





[image: image]














Fergus is a multi-award-winning actor, comedian and writer for television. Murder at Crime Manor is his second novel. He lives 198 miles east of Exeter.












Copyright


Published by Sphere


ISBN: 978-1-4087-2734-8


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © Fergus Craig 2022


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Sphere


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









Dedicated to the many thousands of people murdered
in isolated British manor houses every year.









AUTHOR’S NOTE


Game show hosts aside, the publishing industry is a difficult place to make serious money. That is why, with this book, I made the difficult decision to enter the area of product placement. I have personally contacted a number of companies and although, at the time of writing, I am yet to receive a reply, I am confident that a high six-figure deal will be forthcoming. With that in mind, I have made a few discreet references to leading brand names in the book. I think it works well and, I hope, doesn’t distract from your enjoyment of the novel.









PROLOGUE


Cold. So cold. As cold as a KitKat Chunky sitting in a refrigerator. As cold as a refreshing bottle of Heineken on a hot summer’s day. As cold as snow. Because it was snow, although Detective Roger LeCarre didn’t know that yet because he was slowly regaining consciousness.


His handsome face felt as if it was going through some kind of unnecessarily vigorous spa treatment. But this couldn’t be a spa treatment because Detective Roger LeCarre didn’t go for spa treatments. His idea of skincare was a fist fight in which both parties agreed to ‘stay away from the face’. If you handed Roger LeCarre a gift token for a spa treatment he’d throw it into a nearby furnace or more realistically just say ‘thank you’ and then give it to his wife Carrie.


No. This was no spa treatment. This was something else.


The sharp, cold pain on his face was nothing compared to the dull, throbbing pain on the back of his head.


He had to move. Something told him there was more pain coming.


Some people liked pain. Sickos. When LeCarre worked vice, he’d find some otherwise respectable accountant in some Bodmin brothel humiliating themselves and paying for the privilege. He’d handcuff them and read them their rights, pants still around their ankles. They probably liked it. More humiliation. Sickos. One Valentine’s Day he and Carrie had got curious and tried it out for themselves. Carrie spanking him, digging her heels into his back, squeezing and tugging his southerly region with implements that had arrived in the post that morning in a discreet package from LoveHoney.com.


‘Can we stop this, please? It is literally the opposite of pleasurable.’


‘I thought you wanted to try something new,’ Carrie had said.


‘Yeah, well, I’ve changed my mind. I think I just like normal sex. Passionate, athletic but broadly normal sex.’


This wasn’t sex. This was anything but. This was Detective Roger LeCarre coming to the realisation that he was face down in snow with a serious blow to the back of his head.


They wanted him dead.


He hadn’t noticed his handsome ears ringing until now. There was another noise too. Footsteps. Rapid, frantic, heavy footsteps pounding through the snow. Getting louder. Getting closer.


They wanted to finish the job.


(By which I mean killing Detective Roger LeCarre.)









ONE


Detective Roger LeCarre made his way through the Devon countryside with the satisfaction of a man who’d wisely fitted his Kia Ceed with winter tyres. The man at Halfords had said all-weather tyres should do the trick in British conditions. The wreckage by the side of the road said the man at Halfords was wrong.


Should LeCarre have stopped and offered the two fresh-faced constables assistance? A nasty crash like that could do with a senior officer on the scene. No. They’d have to learn someday. Much as he’d like to, Detective Roger LeCarre couldn’t police Devon and Cornwall all by himself. Besides, he was supposed to be off duty.


Off duty.


LeCarre let out a large manly chuckle at the thought. There was no such thing. Not for him. Ever since the day he’d first put on the uniform, he’d been on duty. Crime didn’t sleep, so neither did he. Obviously, technically, he did sleep, science dictated that he had to, but his duty didn’t sleep. If he saw crime, he dealt with it. Whether he was on Devon and Cornwall police time or not.


LeCarre often made arrests in his dreams. Last night he’d arrested a horse for robbing a Budgens. Clearly, the whole incident was a slumbering figment but in LeCarre’s book, it still counted as an arrest and when he’d awoken, he’d added it to his tally.


The snow fell down like white droplets of cold, fluffy rain. Like snow. Devon hadn’t seen snow like this for a long time, not since the year LeCarre joined the force. A very long time indeed. He still remembered his first arrest. Heck, the whole force did. It was snowing that day. Most officers make their first arrest with a traffic offence, or a burglary. A ‘petty crime’. LeCarre hated the term. An oxymoron. How could crime be petty? It was crime!


His first arrest? An obscure and ancient bylaw said that it was illegal to eat duck inside Exeter’s city walls on a Monday. Four hundred years the law had been there, never used. There was no record of anyone being arrested for such a crime. It was just one of those old laws, an oddity to be read out as entertaining trivia on breakfast radio.


That was, until PC Roger LeCarre came along. His fellow officers couldn’t believe it when he leaped across the table in a Harvester restaurant, pinning an unsuspecting diner against the wall.


‘You’re under arrest under the Poultry Act of 1674.’


The law was the law. LeCarre had read it and now he was here to uphold it.


That was his first arrest. His last arrest was this morning. How many had there been in between? Thousands. Tens of thousands? Probably. Thieves, fraudsters, fighters, beaters, speeders, drinkers, druggers … murderers. They’d all made their way to LeCarre’s door at one time or another and they’d all had to pay the toll. What was the toll?


Time.


That morning, LeCarre had been strolling through an M&S Food feeling a deep sense of national pride as he admired its classy yet affordable selection of cold meats. Suddenly, sensing something, he’d tilted his nose to the air and inhaled – crime. Quickly, he’d turned to see a schoolgirl illegally placing a 170 gram packet of Percy Pigs in her coat pocket.


‘Put down the pigs or I shoot!’ LeCarre’s hand had hovered over his taser.


The girl had frozen, neatly syncing with the cabinet of party food behind her.


‘The only pig in this place is you, copper.’


LeCarre had thrown her into a stack of Colin the Caterpillar birthday cakes. The Colins’ chocolate eyes seemed to express somehow the dark mood that had descended upon the place.


‘You want 50,000 volts running through ya? Well, do ya? Do ya?’


The girl had meekly shaken her criminal head. This little piggy was in LeCarre’s world now and she was a fish out of water.


‘In my office, LeCarre. Now!’ Chief Superintendent Beverley Chang said, as soon as the girl was charged and on her way to a young offenders unit.


‘Happy New Year, Detective.’ The words exited LeCarre’s boss’s luscious lips with a deep, sensual sincerity. LeCarre knew those lips. He knew them only too well.


‘Happy New Year, ma’am.’


‘Any New Year’s resolutions, Detective?’


‘Same as every year, ma’am. To stop crime wherever I find it. And also to start remembering to leave the house with a carrier bag to avoid the ridiculous 10p charge.’


‘You can’t arrest everyone, you know, LeCarre,’ Chang said.


‘Sounds like a challenge.’


‘I’m serious, LeCarre. Devon and Cornwall’s prison service doesn’t have enough capacity for a copper with your … ’ she searched for the right word, ‘appetite.’


‘Guess they need to build some more prisons.’


‘We police by consent. If you arrest the whole two counties, there’ll be no one left to consent. Just a land of police officers, with nothing to do.’


‘Sounds pretty good to me. Perhaps I could finally learn an instrument,’ LeCarre said, with typically excellent humour.


‘How would you learn it, Roger? All the teachers would be in prison.’


‘YouTube?’


LeCarre wasn’t willing to concede it, but Chang had a point.


‘I’ve had an invitation for you.’ Chang took a golden envelope from her desk drawer. ‘I’d like you to accept.’


Chang leaned over to hand it to him, her considerable cleavage showing. He and that cleavage had history, but that’s just what it was – history. Like the Stuarts and the Tudors, the Boer War, the Ottoman Empire. Whatever had happened between Detective Roger LeCarre and the body of Chief Superintendent Beverley Chang was in the past. Like the French Revolution or the invention of gravity, LeCarre had no truck with it now. Looking at that cleavage was like looking at a Simon Schama programme about the Edwardian age, although this was the sexiest Simon Schama programme he’d ever seen.


LeCarre’s gaze turned to the golden envelope now resting in his hand. An invitation? Detective Roger LeCarre didn’t much like the word. When he received an invitation it was usually to ‘step outside’, but those kind of invitations didn’t come in golden envelopes, they came in Plymouth accents, delivered by testosterone-sodden men in football shirts.


This looked like an invitation worth opening.


He delicately set the card inside free from its paper casing, which is to say, he took it out of the envelope.




Eli Jefferson Quartz, the 23rd Earl of Devon, warmly invites Detective Roger LeCarre to Powderham Castle on the evening of Friday, 6 January to celebrate the Earl’s accession to the title. 7 p.m. Black tie. The Earl plans to celebrate in style. All guests will be provided with an en suite room for the night, followed by a magnificent breakfast.





LeCarre’s gaze hit Chang’s, just as she had clearly anticipated.


‘Ma’am.’


‘Not your scene?’


‘Not exactly, no.’


LeCarre’s intellect belonged in rarified climes, but he’d always felt more at home with the salt of the earth in the Crown and Goose, which although under new management and with some worrying steps into the realm of ‘craft beer’, still retained its status as LeCarre’s favourite pub in Exeter.


‘I take it you haven’t heard of Mr Quartz?’ Chang said.


‘The name is familiar. I’m a police officer; the closest I get to royalty is a drugs bust in a Greene King pub or a pub called the Rose and Crown or the Queen’s Head or maybe the King’s Arms or the Prince of Wales or the Duke of Edinburgh or something like that. Basically a drugs bust in a pub with a royal name, do you see what I’m getting at?’


‘I do,’ said Chang.


‘Like a Prince Albert or a Duke of York,’ said LeCarre.


‘I get the point,’ said Chang.


‘Not sure I’ve done one in a while, actually. I think I did a drugs bust in a Red Lion last year, but that’s not a royal name, so … ’ Roger LeCarre paused for a moment. ‘Sorry, what were we talking about?’


‘Eli Quartz,’ said Chang.


‘Prince William in Dawlish! Sorry, I’m just trying to think of pubs with royal names now. That’s it. Done. Eli … Quartz? Tell me about him.’


Chang leaned back in her chair and steepled her fingers together, like the high-powered woman she was.


‘As the invitation says, Eli Quartz is the new Earl of Devon,’ she said, ‘but there’s something about Mr Quartz that’s very different from the twenty-two Earls of Devon that came before him … he’s American.’


An American Earl of Devon. She might as well have told him there was a canine pope.


‘Wh-wh – what?’ LeCarre stuttered. ‘How?’


‘He purchased the title.’


‘Can you do such a thing?’ asked LeCarre.


‘For the right price, it would seem so,’ said Chang. ‘And, rumour has it, Mr Quartz paid a very high price indeed.’


‘What’s this got to do with Detective Roger LeCarre?’ said Detective Roger LeCarre, referring to himself in the third person. ‘It’s not illegal, I presume?’


‘Not illegal, no. Concerning? Perhaps. Eli Quartz is a multi-billionaire and a very powerful man. He’s chosen to make our humble county his new home and in rather a grand way. I think it’s important that the Devon and Cornwall police force have a good relationship with such an individual, don’t you?’


‘Why me? I’m hardly what you might call a people person. I’m better at arresting people than making friends with them.’


This had been a consistent problem in LeCarre’s life. He’d meet someone, they’d start to become friends, and then one day they’d commit some obscure minor offence like defacing the Queen by folding a bank note and LeCarre would arrest them.


‘Can’t you send someone else?’


‘Believe me, if I could, I would. I was rather keen on going myself. A weekend at the castle of an attractive bachelor billionaire sounds … ’ Chang licked her powerful lips erotically but also a bit weirdly, ‘delightful. Unfortunately for me, Quartz’s people were very insistent. The invitation was for one man and one man only.’


LeCarre knew that man better than perhaps anyone else on Earth, and yet in many ways he hardly knew him at all. Because that man was a fascinating enigma, a complex character, capable of carrying a series of books and, if the money was right, a TV series probably best suited to the Sunday evening 9 p.m. slot on BBC1 or ITV.


Because that man was him.


Because that man was Detective Roger LeCarre.









TWO


Detective Roger LeCarre’s Kia Ceed pulled up to the giant iron gates. They looked like the gates to another world. One day he might pull his Kia Ceed up to the Pearly Gates. Not today, he hoped. In fact, with luck, that day would come so far in the future that he’d be driving a car that hadn’t yet been invented, or maybe even some kind of jet pack.


These gates didn’t lead to heaven, but their grandeur suggested a world no less luxurious. Through the snow, he could make out the gold-plated letters ‘PC’.


Powderham Castle.


LeCarre pondered on what to do. He didn’t know the procedure. He was a man far more used to entering nightclubs, criminal lairs, women, than he was entering the grounds of ancient estates. Just as he was about to get out of his car to look for some sign of an intercom, the gates opened, revealing a little bridge over a stream and a long driveway leading to the castle itself.


As the pretty sight of Powderham Castle, the fortified manor house and its glorious snow-covered grounds was laid out in front of him, LeCarre allowed a pleasant thought to enter his handsome brain: a brief vacation from crime could be good for him. Out there, beyond this wintery paradise, were Devon and Cornwall, two counties pulsating with ceaseless crime. A world like that made it impossible for a man like Detective Roger LeCarre to relax. Here was a retreat. A place so beautiful that something as ugly as crime simply couldn’t penetrate its walls.


The evening ahead was filled with many mysteries. What it held, LeCarre simply did not know. He could be certain of only one thing – no crime would be taking place tonight.


That was for sure.


The castle’s long approach gave LeCarre some time to run over the information he’d been able to acquire on Eli Quartz in the brief time since he had left his sexy superior, Chief Superintendent Beverley Chang.


A thirty-six-year-old tech titan, Quartz had made his fortune in California’s famous Silicon Valley. What little LeCarre knew of him, he liked. Unlike many of his fellow computer nerds, Quartz was a man who actually made things. Amazon, Google, Facebook, these weren’t tangible objects, they were flimsy concepts built on air. When LeCarre’s daughter had joined Instagram, he had considered doing the same thing, in the hope of finding a shared interest, but he couldn’t work out what it was. That afternoon he’d walked into every shop on Exeter High Street asking if they had any Instagrams in stock, but to no avail. Quartz and his business, Quartz Industries, made things – real things. Watches, cars, robots. This was something LeCarre could get on board with. Perhaps he’d even be lucky enough to leave with a goody bag containing a ‘smart pen’ or something.


Two key questions hung in the air like Quartz-made drones: why had Eli Quartz crossed the Atlantic Ocean to settle in East Devon? And why had he been so insistent that Detective Roger LeCarre should attend his lavish castle-warming?


A small collection of cars was parked in front of the castle’s entrance. A quick assessment suggested not all of LeCarre’s fellow attendees had the limits of a Devon and Cornwall police salary. He parked beside a luxury Tesla. LeCarre had no time for electric vehicles. If God had intended cars to be powered by electricity then he’d have made them that way. LeCarre shuddered at the thought that he might be about to spend an evening amongst the liberal metropolitan elite, the ‘woke’. LeCarre was woke: long hours and a serious Red Bull habit meant that he was woke most of the time, but he didn’t feel the need to bang on about it.


LeCarre exited his Kia Ceed and looked at his reflection in the driver’s side window. His tuxedo still fitted nicely. Good. A few years had passed since that night. LeCarre lived on a man’s diet of pasties, booze and KitKat Chunkies, but the life of a Devon and Cornwall police officer kept him in shape. Nothing burned calories like the battle against crime. Carrie had tried to get him onto what she called a ‘balanced diet’. ‘You can’t chase down a suspect with kale in your belly, Carrie. You just can’t,’ he’d protested. She had no complaints about his body in the bedroom: he had, in his opinion, for a man in his age bracket, one of the top 250 most attractive top halves in East Devon.


The tuxedo hadn’t been worn since he and Carrie had gone to a fancy-dress party and Roger had chosen to dress as James Bond. That was a good night. He hadn’t wanted to go to the party. ‘Fancy dress is for children, Carrie. It’s for children.’ As the evening went on he’d grown into the role, drinking vodka martinis, doing a Sean Connery voice and, just before they went home, punching a foreign man for no particular reason.


Eli Quartz’s invitation had suggested guests bring an overnight bag. LeCarre worried the rucksack on his back didn’t quite go with the tuxedo. Imagine it’s a parachute, he said to himself and instantly felt cool again.


LeCarre stood in front of the castle’s six-hundred-year-old Gothic façade. They say an Englishman’s home is his castle but LeCarre had never liked that phrase because, in the vast majority of cases, an Englishman’s home is his house. Most Englishmen didn’t have castles. In this particular instance, it was an American whose home was his castle, and a very nice home it was too.


No greeting party. No signs of a celebration, already begun. Just a large, pointed arch, with a red, wooden door. He checked himself for signs of nerves but found none. Detective Roger LeCarre was used to walking through doors not knowing what was behind them. Usually, it was a case of hookers, junkies, dead bodies, or sometimes just a disabled toilet. Whatever lay behind this door would make a pleasant change. He straightened his dinner jacket and stepped up to the entrance, pressing the doorbell. It had never occurred to him that castles had doorbells. Underneath the pageantry, I guess we’re all the same, he said to himself in an incredibly deep and meaningful way. In another life, LeCarre could have had a column in a leading national newspaper, such was his capacity for philosophical thought.


Ding. Dong. Footsteps. The door opened.


‘Hello, I’m … ’


‘Detective Roger LeCarre. We’re delighted you were able to join us. Please, come inside. You must be cold.’


The man who’d come to greet him, the butler, he supposed, was a mass of sturdy, upright Englishness. A bald head with trim grey hair at the back and sides. His frame was large, not with fat, but not with muscle either. With something else. Like an old oak tree who’d inexplicably developed an ability to walk and talk. On the bridge of his nose rested a pair of round glasses. His chin was weak, but not his demeanour. The man looked like he was born in another century, which being at least sixty years of age, he obviously was. But perhaps another century altogether, another era. This man, who presumably worked for Eli Quartz, a man who represented the future, seemed to come from the past. It was impossible to picture him using an iPad, for example, but very easy to see him operating a mangle. He looked like a snooker referee but not one of the women ones they seem so keen on having nowadays, thought LeCarre.


‘I hope I’m not too early. The invitation said 7 p.m.,’ said LeCarre, stepping inside, brushing the snow from his suit.


‘Not at all, sir.’


LeCarre looked to the enormous grandfather clock that stood behind the butler. Twenty-five minutes past six. He liked to be punctual.


‘I’m glad you’re here, Detective LeCarre. We’ve all so been looking forward to meeting you.’


Just then, a beautiful servant girl in her twenties shyly approached, her voluptuous eyes flitting between LeCarre and the marble floor. Again, the young woman seemed not of this time. It was like these two people belonged to the castle and not the outside world. Like they’d been there the six hundred years since it was built, like they came with the package. That said, LeCarre recognised her scent as Flame by Britney Spears so it was fair to assume she either popped into Exeter town centre from time to time or ordered the perfume online.


‘This is Angela,’ said the butler. ‘She’ll show you to your room.’


‘Can I take your bag for you, Detective LeCarre?’


‘No, no,’ said LeCarre. Although uncomfortable with the idea, LeCarre was prepared to take on the role of waited-upon guest, but he drew the line at a woman carrying his bag. The only exception was if he had, for some reason, two dodgy wrists. That exact circumstance actually happened after a ten-pin bowling accident in his late thirties, after which Carrie had had to carry everything for him for six months while his wrists were allowed to heal. ‘I’m hating this more than you, Carrie, I really am,’ he’d said, as she carried his bag to and from the car every day.


The young lady he now knew as Angela really was a delight to look at, like a professional oil painting or an Audi S5. LeCarre was reluctant to call anything perfect – he made a point of never giving higher than a four-star review on Amazon because there’s always room for improvement – but her beauty was the closest he’d got to awarding something five stars since the brilliantly effective Waterpik water flosser he’d purchased last spring.


He searched Angela for an imperfection but couldn’t find one. Her two long arms hung beautifully from her shoulders in perfect proportion. Her blonde hair fell down from her head covering what he supposed must be a truly stunning pair of ears. Angela’s long neck served as an elegant plinth for her exquisite head, which contained high cheekbones which lay on her face like two tiny camel humps either side of Devon’s most delightful nose. Her eyes. Her eyes. What colour were they? They weren’t blue, no. Nor brown, nor green. What was it? If only he had a Dulux swatch wheel with him to try and figure it out. It was like a new colour, one LeCarre had never seen before. Her feminine jaw led to a chin featuring a single charming dimple large enough to store one average-sized currant. Put all that together and you had the recipe for a face more delicious than any Michelin-starred meal. Also, she had quite nice breasts.


‘Please, follow me,’ said Angela, turning to reveal the reverse side of a slender figure unrestrained in its capacity to impress by the dowdy grey servant’s uniform in which it hid. And to think that a mouth belonging to that body was inviting LeCarre to follow it to a bedroom.


Ping.


A text from LeCarre’s wife.


Have a good time at the party. Can I delete your Dragon’s Den episodes from the Sky planner? We’re down to 3 per cent.


No. I’m still planning on watching them, LeCarre quickly replied, following Angela up a winding set of stairs.









THREE


Detective Roger LeCarre sat on the edge of the king-size four-poster bed. He was alone. Just as well, he thought. He gave himself a mental pat on the back for not having sex with Angela. LeCarre, he often said, was his own worst critic, but it was important to give himself credit when he did something particularly good like not betraying his wife with a beautiful servant girl in a castle.


Angela had told him that he had some time to relax before a drinks reception in the music room downstairs, so he took a moment to take in his temporary sleeping chamber. The bedroom he’d been given for the night was unlike any he’d ever been in. LeCarre thought his own bedroom was lavish. He and Carrie had refurbished it in the Jury’s Inn style they’d grown so fond of, complete with mini fridge, writing desk and trouser press. As an expression of Roger and Carrie’s shared love of travel, they’d made an exact replica. A safe, a tray with a kettle, tea bags, UHT milk on it, a hair dryer in a little bag in a drawer. They’d even gone so far as to install a hermetically sealed window to give it that real holiday feel. But this bedroom? This was something else.


The gold-framed bed was surrounded on all sides by red velvet curtains with golden trim and elaborate tassels. Who had slept in this bed before him? Kings? Queens? Maybe Romesh Ranganathan in a travel documentary? The walls were coated with gold embossed wallpaper so expertly applied that LeCarre expected a steam roller had been used to do the job.


Despite the freezing cold weather outside, the room was warm due to a raging fire which thankfully was deliberate and contained within a fireplace. On the floor was a rug made from a real polar bear, its head still intact. The room contained a number of paintings, the most striking of which hung directly above the fireplace: a handsome man, sitting proudly upon a horse, dressed in what LeCarre presumed was the military dress of his time. What time that was, LeCarre couldn’t tell. Certainly the picture was from some time in what LeCarre referred broadly to as ‘the olden days’, pre the invention of fridge-freezers.


How would LeCarre have fared in such an era? Well, he’d like to think. Yes, he’d miss the comforts of the twenty-first century – shower gel, smart phones, his Waterpik water flosser – but ‘the olden days’ were a time when men could be men and LeCarre was, if nothing else, a man. Now, apparently, men were expected to do womanly things like change nappies. Though he was careful where he said it, that sort of thing didn’t sit well with Detective Roger LeCarre. For a start, he didn’t have easy access to a baby so where was he supposed to find a nappy to change? This man – this man on the horse – no one expected him to change nappies. Nappies didn’t even exist in his era, probably – babies were just expected to excrete into their clothes as nature intended.


LeCarre looked into the man’s eyes and felt a connection through the centuries. They were, it felt to him, men of the same mind in some way. The man seemed to be looking at LeCarre but also out over the land, his land. Did this man once own Devon? LeCarre felt that in many ways he owned Devon now, although technically he only owned 1,200 square feet of it in the shape of his three-bedroomed semi-detached, and at least 60 per cent of that was to all intents and purposes owned by the Coventry Building Society.


LeCarre didn’t know the artist, but to his untrained eye this looked like an excellent painting. He’d heard it said that with the truly great paintings, the subject’s eyes followed you around the room. He decided to test the theory by hopping around the bedroom and looking back at the picture. The eyes did indeed seem to follow him everywhere. This was a truly great painting and this really was a truly great bedroom.


The wind outside howled like some kind of loud wolf. LeCarre walked over to the window and pulled aside the heavy gold curtain. The snow continued to fall at a rapid rate. His Kia Ceed was already half buried. Some storm this was. LeCarre had never seen anything quite like it. At least it was cars that would be buried tonight and not people. LeCarre had seen too many people buried. Three murders in Exeter already this year and some people hadn’t even taken down their Christmas trees yet. Nope, there’d be no murders tonight. Of that he could be absolutely, positively sure.


LeCarre looked at his expensive waterproof watch. Still some time before the drinks reception. He slipped off his brown brogues (which, if he was honest with himself, didn’t really go with the tuxedo and were probably the reason he’d missed out on a prize at the fancy-dress party where he’d gone as James Bond) and climbed into bed.


For the first time since his wedding night, he stared up at the underside of the roof of a four-poster bed frame. He spotted a small tear in the fabric. Not everything in this room was perfect. Perhaps not everything was as it seemed. Who were the other guests? Nobody had told him. Was LeCarre being naive? He usually liked to know something of a venue before entering – who was there? Were there any weapons? Where were the exits? How was the wifi?


Since arriving at the castle he’d mentally clocked off duty. That wasn’t like him. The magnificence of the building, the magnificence of Angela, had thrown him somehow. He checked himself. Always be ready for anything, within reason. That was his personal motto. It was important to remind himself of it now.


Tonight was a gathering of people. People of high status, no doubt, but people all the same, and if life had taught Detective Roger LeCarre anything it was that wherever people gathered, crime came.


Just then, LeCarre turned his head and noticed a picture on the bedside table, a modern picture, a photograph of a young man. LeCarre did a double take, which is actually quite hard to do when you’re lying down. Why the double take? Because it was a man he recognised.
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