride – a sleek, electric blue Porsche Taycan, its paintwork gleaming in the weak autumn sun. It was the kind of car that screamed ‘more money than sense’, and Ren suddenly understood Cohen’s comments about Xavier’s background with crystal clarity.

As they cruised through Newhaven’s streets, Ren flipped through the case file. ‘Victim’s name is Isla Winstanley,’ he briefed Xavier. ‘Found dead at her friend Ava Cavendish’s place. Ava’s husband, Oliver, made the call when he got home and found the body.’

Xavier’s eyes lit up. ‘Ooh, intriguing! A death in a friend’s home? There’s got to be more to this story. Maybe a love triangle gone wrong? Or a bitter rivalry over—’

‘Oi, Sherlock,’ Ren cut in, unable to keep the edge from his voice. ‘We solve cases with evidence, not wild speculation. Let’s see what we find at the scene before we start writing the screenplay, yeah?’

Xavier nodded, chastened but still buzzing with excitement. Soon, they pulled up to The Regency Heights – a posh apartment complex that looked like it had been ripped straight from the pages of an interior design magazine.

Ren and Xavier took the lift up. The forensics team was already hard at work. Ren, gloves on, stepped into the flat, his eyes immediately drawn to the opulent surroundings. The place screamed ‘new money’, with its gleaming marble countertops, avant-garde artwork, and a telly that looked like it had beamed down from the Starship Enterprise.

In the corner of the room stood a man who appeared as lost as a tourist in Piccadilly Circus during rush hour. This, Ren surmised, must be Oliver Cavendish. The bloke was the dictionary definition of metrosexual: mid-30s, with the kind of looks that would make him right at home on the cover of Men’s Health. His gym-honed physique was barely contained by a tailored shirt that probably cost more than Ren’s monthly salary. His hair was a work of art, sculpted with more product than a Toni & Guy window display.

Ren approached the man, his face a mask of professional detachment. ‘Ren Drake, Newhaven PD,’ he said, flashing his ID. ‘Mind walking me through what happened when you came home?’

Oliver took a deep breath, his Adam’s apple bobbing like a duckling in a storm. ‘I’d just got in, yeah? And there she was, sprawled on the sofa. I called out, but she didn’t answer. Thought she was catching some z’s, you know? Then I realised... she wasn’t breathing.’

Ren’s gaze bore into Oliver with the intensity of a laser cutter. ‘And why, pray tell, was she in your flat? Alone?’

Oliver’s hands began to dance nervously, like a pair of agitated squirrels. ‘Must’ve been here to see Ava, I reckon. She’s got a key to our place.’

‘She’s got a key?’ Ren’s eyebrows shot up. If Ava had been living solo, this wouldn’t have raised any red flags. But with a husband in the picture? Something smelled fishier than the Thames at low tide.

‘Yeah, she and Ava go way back. Thick as thieves, those two. They were flatmates before I came on the scene. When Ava and I tied the knot, she gave Isla a spare key. You know, in case of emergencies and all that jazz.’

Ren’s eyes narrowed. ‘And what about you, Mr Cavendish? Bit of a coincidence, isn’t it, you popping home in the middle of the day, right when Isla’s shuffled off this mortal coil? No work to keep you occupied?’

Oliver’s eyes widened like saucers. ‘Hang on a minute,’ he spluttered, his voice rising an octave. ‘Are you having a laugh? You think I had something to do with this?’
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