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    False Nemesis is the third in the de Lacy Mysteries by J.J. Campbell, in which we see a rather different side of amateur sleuth Charles de Lacy.


    Following his run-in with London gangster Mark Whadcoat, de Lacy is left with a body on his hands. Things get even more complicated when some of his police contacts seek his help in order to claim a reward that the dead man’s wife has offered for finding him.


    The only problem is that de Lacy was the last person to see him alive … It will take all of the urbane investigator’s charm and forensic skills to solve this conundrum.

  


  
    Mark Whadcoat was dead. He had not been a pleasant man, nor a good man, and Charles de Lacy felt no guilt. The facts were that Whadcoat had intended to be the slayer rather than the slain, and that de Lacy had struck in terror and in self-defence. Whadcoat’s heinous act in trying to force de Lacy to dig his own grave removed any last trace of sympathy. There was no doubt Whadcoat had deserved to die, and in killing him de Lacy had done the world a favour. Nevertheless, de Lacy was painfully aware that the police and the courts were unlikely to share his view, even if they accepted his version of the story.


    Ever since the terrible night on which he had first killed and then buried Mark Whadcoat, de Lacy’s mood had been sombre. Immediately afterwards, while he disposed of the car and other potentially incriminating evidence, he had felt as if he was on automatic, going through the necessary motions with scientific precision. Only when he was sure he had done everything within his power to keep the risk of discovery to a minimum had he tried to return to the comfortable routine of his old life. To do so was essential, as any change in his behaviour might seem suspicious, but what had been effortless was now contrived.


    Above all, it was impossible to shake the feeling that he was merely postponing his fate, and that his best course of action would be to go to the police and confess. Only one thing had prevented him from doing so: his unshakable conviction that he did not deserve to be punished for what he had done, nor to suffer any inconvenience whatsoever. Rather than feeling self-reproach for Whadcoat’s death, his principle reaction was resentment, an emotion very much to the fore one evening in late October as he considered what to drink with his dinner.


    A decent bottle was clearly in order, but while he had always done his best to take up wines as the peak of their maturity he now had to consider the possibility that he might be deprived of access to his cellar while in jail. His collection of clarets from ’05 and ’10 weren’t a concern, as they would survive beyond even the most draconian sentence, but the older bottles and the Burgundies were more problematic. Certainly it made sense to finish his stock of pre-millennial vintages, but it was with considerable regret that he lifted a bottle of ’95 Grands Ēchézeaux from the rack.


    The precise, civilised ritual of preparing a bottle had become more important to him than ever, and a silver coaster stood ready on the sideboard beside the decanter into which he intended to pour the wine. With great care he cut the foil and extracted the cork before placing the bottle in the exact centre of the coaster, where it was intended to remain for a half-hour to allow any deposit he might have dislodged to settle. He would then decant, with the bottle tilted over a candle flame to allow him to see the sediment as it approached the neck. A carefully judged period of breathing would follow, allowing the wine to reach perfection by the time the pigeon breasts and morels were ready in the pan. Timing needed to be exact, but the sudden tightening of his stomach at the chime of the doorbell had little to do with the disruption of his lunch.


    Moving quickly to the window, he peered down into Golden Square, hoping that the interruption would merely be from a group of children out playing trick or treat. There were children, a gaggle of them in mock macabre costumes, most holding orange plastic pots in the shape of grotesquely carved pumpkins, but they were on the opposite side of the street and the knot in de Lacy’s stomach grew tighter as he took in the two men standing at the door to his apartment block. One was in a conventional suit with a plain, dark tie, the other, a woman, was in the dark blue uniform of a police constable. De Lacy pulled back, his emotions now a jumble of apprehension, regret, anger, and not a little relief, along with intense irritation that they had come for him just moments after he had pulled the cork on a fine and irreplaceable bottle.


    Returning to the sideboard, he took one of his Riedel Burgundy glasses, poured out a generous measure of Grands Ēchézeaux, and swallowed it as a gulp. With his eyes bulging slightly in reaction, he moved to the door and pressed the intercom buzzer. There was no thought of escape, only a determination to hold off the inevitable for as long as possible and to behave with dignity regardless of what happened. As he waited for the police to ascend the stairs he poured a fresh measure of wine, swallowed, and carefully refilled his glass once more, draining the bottle to leave only the dregs. His head was singing, his senses overwhelmed by the sudden rush of alcohol and a burst of flavours so complex and so intense that he allowed himself a moment to reflect on the unexpected virtues of quaffing fine wine as he settled himself behind the desk in his study.


    He had barely had a chance to compose himself when the police entered, the plain clothes man to the fore and speaking first.


    ‘Mr de Lacy?’


    To de Lacy’s surprise the man’s tone was neither accusing nor aggressive, but rather deferential. He did his best to make his response seem casual and friendly.


    ‘In person. How may I help you, officers?’


    ‘I’m Detective Constable Townsend. This is Constable Berry. We’d like to speak to you in connection to the disappearance of a man, Mark Whadcoat?’


    De Lacy had gone cold inside and he was struggling to keep his fingers from trembling as he took another swallow of wine in order to buy time to decide how to respond. To deny any knowledge of Mark Whadcoat was plainly foolish, and it seemed possibly that the two officers were trying to trap him into making a mistake that would give him away. When he had finally lowered the glass from his lips his answer was as non-committal as he could manage.


    ‘Do go on, and do have a seat.’


    Townsend accepted his offer but Constable Berry remained standing, directly behind her colleague’s chair as if she were his minder, or possibly seeking shelter.


    ‘I don’t suppose you know anything about the disappearance,’ Townsend continued, ‘but I’m told you were involved in the case that led to the prosecution of Bill Whadcoat and Victor Hodges?’


    ‘Only indirectly,’ de Lacy responded. ‘I was able to help Detective Sergeant McIntyre with one or two technical points.’


    ‘Susan told me,’ Constable Berry put in.


    ‘I see,’ de Lacy went on as he made a quick appraisal of the woman’s age. ‘I’m guessing that you and she were at training college together?’


    ‘Yes,’ she answered, ‘and from what she says you did rather more than you say.’


    ‘Including a lot of research into the Whadcoat family,’ Detective Constable Townsend put in, ‘which is where we’re hoping you can help us.’


    De Lacy allowed himself to relax a little, although his mind was still running at a frantic pace. Evidently they had no idea he was connected with the disappearance of Mark Whadcoat, nor that the man was dead, but there was obviously an ongoing investigation and that in itself was alarming. The more he could find out, the better.


    ‘I’d be delighted to help in any way I can,’ he offered, ‘although as I understand it, Mark Whadcoat is a legitimate businessman, even if his initial wealth seems to have derived from criminal activity, so presumably this is not just some sordid gangland killing?’



