
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Touch

    

    




      
        Robert Innes

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Published by Robert Innes in 2018

      

        

      
        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 © Robert Innes.

      

        

      
        The moral right of the author has been asserted.

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof
        may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever
        without the express written permission of the publisher
        except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

        

      
        For questions and comments about this book, please contact rgwisox@aol.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Released: August 8th 2018

        Words: 31,000

        Standalone: Yes

        Series: A Blake Harte Mystery Book 8

        Cliffhanger: Yes

      

      

      

      Football fever has Harmschapel in its grip. After decades of failure, Harmschapel F.C has made it to the County Cup final. All hopes are resting on the team’s talented new striker Scott Jennings bringing victory to the village, but the match threatens to bring deep-rooted rivalries to the surface.

      

      Detective Sergeant Blake Harte finds himself forced to sit through the tense final in case of any trouble. Though the last thing he expects is to be thrown into the midst of another impossible crime, he and the rest of Harmschapel Police are left baffled when Scott is murdered in the middle of the match.

      

      With none of the other players anywhere near him at the time of his death, and a stadium full of witnesses that all seem as clueless as each other, Blake is left with very little to go on as to how a killer could have left Scott with a deep wound in his side without being seen.

      

      As the suspect list grows, Blake discovers dark secrets that are desperate to remain hidden. And someone is watching him. Someone who knows Blake Harte and everything he holds dear. They have their own score to settle, and they are about to make the first move in a game that they intend for Blake to lose...
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      The house, according to the idle tongues of the locals, had stood there for as long as anybody could remember. It was an old and rickety building, rotting wooden beams festooned around the odd-looking structure that looked very much out of place amongst the considerably more modern and sleek buildings around it. Nobody ever entered it, in fact nearly everyone walked past the house on a day to day basis and completely ignored it. It was, to all intents and purposes, a historic defect in the otherwise tidy street that nobody could be bothered to remove.

      And yet, tonight, a ten-year-old boy found himself standing at the front door of the building. Blake Harte had an irresistible urge to explore the unknown coasting through his veins.

      He glanced up at the huge yellow sign, almost as old and out of place as the house itself, warning of the building being unsafe to enter and found himself smiling excitedly. What was being hidden here? What did the people who had put the sign there want to keep secret? Rumours around the classroom varied. Some whispers suggested the possibility that a witch lived there, who only came out when there was nobody to see her, before she set off on her broomstick to cast spells around the neighbourhood. A few of Blake’s classmates were convinced that the house was an entrance to another dimension, and that setting foot inside it would transport the intruder to a world very different to ours. The main form of consensus though was that the house was haunted by the spirits of all who had lived there and there were various murmurings of a headless man prowling the building, looking for his missing head that had been lost in a terrible accident, though Blake did not believe that for a second.

      He glanced around as the cold wind whipped up around him. It whistled through the trees, creating the only sound in the otherwise silent street. Blake quickly leaned back and stared down the street in the direction of his house. The lights were all off, his parents fast asleep. The only movement he could see was from the open window of his bedroom on the ground floor, the curtains flapping in the wind, dragged out from where he had climbed out of the window. He had been planning this night all week.

      Blake took a deep breath and put his hand on the door handle, then groaned in disappointment. The door was locked.

      He stepped back and examined the building, his imagination trying to fathom a way in which he could gain access. As he stared up at the top of the house, a car suddenly roared around the corner of the street, its headlights illuminating him. He froze as the car drew nearer. If somebody he knew saw him sneaking around in the middle of the night, then his parents would soon find out about it and the last thing he wanted was one of his mum’s telling offs.

      He leapt around the side of the house just before the driver of the car would have been able to see him and pressed his back against the wall, breathing heavily. Suddenly, the impact of what he was doing threatened to overcome him. He shuddered, half from the cold, half from the thought of what his parents would say if they knew what he was doing, but as the words of his best friend, Tommy Davis, crept into his head, calling him a chicken and daring him to find out what the house was hiding, determination flooded through him again. He had come this far, there was no going back now. He had to get into the house.

      He crept around the side of the old building, searching for a way in. He climbed over a small wall and found himself in the garden, or rather, what presumably used to be the garden. Now, it was extremely overgrown and unsightly. Nettle beds were lit ominously by the street lights, surrounded by nests of dock leaves and tall dandelions. As he scrambled through the weeds, trying his best not to get stung, he spotted a small window on the other side of the yard. It was slightly ajar, though as Blake looked closer, he realised that the glass had come loose from the rotting wooden frames. He stood and stared at it for a few moments, debating whether he was really brave enough to try and crawl through. He thought about his other classmates who would give their right arm to be where he was now, then realised that very few of them would have been able to squeeze through the tiny window. Blake had always been teased about how skinny he was, but now, he was starting to see the advantages.

      He took a deep breath and hauled himself up to the window. Thin as he was, it was still a struggle to get through the tiny gap. At one point, he stuck fast, his front half suddenly enveloped in darkness as his legs dangled helplessly behind him. He struggled, suddenly too scared to go any further, but by now it was too late to change direction. Even if he wanted to run home and forget all about this crazy idea, he would have to get into the house then climb back out again.

      Blake put his hands on the wall and with a huge effort pushed himself through the rest of the window, landing on the floor in a heap, the sound of his body hitting the ground echoing slightly around the pitch-black house.

      Blake lay on the floor for a few moments to check that he was the only noise in the house. The dust from the floor tickled his nose and as he stood up, he became aware of the musty smell that reminded him of the local church that his mum sometimes dragged him to on Sundays. His eyes slowly adjusted to the gloominess of the room, not that it gave him much more of a clue what was around him.

      He slowly moved across the room, attempting not to trip over anything. As his hands blindly waved about, trying to find the wall, he became aware that he was walking through a puddle of something on the floor. At last, his hands clasped onto a small box protruding from the wall and what was unmistakably a button. He felt more scared now, almost hoping that the light would not work and that he would be left in the darkness, clueless about his surroundings. Then, he could go home, knowing that he had at least tried, but the task had been impossible due to the fact that he could not see anything. Maybe he would come back in the daylight. He could even bring Tommy with him then.

      He pressed the light and was immediately blinded by the surprisingly bright light that suddenly flooded the room. Then, he opened his eyes. He immediately wished he had kept them closed.

      He was standing in what looked to be a living room, but he was distracted from taking into much of his surroundings when he saw what the puddle on the ground actually was. It was a dark red colour beneath an old rocking chair in the centre of the room. Seated in the chair was an old woman, her face white and her eyes and mouth wide open as if in a silent scream. She was dressed in old, dirty looking clothing and sticking out her back was a large knife. Blake’s breath caught in his throat as he stared at the horrifying sight before him. The pool of blood on the floor glistened in the light beneath the body of the woman. Blake could not move, too terrified to try and force his legs to work.

      Then, she cried out his name, her face remaining in her ghastly expression of terror.

      “Blake.”

      Blake continued staring at her. He tried to run, but the floor seemed to be now gripping over his feet. The carpet swamped around his legs, holding him in place as the name rang out again.

      “Blake!”

      Then, as the floor tightened its grip around his bottom half, the woman stood up, her face still contorted in a silence scream. She reached towards him, her mouth seeming to open even wider.

      “Blake!”

      “No!” screamed Blake and put his arms up over his head as the woman leaned closer towards him, her hands flying forwards to grab him.

      Then, just as she was about to grab hold of him, Blake Harte opened his eyes with a jolt.
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      “Blake!”

      Blake stared up at the ceiling as the realisation that he had been dreaming slowly settled within him. His heart was racing, and he felt like cold sweat was torrenting down his back. It had been a long time since he had had that dream.

      He looked across at his boyfriend, Harrison Baxter, who was sitting on the corner of the bed, with his hand on Blake’s shoulder, looking slightly concerned. His blonde hair looked a ghostly white in the moonlight that was reaching through the curtains.

      “Are you alright?” Harrison asked him gently. “You were talking in your sleep. Were you having a nightmare or something?”

      Blake exhaled and rubbed his eyes. “Yeah,” he murmured. “I think so.”

      “Aw,” Harrison said, squeezing his arm. “Are you alright? What was it about?”

      Blake sat up as the relief that he was an adult, safe and sound in his bedroom in Harmschapel began to overtake the horror of the dream. Now he was more awake, the details of it were quickly fading away.

      “It was weird,” he said. “I think it was one I used to have all the time.”

      “A recurring nightmare?” Harrison said. “What about?”

      Blake rubbed his eyes as the image of the old woman’s screaming face began to evaporate from his consciousness. He felt a bit foolish having to have had to be woken up by Harrison. “It’s a bit embarrassing.”

      “Come on, Blake,” Harrison replied, lying across the bed in front of him. “I thought we agreed? No more secrets?”

      Blake looked at his boyfriend sheepishly. The past few months had been a tricky time for them and Blake was fully aware that the majority of it had been his fault. He had been thanking his lucky stars every morning that he was still waking up next to Harrison after Blake had kept the fact that he had been worried that he might have caught HIV from his ex-boyfriend Nathan’s misdemeanours. Thankfully, Blake had gotten the all clear, but there was now a rule between them that they shared anything that was worrying them with each other, no matter the consequences.

      Blake sighed and took a long sip of water from the glass on the bedside table. His mouth had gone incredibly dry at the thought of divulging the events that had led to the dream to somebody else. “When I was ten, I had a pretty traumatic experience,” he began. “The street I lived in with my parents, they still live there actually, there was this old house. It had been there for years and it was basically the talk of our school, especially in my classroom. Me and my best mate at the time, Tommy Davis, we were always daring each other to do things. We used to get in trouble all the time. We were always causing trouble around the school.”

      Harrison’s mouth fell open in an expression of faux horror. “Blake Harte, the class troublemaker? I can’t believe what I’m hearing.”

      “It was never anything that bad,” Blake replied, grinning. “Just kids’ stuff. Although I did once dare Tommy to put a bucket of water over the headteacher’s office door. She was this prim and proper lady, such a snobby cow, with her hair tied up in this stupid tight bun on top of her head. That got us punished for about a month, both at school and at home.” Blake chuckled as he remembered his mother trying to accost Mrs Hendry at the school gates with a bunch of flowers to apologise for Blake’s unruly behaviour.

      “And what? This old house featured in one of the dares?” Harrison asked.

      “Yeah. Tommy had been trying to get me to go into this house for ages. I didn’t want to, it was a bit close to my own house for me to get caught going in there. And I mean, you’ve met my mum. Nobody wants to get a telling off from her, let alone a ten-year-old. Eventually though, Tommy persuaded me, and I ended up climbing out of my bedroom window in the middle of the night to try and get into this house.”

      “On your own?”

      “Yeah. Tommy had been calling me a chicken all week, so I wanted to prove him wrong. I just wish I hadn’t.”

      “What happened?”

      “When I got to the house, everything was locked. The whole building was completely inaccessible. The police checked, the only way into that place was a small window that even I had difficulty getting through, and I was a skinny child.”

      Harrison frowned. “The police?”

      Blake sighed again and nodded. “I squeezed through this window and everything was dark. I remember, it was like I had fallen into a coal mine blindfolded. But then I found a light and I turned it on.” He hesitated as the wide mouthed face of the old woman flashed into his mind again.

      “What happened?” Harrison asked gently. “What was in there?”

      “A body,” Blake said grimly. “It was this really old woman. She had white hair and her face…” Blake’s voice trailed off. He shuddered.

      Harrison leant forwards and squeezed Blake’s hand. “What?”

      “It was just in a scream. It was like she had just seen the most horrifying thing imaginable. I’ve never seen terror like it on someone’s face. And there was a large knife sticking out of her back.”

      Harrison’s mouth fell open again, this time in genuine alarm. “She’d been murdered?”

      Blake nodded. “Yeah. Which I guess explains the look of horror on her face. Maybe. But there I was, a small defenceless ten-year-old confronted with the only real experience of death I’d had up to that point.”

      “So, you were trapped in this house with a murdered old woman in front of you?” Harrison repeated, looking stunned, his expression just visible in the moonlight. “Christ, Blake, that’s awful. What did you do?”

      Blake shrugged. “I ran, once I’d got back the use of my legs. That was the thing though. I mean it must have only been a few seconds, but I was that scared I couldn’t move for a while. They found out later, the doctors I mean, that the dream I kept having was spawned from the fact that I couldn’t get away. I didn’t really understand the concept of being too scared to actually make my legs work so as far as I was concerned, this dead woman was keeping me there.”

      Harrison shook his head, looking both appalled and hugely sympathetic.

      Blake continued. “Anyway, once I’d finally managed to get moving again and crawled back through the window, I ran home. Mum was already up and about looking for me, standing in the street in her dressing gown and slippers shouting my name. I don’t know how she’d found out. I ran up to her shaking and crying and when she’d finally managed to get out of me what had happened, she rang the police. The case was never solved. I looked it up when I was older and felt I was ready to actually read about it. That house was completely sealed from inside. Like I say, the only possible entrance was that tiny window.”

      “Even as a kid, eh?” Harrison asked, smiling at Blake. “You were just always meant to be surrounded by this sort of thing, weren’t you?”

      Blake let out a little chuckle. “Maybe.”

      “When was the last time you had this dream?” Harrison asked him, settling back next to Blake in the bed and pulling the sheets up to his chin.

      “God knows,” Blake replied. “It went on for a long time. I think my last one was when I was at university. That was my own fault though. I’d been to see one of the Saw movies. I think I also dreamt there was a puppet standing over her telling me that it wanted to play a game that night. But since then, nothing. I don’t know why I’ve had it tonight. I’ve not even thought about that woman for years.”

      Blake took a slow deep breath in to get his heart back to its normal pace.

      “Maybe it’s just your job,” suggested Harrison as ran his hand gently down Blake’s back. “I mean come on, you’ve not exactly been short of murder since you arrived in Harmschapel. Shootings, stabbings, weird events that make no sense to anybody apart from you. You’re not made of Teflon.”

      “I know, I know,” Blake murmured. “Maybe I’ll see if I can get some time off soon.” He scoffed as he remembered the amount he had been working recently. “Fat chance till this bloody tournament finishes though.”

      Harrison’s laugh instantly lifted Blake. Something about the sound of Harrison’s laughter left him feeling safer and more content, though he could not put his finger on what it actually was.

      “Three more days, Blake. That’s all,” Harrison said. “You’ve got to give Harmschapel the credit it’s due. This is the furthest we’ve got since this tournament began.”

      “So I keep hearing,” Blake replied, rolling his eyes. “It’s all I get out of work. Matti’s obsessed, Gardiner won’t stop regaling anyone who will listen about details of each match that’s been played since the start of tournament. I take it we won today then?”

      Harrison nodded. “Yep. Easily. Now it’s just us verses Clackton.”

      “Two teams that can’t stand the sight of each other,” Blake said, shaking his head in disbelief. “All the trouble we’ve had to deal with between them and now they’re going against each other in a final?”

      “It’s a county cup,” Harrison replied, clearly amused at Blake’s irritation. “I hardly think you’re going to be having to deal with rioters and petrol bombs.”

      “You forget, I’m from Manchester,” Blake reminded him. “I know what angry football fans look like and how it can descend into chaos, especially when there’s drink involved.”

      “Then you better get some sleep,” Harrison replied, yawning deeply. “Are you feeling alright now?”

      Blake nodded and kissed Harrison goodnight. He smiled as he watched his boyfriend settle back down and close his eyes. He did feel slightly better, though he was still confused as to why the screaming woman should suddenly start plaguing his dreams now.

      As Harrison began snoring softly beside him, Blake sank down into the bed and stared up at the ceiling, his eyes starting to feel heavy. Soon, he was fast asleep, and his dreams were sparse but thankfully free of the woman from his nightmares.
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      “It’s coming home, it’s coming home, it’s coming, football’s coming…”

      Without looking up from his work, Blake placed his hand firmly around his colleague’s mouth. “Matti, if I hear one more football chant out of you, just one, I shall personally see to it that you spend the rest of the week putting out traffic cones on the motorway.”

      Police Constable Mini Patil groaned and rolled her eyes as she glanced at her silenced boyfriend over the top of her computer. “Oh, Sir. You haven’t even heard the worst of it. Football this, football that, I think I’m probably going to end up either throttling him or going mad by the end of this week. Possibly both.”

      “Well, I won’t arrest you.”

      Billy Mattison held his hands up in surrender as Blake released him. “Alright, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’m just excited.”

      “Really?” Blake replied dryly. “I couldn’t tell.”

      Mattison grinned and returned to his desk. “I just can’t believe we’ve reached the final. Do you realise how many years it’s been since Harmschapel FC has got this far in the competition?”

      “No, Matti,” Blake said wearily. “You haven’t mentioned that. Apart from the several hundred times a day that you bring it up.”

      “Forty-five years,” Mattison went on, apparently ignoring how disinterested his audience were. “Forty-five years of defeats, and last year we got knocked out first. This year though, this year is going to be different.”

      “Ah, yes,” Sergeant Michael Gardiner said from the other side of the room. “Scott Jennings.”

      Mattison grinned again and nodded keenly. “Best young striker football has seen since Kane if you ask me.” He turned to Blake excitedly. “Do you know how many goals he scored in the last match?”

      “No, Matti,” Blake said. “But that could be because you could write what I know, or care, about football on a gnat’s toenail.”

      “Four,” enthused Mattison. “Four in one match! Gosworld Town were left in the dust, they didn’t have a chance!”

      Patil shook her head in disbelief. “I’m actually worried, Sir. I genuinely think he might leave me for Scott Jennings.”

      “He could do a lot worse,” Gardiner replied wryly. “I’ve been a keen follower of Harmschapel’s efforts for as long as I can remember. Scott Jennings has a bright future ahead of him. Give it a few years and I bet playing for Harmschapel will be a distant memory.”

      Blake sighed and shook his head. It was fair to say that football fever had well and truly taken the village of Harmschapel in a firm grip. The annual county cup competition was an event that usually went by without much fanfare, but this year was different. Even Blake, who was completely ignorant to any sporting event that went on, was all too aware of how much of an impact Harmschapel FC’s newest player, Scott Jennings, had had on the team’s success rate this year. Normally, Harmschapel would have been out of the running no later than around the fourth round, but now there was a real chance that the team could take their first victory since, according to Mattison, the competition had begun, fifty years ago. It did seem that Jennings’ skill had spurred on the rest of his team to step up their own game, and now Harmschapel was finally making itself known as something other than just ‘the village team.’ The final match was the next day and it felt like it was all the village was capable of talking about.

      “Mind you,” Gardiner continued. “Up against Clackton, they won’t have it easy.”

      “Scott will nail it,” Mattison replied firmly. “If anyone can finally knock Clackton off their perch, it’ll be him. I can’t wait for the final.”

      “Me neither,” Blake replied. “At least then this will all be over, and we can talk about something I actually know something about.”

      As if to illustrate his point, they heard a group of men passing the station through the open window. They were singing what sounded like an extremely drunk version of a chant that seemed to have been conceived in the opening matches of the competition, once it started to become clear that Harmschapel had a chance of doing well. It was, for some reason, performed to the melody of When The Saints Go Marching In. It was loud, raucous, and demonstrated the sort of rivalry that had been established between Harmschapel FC and Clackton United.

      “Oh, it’s Jennings,

      Oh, It’s Jennings,

      Here comes Jennings to save the day

      Harmschapel’s heading to the final

      Cause Jennings’ here to save the day!”

      Loud raucous cheering followed the song. Blake glanced at Mattison who was mouthing along to the chant as the singing faded away.

      “What?” he said, grinning cheekily. “I didn’t sing it.”

      Before Blake could reply, the door to the office of Inspector Angel opened. A second later, Angel stepped out, still as tall and as skeletal as ever. He was carrying a folder underneath his arm and had what appeared to be something dangerously close to a smile on his face. Jacob Angel was a steely, calm and icy man, though no matter how sharp and caustic he appeared to be, and often was, Blake could never forget how Angel had saved his life mere months ago from a man holding a gun at him. Since that day, Blake had always been slightly more forgiving with Angel’s passive aggressive remarks, though there had certainly been times when it had been a struggle.

      “Attention please, everyone,” Angel announced to the already quiet room. “I’d like to introduce you all to somebody. We have a new addition to our team.”

      “Somebody new?” Mattison repeated, turning his head towards Blake. “You never said, Sir.”

      Blake raised his eyebrows and shrugged. It was certainly news to him.

      A slim, blonde-haired woman who looked to be in her early twenties stepped out of Angel’s office. She had flawless skin, subtle makeup and her uniform looked pristine. Her thick blonde hair was tied up in a ponytail at the back of her head and as she smiled Blake sensed a mixture of shyness but resoluteness. Altogether, she was a very attractive young woman. Blake could not help but notice Mattison subtly smacking his lips together as if his mouth had suddenly gone incredibly dry. The action had not been unnoticed by Patil either, who narrowed her eyes at her boyfriend looking deeply suspicious.

      “I’d like you to meet Police Constable Lisa Fox. She’ll be joining us from today.”

      Blake remembered being introduced to the rest of Harmschapel police station on his first day, though his introductions had been done by their old boss, Inspector Royale. He could not help but feel Royale would have been able to stop Fox looking so nervous, as opposed to Angel who possessed none of his predecessor’s warmth.

      “Hi everyone,” Fox said, the strength of her voice betraying her slightly meek looking exterior.

      “Hi!” Mattison said, louder than everybody else’s polite greetings. Patil glanced at him with a withering look which silenced Mattison before he had a chance to say anything else.

      “That’s Police Constables Mattison and Patil,” Angel continued, pointing to them. “Over here we have Sergeant Michael Gardiner.”

      Gardiner gave her a curt nod, very similar to the one he had given Blake when they had first met. “Good morning.”

      “And over here we have Detective Sergeant Blake Harte.”

      Blake stood up as Angel moved forward and smiled at Fox. “Nice to meet you.”

      Fox took a strong grip of his arm and shook it. Again, Blake was surprised by her strength. “And you, Sir.”

      “Oh, that makes a change,” Gardiner drawled, idly shuffling through paperwork on his desk. “Normally when somebody in the force meets him for the first time they tell him how they’ve heard of his work and that brilliant brain of his. It’s nice to know he’s not completely world famous yet.”

      “I’m not famous,” Blake argued, suddenly incredibly conscious of the fact that everything Gardiner had just said was completely true. He turned back to Fox who was looking at him with an expression of confusion. “Just some of the cases we’ve worked on have become a little high profile in the aftermath, that’s all.”

      “Credit where credit is due,” Angel said, performing a facial expression that again looked dangerously close to a smile. “DS Harte has been the officer in charge of some very intriguing crimes and each one he has managed to find a logical answer for. I hope he is a good influence around you.”

      “I haven’t actually heard of you,” Fox said apologetically. “It all sounds impressive though. I’m really looking forward to working with you all.”

      “Yeah, us too,” Mattison said from behind them, nodding enthusiastically.

      Fox laughed bashfully and flicked her hair behind her ear. Blake could almost feel the heat exuding from the glare Patil was giving her.

      “If you need anything, just let me, well I mean, just let us know. Any of us. We’re all just a big friendly station,” Mattison said, his voice trailing off slightly as he perhaps realised he was babbling.

      Fox nodded, smiling at Mattison. “I will. Thank you.”

      Angel, perhaps sensing that his newest officer was at risk of having the pen Patil was holding thrust up her nose, cleared his throat. “Well, if you’ll just follow me Constable Fox, I shall take you through to reception. Come this way.”

      “Nice meeting all of you,” Fox said as she followed Angel out of the meeting room. She turned back towards the room and Blake was sure she threw a small smile at Mattison as she left.

      When she was gone, the room was silent for a few moments.

      “Well,” Mattison said at last, watching the door Fox had just disappeared through. “I think she seems nice.” His eyes darted around the room and at then at the unimpressed face of his girlfriend. “What?”

      Before anyone could reply, the door opened again and Sergeant Mandy Darnwood walked in the room.

      “I’ve just had a call from your other half,” she said to Blake.

      “Harrison?” Blake asked, raising his eyebrows. “Why? Is he alright?”

      “Apparently there’s a fight kicking off in the shop,” Darnwood replied, reading through what she had written down on the paper as if she was incapable of remembering a conversation she must have only just had.

      Blake groaned. “About what?”

      “You’ll have to ask Harrison,” Darnwood said in a voice that suggested she was attempting sympathy to what Blake was about to have to deal with. “My guess is that it’s more football related stuff. You know what these fans are like. They sink a few in the pub, bump into each other and all hell breaks loose when they realise that they support different teams. It’s ridiculous, honestly. My fella knows better than to bring it up. I can’t stand it.”

      Blake sighed and pulled his coat on. “Come on, Michael,” he said. “Let’s go and sort them out.”

      Ignoring Gardiner’s grumbling, Blake strolled out of the meeting room, vaguely aware of bickering starting behind him from Mattison and Patil as he left.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When they arrived at Harrison’s shop, it did not take long for them to identify where the trouble was coming from. The shop was empty, aside from Harrison and his boss Jai Sinha, who were both standing behind the counter watching two young lads facing off with each other by the newspapers.

      The tallest one reminded Blake of the boys in PE he had despised at school. He looked to be in his mid-twenties, with broad shoulders and short brown hair. His muscles were visible in his arms as he flexed them at his rival, a shorter, blonde haired man of a similar age wearing black framed glasses. Both were glaring furiously at each other and neither looked away from the other’s eyes as Blake and Gardiner walked in.

      “What’s going on here?” Blake asked Harrison, who was watching the two men with a concerned look in his eyes.

      “The shorter one followed Scott in,” Harrison told him. “Started shouting about something or other and then the next thing they were pushing each other about. Now they’re refusing to leave.”

      “Scott?” Blake asked, frowning. “You know one of them?”

      “Detective,” Gardiner interjected. “Even you must know Scott Jennings when he’s in front of you. He’s only what all the village is going on about of late.”

      Blake turned in surprise to stare at the object of Harmschapel’s affections. “That’s Scott Jennings?”

      Scott seemed completely unaware of his name being spoken, even though Blake was not talking quietly. He merely looked down at the shorter man with what looked like a snarl forming in the corner of his mouth.

      “That’s what she said, Peter, so back off!” He threw his arms back and then pushed the man he had called Peter away from him. Peter stumbled backwards, landing in a pile of crisp boxes that had been stacked in the corner. He was immediately on his feet again and began charging towards Scott, before Blake stepped in and swiftly took hold of his shoulders.

      “That’s enough,” he said sharply. “What is going on? Do you have to do this in the middle of a shop?”

      “He’s nuts,” Scott said sharply. “He just followed me in here and started shouting.”

      “Yeah, and you know why!” Peter replied angrily. “Substitute? You’ve had me taken off the pitch!”

      “Like it was anything to do with me!” Scott shouted. “You know Hattie, she makes her own decisions!”

      “Yeah, when pushed by you!”

      “That’s enough,” Blake thundered. “Now, we can do this quickly and nicely or we can do it the hard way. And considering I have just been pulled away from my work, which is a lot more important than dealing with whatever you two are arguing about, the hard way is fine with me!” He moved Peter towards the door. “Alternatively, you can go this way and go somewhere and cool off, and you, Scott, can go about your business. Well?”

      “I want them arrested, Mr Detective!” Jai Sinha proclaimed from behind the counter. “They come in here, causing trouble, frightening away my customers! I’m losing business while this is going on!”

      “It’s true,” Harrison replied, looking more confident now Blake was here to deal with the situation. “Old Mrs Featherstone was in here buying her knitting magazine. She left it behind when these two started.”

      “I’m not arresting anyone for Mrs Featherstone not being able to buy her bloody knitting magazine,” Blake replied curtly. He moved Peter towards the door. “C’mon, go. Take a walk, calm yourself down.”

      “And just stay out of my way at practice tonight,” Scott called from over Blake’s shoulder. “Not that you’re really needed. I doubt there’s a lot of point in a substitute turning up to a practice. It’s not like we’ll be needing you in the match.”

      “I said button it,” Blake told him as he stepped in to stop Peter from charging at him again. “Just go.”

      Peter threw one last furious glare at his adversary then stormed off down the street. As he marched past the window, Blake watched to ensure he did not try and turn back for another round. When he was out of sight, he turned his attention back to Scott.

      “So, you’re Scott Jennings? Of Harmschapel FC fame?”

      “Of course he is,” Gardiner said, gripping Scott’s hand tightly. “This is our star striker!”

      Scott nodded, an expression of cheerfulness appearing on his face now he had nobody to fight with and he was being admired. “I am indeed. Nice to meet you, mate.”

      Blake rolled his eyes and turned to Harrison.

      “Oh, come on, Blake,” Harrison murmured as Gardiner distracted Scott with a shower of compliments. “He might be about to put Harmschapel on the map for something other than farming. You can hardly blame people being excited.”

      “Football!” exclaimed Jai distastefully. “These players, they are millionaires! All for kicking a ball about. They get made knights by the queen, loved by the world when I am in here at five o’clock every morning getting my shop ready for people – now which is more useful to the world, I ask you?”

      Blake shrugged then turned back to Harrison again.

      “Is Scott not from around here? I’ve not seen him about the village.”

      “No, he’s from Lionsdale,” Harrison replied. “It’s a village about a twenty-minute bus ride away.”

      Blake cleared his throat loudly and Gardiner, who had been in the middle of regaling Scott on his knowledge of Harmschapel strikers through the years stopped talking and looked at Blake with an irritated expression.

      “So, who was your mate?” Blake asked him, indicating the door that Peter had disappeared from.

      Scott snorted. “He ain’t no mate. That’s Peter Simpkins. He’s angry because our manager has taken him off the field for the final. He’s a weaker player than me, Clackton are going to be bringing their A-game, and our manager said she wanted everyone to be on top form, so he’s going on the bench. It’s not my fault.” He shrugged arrogantly and shared an irritated shake of the head with Gardiner. Blake narrowed his eyes, instantly realising that he did not like the young man in front of him. He seemed full of himself and completely aware of his own talent, something that was not helped by people like Gardiner treating him like some sort of film star. Blake could only imagine that Peter would have been on the end of a lot of smirking, similar to the one Scott had on his face now.

      Before Blake could ask him anything else, a voice rang out behind them.

      “Here you are! Think I could pull you away from signing autographs for a sec?”

      They all turned to see a tall, jet-black haired man in a black vest and shorts standing in the doorway to the shop. He had a similar muscly frame to Scott, though Blake sensed that he possessed a little more humility that Harmschapel’s striker.

      “Yeah, alright,” Scott said. He walked towards the new arrival and they bumped fists before slapping their hands together in a laddish high five. He turned back to Blake. “This is -”

      “Paul Wainthropp!” Gardiner interrupted.

      Blake glanced at Harrison cluelessly.

      “He’s our goalkeeper,” he whispered.

      “What a performance the other day,” Gardiner said fondly. Blake had never seen him look so happy. Usually Gardiner treated nearly everyone with an attitude closer to disdain. “He dived across the goal and hit back every shot that was thrown at him. Credit to the village, the pair of you.”

      Paul, looking slightly less partial to flattery than Scott, merely nodded at Gardiner and turned back to Scott. “We need to go.”

      “Yeah, alright, I’m coming,” Scott replied. “What’s the hurry?”

      Paul picked up a large bottle of water from the chiller and placed it on the counter. “It’s tonight.”

      Blake frowned as Scott’s cocksure expression faltered before he plastered a grin across his face and waved at Gardiner. “Nice meeting you mate.”

      “And you, mate,” Gardiner said cheerfully, waving at Scott and Paul as they disappeared out of the shop and down the street.

      Blake folded his arms and looked at Gardiner in bemusement. “You’d think they were world famous.”

      “Scott Jennings may well be before too many years have gone by,” Harrison replied lightly. “You should see him play. He’s really impressive. Never seems to tire.”

      “Hmph!” Jai snorted. “Didn’t even buy anything. He comes in here starting fights, scaring away my customers and doesn’t even buy anything!”

      He stormed off towards the back of the shop muttering darkly to himself.

      Blake waited until he heard the shop’s office door slam behind Jai before he spoke. “What was all that about with Paul? ‘It’s tonight.’ What did that mean?”

      “The practice, obviously,” Gardiner replied. “Tonight’s the night they have to iron out any creases they might have in their team. Sounds like they’ve started well with putting Simpkins on the bench.”

      Blake was unconvinced. There had been something about the way Scott’s face had changed when Paul had said it. Blake had not been able to work out whether Scott had looked excited or scared, perhaps a mixture of both, but Scott did not seem to be the sort of person who scared easily.
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      Harmschapel was usually a quiet place around the early evening as businesses closed for the day and the residents all returned to their quiet home lives. Tonight, however, the sound of football chants seemed to constantly fill the air from some direction or another.

      The repetitive lyrics of “Jennings is here to save the day” did nothing to improve Peter Simpkins’ mood as he stormed through the village. His blood was still boiling from his confrontation with Scott and his final jibe about a sub not being needed at the practice on the day before the final had really cut Peter deep. Football was important to Peter. It was the one thing that had made his life easier over the years and to have that ripped away and cheapened by the likes of Scott Jennings made Peter sick to his stomach.

      As he rounded a corner, he charged head on into someone walking in the opposite direction. The resulting collision sent the unfortunate person straight to the ground. When Peter looked down to shout that whoever it was should have been looking where he was going, his words caught in his throat.

      “Ow!” A young woman with luscious light brown hair looked up at him indignantly.

      “Oh, God, Sarah, I’m so sorry, are you alright?” Peter said hastily, as he rushed forwards to pick her up.

      Sarah Rowling groaned as Peter helped her to her feet. “I’m fine, I think.” She massaged the elbow that she had landed on and wiped away the dirt from the ground. “What are you in such a rush for?”

      “I’m not really in a rush,” Peter replied, cursing his stomach for the somersaults it was performing.

      “Are you kidding?” Sarah replied, her eyes widening. “You came flying around that corner.”

      “Sorry. I was just…my mind was elsewhere.”

      Sarah narrowed her eyes as she wiped away the last bit of gravel that she had picked up on her arm. “Hmm. You going to practice tonight?”

      “Of course,” Peter said, desperately hoping that Sarah had not heard about his demotion to the bench. “Are you?”

      “Yeah, I might do,” Sarah replied, flicking her hair over her shoulders. Peter could not help but admire how lovely she was looking. She was wearing a pair of stylish blue denim dungarees that complimented her yellow top very well, as if she had painstakingly picked the outfit to match, though Peter knew that Sarah was just one of life’s naturally stylish people.

      “Scott said tonight might not be a very long one, so I might come down with him.”

      A huge surge of jealously ran through Peter’s body. “Yeah, well. He would know.”

      Sarah frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Nothing. Look, I better get going. I need to do some things at home before practice. See you later, maybe? And sorry again about knocking you over.”

      Sarah gave him a small smile. “Don’t worry about it. See you later.”

      Peter watched as Sarah disappeared around the corner and sighed. How was it possible for one girl to be so stunning? It was just something she managed to naturally carry off, and the best thing about her was that she seemed to be completely and utterly unaware of it.

      He heard Scott’s voice and peered around the corner of the street. There he was, with his arm around his girlfriend as if she was some sort of prize that he had won. Peter could also see his best friend, Paul Wainthropp, who normally was stuck to Scott like glue, suddenly looked very out of place.

      As Scott and Sarah shared a passionate kiss, another chorus of “Jennings is here to save the day” rang out around them. Peter grinded his teeth together as the man he hated continued walking across the road with the air of somebody who had the perfect life, a beautiful girlfriend and an apparently adoring public. Sighing miserably, Peter pulled his eyes away from the happy couple and set off down the road again with a heavy heart.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Peter decided to get to practice early that evening in order to speak to the manager, Hattie, about his move to the sub bench. Despite the fact he secretly found Hattie Atkins quite terrifying, especially when she was provoked, he was desperate to wipe the smug grin off Scott’s face and he could think of no better way of doing it than getting his striker position back for the final.

      He walked around the stadium to the back entrance where Hattie could usually be found smoking by the wheelie bin. Tonight, she was not there though the distinct pile of brown cigarette ends by the bin told Peter that Hattie was in her office, which was located near the fire exit.

      He walked into the building and down the corridor towards Hattie’s office. The cold stark corridors of the stadium echoed as Peter walked along. On the wall were large pictures of various teams over the years. Peter knew the name of every single player. As he walked along the final corridor to Hattie’s office he smiled slightly at the pictures of his heroes from years past. Most of the lads on the team had their footballing idols, the majority of which were huge names who had gone on to play for England or at the very least teams far higher up in leagues that Harmschapel could only dream about. Peter had always admired the more local team players as they always gave him a sense of optimism that it was possible to be the best you could be. When he came to the last picture before Hattie’s office door, his heart sank horribly again. The picture was of the current team. Scott’s grinning face leered back at him. Peter glared at Scott’s face as he knocked on Hattie’s door.

      “Come in!” came the sharp reply.

      Peter walked into the office. There was Hattie, sit ting behind her desk. She was a formidable looking woman. To the untrained eye, she appeared overweight and bulky, in fact her huge frame seemed to be too much for the chair she was sitting on to cope with, but Hattie Jenkins had a long sporting career behind her, especially in football. She had played in the women’s league all over the country, illustrated by the plethora of photographs on the wall of her in various teams over the years and the large replica of a cup she had won for the county over twenty years ago seated pride of place on the side of the desk.

      Hattie glanced up from her paperwork. “Ah, Simpkins. Come in.”

      “Hi, Hattie,” Peter said, closing the door behind him. “I was wondering if I could have a quick word.”

      “I thought you might,” Hattie replied, barely looking up from her work. “I was expecting you.”

      Peter took a deep breath. “It’s about me being moved to the sub bench. I’ve got to be honest, Hattie, I just don’t think it’s fair. I’ve been on the team for longer than Scott and he’s being a real arsehole about it.”

      Hattie finally looked up at Peter to give him her full attention. “I think if you want to discuss being unfair, you should think about just how unfair it was to be holding your team back because you had too much male pride going through you to go to the doctors and get your ankle sorted.”

      “But my ankle’s fine now,” Peter protested. “I went to the doctor’s, I’ve got some painkillers, I’m fine.”

      “You’re still slower than I need you to be on the pitch,” Hattie replied firmly. “You’re a striker. I need my strikers to be fast, agile and able to sprint if necessary. Right now, Scott is at a higher level at that than you. So, you’re on the sub bench. It’s as simple as that.”

      “I’m telling you, I can do it,” Peter insisted, sensing that he was rapidly losing his argument. “Don’t take this away from me Hattie, please, I’m begging you!”

      Hattie threw her pen down and leaned back in her chair, which creaked loudly beneath her. “You know the worst thing in any football team? A player that is only playing for himself. What you’re saying to me isn’t “I believe I can help the team more by being on the field,” you’re saying, “But Hattie, I want to be the big name in the final.’ Trust me, that’s the wrong attitude.”

      “No, I’m just…”

      Before he could argue anymore, Hattie stood up and marched towards the office door and sharply opened it.

      “I suggest you go and get yourself ready for practice. The match isn’t till five tomorrow, so I plan to push you boys tonight. We’ve got a final to win.”

      Peter knew the conversation was over. He walked out of the office and the door immediately slammed behind him.
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* * *

      Still reeling from Hattie’s admonishment, Peter stormed into the changing rooms. By now, the rest of the team had arrived and were all chatting amongst themselves as they changed into their kits. Peter savagely opened his locker, retrieved his kit and slammed it shut loud enough for the noise to quieten down the rest of the room.

      Scott, who was standing on the other end of the room in just a pair of shorts smirked at him. “Look out, lads. Petey boy’s having a tantrum. Been to see Hattie, have you? She told you where to get off?”

      “Jennings, I’m warning you,” Pete said as he jammed his feet into his football boots. “One more word.”

      “Funny, you’d think the sub would want to learn from the lads who have actually been allowed to go on the pitch and do the team proud, wouldn’t you?” Scott sneered.

      Peter stood up and, for the second time that day, found himself charging at Scott, ready for a fight. A hand suddenly came between them and landed sharply on Peter’s chest.

      “Enough.”

      Peter turned to see one of Harmschapel’s defence, Ashley Pharaoh, standing before him. He was the oldest member of the team and garnered a certain amount of respect from them all, even though he did nothing to ask for it. Ashley was also the tallest player, so towered above Scott and especially Peter. His green eyes flashed as his head turned between the two of them.

      “The final is tomorrow. We’ve never got this far, you both know that. I’m not going to let you two put any of that in jeopardy just because you fancy like knocking a couple of rounds out of each other. You want to do that, save it for after the match when we don’t need you.”

      There was a murmuring of agreement from the rest of the team around them. For a moment, Scott looked like he was about to try and argue with Ashley but seemed to think better of it. He threw one last smirk at Peter and then continued getting changed.

      As the chatter in the room began again, Ashley put his arm around Peter’s shoulder and led him away.

      “Look, I get it, okay?” he said quietly. “He’s an arrogant idiot and he’s rubbing it in because he’s on the pitch tomorrow and you might not be. I’ve been there, and it sucks. But you can’t let him get to you. Be the bigger man, alright?”

      Peter sighed and nodded.

      “Good lad,” Ashley replied, clapping him on the shoulder. “You never know what might happen tomorrow. He could fall over and break his leg and you might run on and be the man of the match. Tonight, treat this practice as if you’re doing what he is tomorrow.”

      Peter could not help but smile up at Ashley. “Thanks, man. I appreciate it.” He was already feeling slightly better.

      At that moment, Hattie appeared in the doorway.

      “Lads,” she barked.

      Silence quickly fell.

      “I’m not going to beat around the bush. I’m going to work each and every one of you to your knees tonight. This time tomorrow we will either be winners or losers and if it’s the latter, I want to know it wasn’t because you lot weren’t the best that you could possibly be. Now, get on the pitch.”

      The eleven strong team filed out of the changing room. Peter watched as Hattie gave Scott a tight smile and clapped him on the back. Peter sighed and then followed the rest of the team towards the pitch.
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* * *

      Hattie had not been exaggerating. By the time practice finished, after two hours of heavy press ups, jogs around the pitch, an intense round of penalties where Scott had annoyingly scored all of his while Peter had missed two of his own, and some of the most in-depth practices of positioning and tackling Hattie had ever put them through, Peter’s muscles were aching as he stood in the changing room’s showers. He was taking as long as he could in the showers, not only so that he could stop the aching in his body but also because he wanted all the other players, most of all Scott, to be out of his way so he could be by himself. His mood was lower than ever, and he could not help but think that Hattie had put him through a vicious practice for an event that he was never going to actually take part in.

      When he sensed that the changing room was quiet, he turned the shower off and stepped out with his towel wrapped tightly around his waist. As he grabbed his clothes out of his locker, he sighed heavily and sat down on the nearest bench to dry himself off.

      He was just pulling his trousers up when he became aware of some low murmuring coming from around the corner and realised that he was not alone in the room. Hoping he could sneak out before he had to talk to anybody, Peter pulled his t-shirt over his head and grabbed his rucksack. Then, he heard something that made him stop in his tracks. The murmured voice had started to rise in volume.

      “I don’t care how you feel about it, the fact is it’s happening.”

      Another voice rang out. “I think we both know why this is happening, Scott.”

      It was Scott and Paul. Peter’s annoyance soon faded away when he realised that the apparent best friends seemed to be in the middle of an argument. He listened in closer as he slowly tied his shoelaces.

      “Don’t start that again,” snapped Scott. “It’s helping me. You do remember just how far we are in this competition? Anyway, this is about team pride. It’s not just me going. A load of the lads are. It’s time we showed them what dirt they are. You want us to look the best, don’t you?”

      “Of course I do,” argued Paul. “But this is insane. The final is tomorrow. What if something happens? What if one of us gets hurt?”

      “We won’t. You’re forgetting. I’m going to be there.”

      Peter shook his head in disbelief. He really had never come across anybody so incredibly arrogant as Scott. It seemed Paul agreed with him.

      “Will you listen to yourself? Can you actually hear the words that are coming out of your mouth? Christ, Scott. I don’t think you realise how much you’ve changed since…”

      “Since what?” Scott replied, now clearly forgetting that he had been trying to keep his voice down. “Since Harmschapel started succeeding? Are you with us or not?”

      There was a long silence. Peter was now sitting on the bench, fully dressed, but unable to tear himself away from the conversation.

      “Fine,” Paul said at last. “But I’m not happy about it.”

      “Like I care,” Scott replied. “Now, let’s go. We’re gonna be late.”

      Before Peter had time to react, Scott had appeared from around the corner and was staring at him in horror and anger.

      “How long have you been there?”

      Peter stood up. “Long enough. What are you up to, Scott? Why is your best mate warning you not to do something because the final is tomorrow? What have you done?”

      Immediately, Scott was on him. He rushed forwards, grabbed Peter by the shoulders and slammed him against the wall, his face inches away. Peter could see an almost manic anger in his eyes.

      “Scott, leave him!” Paul shouted from behind him.

      Scott either ignored him or did not hear. He merely gripped Peter tighter, causing him to gasp out in pain.

      “Go on,” Scott said quietly, his teeth bared. “Give me the chance. I’ve been wanting to kick the crap out of you all day. Nothing I do has anything to do with you. You’re not on the same level as me, Simpkins. You know that. And you never will be. Don’t think I haven’t seen you making puppy dog eyes at my girlfriend either. Like she’d ever be interested in a failure like you. You stay out of my way or I will rip you apart. Do you understand me?”

      Peter, despite how tightly he was pressed against the wall, tried to act braver than he felt. “I’m not scared of you, Jennings. You’re a joke.”

      In a terrifyingly quick movement, Scott slammed his fist against the locker, inches away from Peter’s face. It must have been clear, from Peter’s expression, that it had had the desired effect. “You sure about that?”

      He pulled Peter towards him and then flung him across the room. Peter landed in a heap on the floor, crying out in pain.

      Paul finally stepped in. “That’s enough. Save it for them. Come on.”

      Peter looked up to see Scott giving him one last smirk before he and Paul vanished from the changing rooms, leaving Peter alone to pick himself up of the floor.

      His first thought was to charge after Scott and finish what he had tried to do in the shop that morning, but then a thought occurred to him. The way Scott had reacted implied that there truly was something going on, something that he wanted to keep secret that in some way threatened the final tomorrow. If Peter could catch Scott in the process of whatever he was doing and was able to prove it to Hattie, perhaps it would be enough to get Scott removed from the final, possibly even the team.

      Peter gripped his rucksack and threw it over his shoulder, then marched quickly out of the changing rooms and down the corridor.

      When he reached the exit to the stadium, he looked quickly around him. Night had now fully drawn in and the streetlights that were scatted around the carpark were not especially bright. Then, Peter saw Scott’s distinctive bright blue bomber jacket near a fence on the other side of the stadium. Now, Peter knew something was going on. The only thing near the stadium was a large field and there was no reason why anyone would need to go in there, especially at this time of night.

      Peter hurried across the carpark and towards the hole in the fence he had witnessed Scott and Paul clambering through. Already, he could hear voices travelling across the field and as he crept behind a bush and peered between the leaves, he was amazed to see no less than six members of Harmschapel FC standing with their backs to him. All of them were friends with Scott, who had placed himself directly in the middle of them. Peter was pleased to see that Ashley Pharaoh was not among them.

      All of them seemed to be waiting for something. Before Peter could ponder too much on what this could be, two sets of car headlights suddenly lit up across the field, temporarily blinding him.

      Peter crouched down further behind the bushes while his eyes adjusted to the lights and took in the sight before him. A group of men, at least eight, had appeared from behind the cars and were slowly walking towards them. As they came closer, their faces slowly became recognisable.

      Strolling across the field were members of Clackton United, the team they would be facing in the final tomorrow. Peter immediately noticed the largest and most intimidating member of the team, Alan Messing, leading the way. Alan was a defender, someone it was notoriously difficult to retrieve the ball from, as Peter had discovered the hard way in a so called friendly game the two teams had once shared, though the way the two teams had played against each other, there had been very little that could have been regarded as friendly about it. Peter had often thought since that Alan would have been better suited to rugby, due to his stature and apparent fondness for knocking players to the ground when he went in for a tackle.

      His shaved head silhouetted weirdly in the car headlights making him appear even larger and more foreboding. When Alan and his cohorts finally arrived close enough for Peter to hear what was being said, Alan gave Scott a sinister smile.

      “You came then. We didn’t think you would.” His voice was deep, and his dialect was harsh. “Thought the Trunchbull might have scared you into being good little boys.”

      “She doesn’t know,” Scott sneered. “Let’s do this. You’re going to wish you’d never been born.”

      As the Harmschapel team took a few steps towards the boys from Clackton, Peter suddenly realised what was going on. It was an arranged fight. The two teams had been bitter rivals for years, longer than Peter had been a player, and it was not uncommon to hear stories about different players from both teams getting into scraps. It was well known amongst fans that a match between Harmschapel and Clackton would always result in at least two team members being sent off as the matches usually involved several fouls, usually that had very little to do with anything that had happened on the pitch. Peter had heard talk of a meet up like this for quite some time and he was not in the slightest bit surprised to see Scott right at the forefront of it. Peter watched the proceedings, unable to believe that either team were prepared to risk any players getting injured with the final so near. It was certainly the sort of activity that would get Scott thrown off the team, but it would also implicate the rest of the team.

      Then, to Peter’s horror, the Clackton team all produced bats from behind their backs.

      Scott stopped in his tracks. “Hey! We said no weapons!”

      Alan smirked. “Yeah. You did, didn’t you?” He brandished his bat menacingly then turned to the rest of his team. “Go get ‘em, lads.”

      The six Harmschapel men were all staring at Scott as the Clackton team advanced towards them.

      “Scott?” Paul exclaimed. “What do we do?”

      Scott seemed frozen to the spot. If the situation had been less serious, Peter would have loved to see the horrified expression on Scott’s face, but now he was thinking frantically about what he could do to help. He quickly reached for his mobile in his pocket.

      Then the sound of sirens suddenly filled the air, causing everybody in the field to freeze. The next moment, blue flashing lights could be seen hurtling towards them across the field.

      Alan turned, his face contorted in horror. “We’ve been set up. Get out of here! Move!” he yelled at his teammates. They clearly did not need telling twice. Immediately, the eight Clackton boys were sprinting across the field towards their cars. As the pair of police cars approached, the ignitions of the Clackton team’s two cars roared into life as they quickly sped out of the field.

      As one patrol car sped after them, the other came to a stop in front of the Harmschapel team. When the siren finally stopped, the doors opened and the two officers that had broken up Peter and Scott’s fight in the shop that afternoon stepped out. Blake Harte stared at them all with his arms crossed.

      “Evening, lads,” Blake said lightly. “And who can tell me what we’ve just walked into here?”

      The team was silent. Even Scott appeared to be at a loss for words.

      “Don’t all pipe up at once,” Blake said dryly. “Let me save you the trouble. We’ve had a call, claiming that there was a fight about to kick off in this very field and who do we find here but you lot?”

      He paused impressively, then suddenly looked directly at Peter. “I can see you behind there, you know. Yes, you – behind the bush?”

      The Harmschapel team all turned around leaving Peter with no choice but to stand up. Scott’s face was contorted in rage.

      “It was you,” he growled. “You rang the police!”

      “I didn’t, I swear,” Peter protested.

      “Well, someone did!”

      “It doesn’t matter who called us,” Blake said loudly. He stared at the team, shaking his head. “You do realise you lot are supposed to be the face of Harmschapel tomorrow? There’s going to be kids at that final watching you and hoping and dreaming that one day it might be them on that field.”

      “Pitch,” said the officer behind Blake. “It’s called a pitch, not a field.”

      “Yes, thank you, Michael,” Blake replied irritably. He turned back to the team. “And yet, look at you. Violence and thuggery. If we hadn’t have stepped in when we did, things could have gotten way out of hand. I suggest you all go home now. Otherwise, you leave us no choice but to take you all in for questioning. And don’t think we won’t be keeping an eye on you all for the rest of the night and during the game tomorrow. Any of you put one foot out of line and you’ll have more to worry about than being off side.”

      The team all glanced at each other and began sidling off. Scott stood firm. “You tell me who called you.”

      “Scott,” Paul said, pulling on his shoulder. “Come on. This isn’t the time to get yourself thrown in a cell.”

      “It’s none of your business who called us,” Blake replied. “Now go home.”

      “Scott, come on.” Paul began frogmarching Scott away. As they passed Peter, Scott threw him a disgusted look.

      “I know this was you. Big mistake, Simpkins. Big mistake.”

      Peter watched as Paul continued walking Scott away and then turned to Blake. “Thanks. Thanks a lot.”

      He turned and stormed out of the field. When he was sure that none of the team were hanging around to give him more of a hard time, he made his way home.

      It really had been one of the worst days of his life.
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      At five in the morning, Harmschapel really was a very beautiful place. The rays of light from the sunrise skimmed the roofs of the village’s buildings and the birds singing the Dawn Chorus echoed gently in the air.

      Blake was sitting in the front garden on a bench beneath his kitchen window staring out as the sky steadily began to grow brighter. Although everything around him was picturesque, Blake could not have felt less at ease. The cup of coffee he had made himself was now cold as he had been sitting cradling it ever since he had come outside.

      The screaming old woman had haunted his dreams again the previous night and it had been worse than Blake could ever remember and far more vivid. While the dream usually ended with him stuck to the floor as the screaming old woman rose from her chair and lunged towards him, this time she had chased him all over the house. Each corridor he ran through had been a dead end. He had finally woken up just as the woman had pulled the knife out of her back and gone to attack him. Somehow Harrison had stayed asleep which Blake had considered impressive considering how twisted the sheets on his own side of the bed had been, meaning that he must have been tossing and turning terribly.

      He took a long inhalation on his ecig and took a sip of the cold coffee. Why was he suddenly having these dreams again? So much had happened in his life since the days when he had been frequently waking up crying from the dreams as a child. The only conclusion he could come to was that Harrison’s suggestion was right. All the death and bodies he had come across since arriving in Harmschapel may have somehow triggered some dormant memory in his head.

      He was just wondering if it was time to start thinking about taking a holiday when the door to the cottage opened and Harrison stepped out looking bleary eyed.

      “Blake?” he muttered sleepily. “What are you doing out here at this time?”

      “I couldn’t sleep,” Blake replied. He did not see the point in going into detail about the dream again, especially as there was very little that Harrison could do about it.

      Harrison wandered over and snuggled up to Blake on the bench. Blake put his arm around him and they sat in silence for a few moments.

      “Don’t tell me you’re excited about the final tonight,” Harrison said, smiling. “You get to watch the footie for free. I had to pay for my ticket.”

      Blake snorted. “I’m not watching the football, I’m watching the players.”

      “Oh, is that a fact?” Harrison asked lightly. “Should I be worried?”

      “Yes,” Blake replied, laughing. “Thugs who play football is my thing. I may have to be restrained.”

      “You really think you stopped some sort of mass fight happening last night?”

      Blake nodded. “The Clackton side had baseball bats. Even the great Scott Jennings wouldn’t have been able to stop himself getting his legs broken. Matti and Patil went after them in their car, but they gave them the slip. So, tonight we’ve got to be at the match to make sure nobody starts anything. It’s crazy, it’s normally the fans police have to keep an eye on, not the players.”

      At that moment, the door of the cottage opposite them opened and Blake felt Harrison tense up underneath his arm. They both watched as Tom, the son of Blake and Harrison’s landlady, stepped out onto the street. He was one of the best-looking men Blake had ever seen, but Blake was as far from attracted to him as it was possible to be. Recently, Tom had made a move on Harrison in an attempt to take advantage of a slightly rocky period of Blake and Harrison’s relationship. The fact that he now lived opposite to them did nothing to ease Blake’s paranoia, even though he trusted Harrison implicitly.

      “Have you spoken to him since…?” Blake asked Harrison, his voice trailing off.

      “Don’t be daft,” Harrison said quietly as they watched Tom walk off down the road towards the bus stop. “Although Jacqueline has been badgering me non-stop about why we’ve fallen out. I didn’t have the heart to tell her what actually happened.”

      “What, that he tried to break us up and then attempted to snog you?” Blake said dryly.

      “Exactly. Anyway, I need to start getting ready for work. And you should try and get a bit more sleep before you go in as well. If something does kick off at the final tonight, you’ll want to be as alert as you can be.”

      Blake stretched out on the bench and nodded. “Yeah. You’re probably right.”

      “I often am,” Harrison said lightly as he kissed Blake on the head. Blake smiled as he watched Harrison go back inside and then drained the rest of his coffee, grimacing at the taste. Sleep could not have been further from his mind. At least, he thought as he watched a flock of geese fly overhead, if he was awake then the old screaming woman could not get to him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Because Blake had never had any reason to visit Harmschapel FC’s football grounds, he had never actually seen quite how large the stadium was. It was located just on the outskirts of Harmschapel and had seen relatively little activity since Blake had arrived in the village, mainly because Harmschapel had gotten nowhere near the final for so long. Now, the stands were full of fans for both teams. Loud chants filled the air and Blake suddenly wondered how it would be possible for the police to be able to control things if anything did happen.

      “Quite a lively crowd,” Gardiner observed as he wandered towards Blake. “Mind you, it is the final. You can hardly expect them to be chatting quietly amongst themselves.”

      Before Blake could answer, there was a flash from the other end of the pitch. A huge LED screen had burst into life. It was attached to the end of the stands and was displaying the match information. The crowd roared in appreciation as “HARMSCHAPEL 0-0 CLACKTON” appeared on the screen.

      “What the hell is that thing?” Blake exclaimed. To him, it looked an enormous eyesore.

      “Oh, that got installed a few years back,” Gardiner replied. “Took a fair amount of approval from the council beforehand I can tell you. Some of the locals felt that the money for it would be better spent elsewhere.”

      “And they’d be right,” Blake said, shaking his head in disbelief. “Honestly, it’s not like the World Cup takes place here.”

      “You’re just down on the game because you’re not a fan,” Gardiner replied. “It wouldn’t kill you to have a bit of loyalty behind your home town’s team, you know.”

      “If I may remind you, Michael,” Blake said sternly, “we’re not here to watch football. We’re here to make sure that there’s no more trouble between the players.”

      Gardiner rolled his eyes and wandered away.

      As Blake began strolling slowly around the pitch, he caught sight of Harrison in the stands. Blake laughed at the sight of Harrison joining in with the cheers and chants of the crowd around him. Even though it looked completely out of character for him, Harrison was clearly enjoying himself. Then, Blake’s face fell slightly as he looked on the row behind Harrison.

      Tom and Jacqueline were sitting within touching distance of Harrison. Blake could imagine that Jacqueline had dragged Tom, who looked like he would rather be anywhere else, to the match and had deliberately seated them behind Harrison so that the two of them could talk and possibly be friends again.

      “You alright, Sir?”

      Blake had been so busy glaring at Tom that he had not noticed Constable Lisa Fox walk up behind him.

      “Oh, Lisa. Yes, yes, I’m absolutely fine.”

      “You don’t look it. Was there someone in the crowd causing trouble?” Fox asked, looking out in the direction Blake was staring.

      “No, no. Well, not yet anyway,” Blake said. “There’s a guy in the crowd I’m not too keen on, that’s all.”

      “I see,” Fox replied, nodding. “Dare I ask why?”

      Blake sighed. “You see that blonde-haired guy in the red t-shirt?”

      Fox peered to where Blake was pointing. “Oh, yes.”

      “That’s my boyfriend, Harrison.”

      Fox raised her eyebrows in surprise. “You’re not keen on your boyfriend?”

      Blake laughed. “Of course I am, but you see the guy behind him, with the black hair and glasses?”

      “Next to the red-haired woman in the hideous outfit?”

      “Yes,” replied Blake chuckling. “That is Tom. He tried to kiss Harrison not so long ago. Safe to say, I’m a tad wary of him.”

      Fox exhaled. “I’m not surprised. Mind you, he’s a good-looking bloke, isn’t he? I take it Harrison told him where to go?”

      “Yeah, he did.”

      “Good,” Fox said, smiling. “Looks like you’ve got yourself a keeper there.”

      “Here’s hoping,” replied Blake. “So, where are you from originally? I don’t think I heard you say.”

      “Leeds,” replied Fox as the two of them wandered around the side of the pitch together. “To be honest, I hate city life. I’m much more your country village type. When I saw there was a cottage in Harmschapel, I just had to move here. It’s a beautiful village.”

      “Yeah, it is,” Blake said. “How are you getting on with the rest of the team so far?”

      “Everyone seems nice,” Lisa said enthusiastically. “Especially Billy. He’s been really welcoming.”

      “Yes,” Blake said tentatively. “About that…”

      “I don’t know about his girlfriend though,” Fox continued. “What’s her name?”

      “Mini Patil.”

      “She seems quite cold. I mean, I know you get the wrong impressions of people, but still.”

      “Maybe you should get to know her a bit better, away from Matti,” Blake suggested. “I bet the two of you could be quite good friends.”

      Before Fox could reply, the crowd around them suddenly exploded in a mixture of boos and cheers as the players stepped out onto the pitch.

      “Here we go,” Gardiner said, appearing behind Blake as the players began spacing themselves out around the pitch.

      “Is this sort of reception normal?” Blake asked him over the sound of the roaring crowd around them.

      “It is between these two teams,” Gardiner replied. “If last night showed you anything, it’s that there’s a deep-rooted rivalry between them. You can’t expect that to not rub off on the fans.”

      Blake watched as Scott Jennings and Alan Messing sized each other’s positions up. Both of them looked murderous, as if they were playing just to beat each other rather than bringing home any victory for their individual teams.

      The referee put his whistle to his lips and for a few seconds the stadium went quiet. Then, he blew the whistle and the game began.

      Blake knew very little about football, but even he was aware what a dirty game looked like. Very quickly, it became apparent that neither team was concerned with playing by the rules. In the first twenty minutes of the game there were numerous fouls, two yellow cards – one for each side – and at one point a fight nearly broke out during a corner when members of the Clackton team repeatedly pushed into the Harmschapel defence to distract them from where the ball was heading. The referee began looking more and more annoyed as the game went on. He was soon looking out of breath from constantly having to blow his whistle to halt play but neither Clackton or Harmschapel looked like they had any intention of letting up on the aggressive gameplay.

      One tackle sent Scott Jennings flying off his feet. Alan Messing, in what Blake assumed was an attempt to kick the ball away, slid into Scott. The result was Scott landing in a heap on the ground, clutching his shin and howling in agony.

      “Foul!” Mattison exclaimed loudly from beside Blake.

      “Matti, pull yourself together,” scolded Blake.

      As Alan was given Clackton’s second yellow card and Harmschapel were awarded a free kick, Blake caught sight of Peter Simpkins. He was standing on the side of the pitch watching the match closely, hurling abuse at Alan. A large and imposing looking woman was standing next to him, who Blake learned from Gardiner was Hattie Atkins, Harmschapel’s manager. Blake could not help but think that she should have been the one in goal. He could not imagine anything getting past her huge frame.

      Then, just before the end of the first half, the ball flew across the pitch thanks to a well-aimed kick from Alan.

      “Defence!” shouted Mattison. “Where are the defence?”

      “Matti,” said Blake warningly. “You’re not here to -”

      But his words were drowned out by a huge cheer from the Clackton fans as the ball bounced off the head of a striker and flew past goalkeeper Paul Wainthropp’s head, hitting the back of the net. Clackton were now one nil up.

      Soon afterwards, the referee blew his whistle to signify the end of the first half. Blake glanced around at the Harmschapel players. They all looked furious, no more than Scott Jennings who was yelling something at Paul.

      “He can’t blame the goalkeeper for everything, surely?” Blake asked Gardiner. “It looked like a pretty good goal to me.”

      “Looks to me as if he’s compensating for his own misgivings,” mused Gardiner. “I’ve never seen such weak play by him.”

      Before Blake could reply, there was suddenly a commotion from the players’ entrance to the pitch. A fight was breaking out between Scott and Alan. Blake was immediately in action. He ran across the pitch and towards the scuffle just as Alan pushed Scott to the ground.

      Paul the goalkeeper picked Scott up off the ground, struggling to stop him from charging at Alan.

      “Ow!” Scott yelled, pushing Paul away. “That was my foot, you idiot!” He turned back to Alan with his teeth bared. “You -”

      Blake grabbed hold of Scott’s shoulder before he could attack.

      “That’s enough,” he said firmly. He was immediately deafened by the referee’s whistle. He had appeared behind Blake and was holding up a red card at Alan.

      “What?” roared Alan furiously. “He started it! I’m going to kill him!”

      The referee’s reply could barely be heard over the sound of the crowd jeering and shouting.

      “You heard him!” Blake snapped, still trying to stop Scott from flying at Alan. “And if you carry on you’ll be coming with me.”

      Hattie pushed her way through and took Scott’s other shoulder, turning to the Clackton manager with fury. “You want to learn how to control your players!” she snapped. Before Blake could stop her, she had frogmarched Scott away. Blake could hear him protesting until they both disappeared around the corner. He could not help but think that the Clackton manager was not the only one who needed to employ more discipline amongst his team.

      As Alan stormed off towards the changing rooms, pursued by his manager yelling at him for being so stupid, Blake glanced nervously around at the crowd. He was starting to wonder if he had enough officers with him.

      After fifteen minutes had passed, Blake had resumed his position on the other side of the pitch and had gathered the other officers around him.

      “I think we need to be stationed outside when the match is over,” he told them. “I don’t like the vibe from either the players or the crowd at the minute.”

      “Clackton are full of dirty players,” fumed Mattison. “They’ve been targeting Scott all the way through that first half. They just want our star player taken out.”

      “He’s not been much of a star player yet,” Gardiner retorted.

      “Look, will you lot stop talking about the game itself?” Blake said with exasperation. “You’re here to stop trouble breaking out and so far, I’m the only one who seems to actually be paying any attention to that.”

      “Sorry, Sir,” Mattison replied.

      “Tell you what, Billy,” Fox said, flicking her hair over her shoulder. “You come stand with me. I’ll keep his mind on the job, Sir.”

      “I’m sure Matti is quite capable of doing his job,” Blake said, fully aware of Patil’s furious expression.

      As the players returned to the pitch, the officers returned to their posts. Blake glanced at the huge LED screen which was displaying “Harmschapel 0-1 Clackton”. He was starting to think that the aftermath of the match was going to be hellish whatever the final result was.

      The referee blew his whistle and the second half began and Clackton immediately had the advantage. Immediately, the ball was kicked high into the air towards the opposing goal. The Harmschapel fans cheered loudly as a tall player, Ashley Pharaoh, kicked the ball away from the goal and out of play resulting in Clackton being awarded a corner.

      As the players gathered themselves around the Clackton goal area, Blake scanned the pitch for Scott. He had positioned himself in the middle of the pitch, far away from the other players. Blake assumed that he was readying himself for the eventuality of the ball being kicked away from the goal and towards him and then shook his head at the thought of himself being invested in the game.

      The corner was taken, and the ball sailed over some of the Harmschapel defence. It landed right in front of a Clackton striker who kicked the ball with all his might towards the goal. Blake watched as the ball sailed past Paul Wainthropp’s fingers and flew into the back of the goal.

      The Harmschapel fans’ cries of dismay were drowned out by the cheers of the Clackton crowd.

      “I can’t believe it,” Mattison said, who had appeared beside Blake to get a better vantage point of what was happening. “We came so close.”

      “Never mind,” Blake said, shrugging. “There’s always next year.” He was already dreading it.

      “What’s wrong with Scott?” Mattison asked, frowning.

      Blake looked across to where Mattison was pointing. Scott had sunk down to his knees. He was staring out into space, his face contorted in pain.

      The rest of the players did not seem to have noticed anything. Paul kicked the ball away from the goal and towards Scott. As the ball flew over his head, Scott collapsed completely and was now laid on the ground.

      “What the hell is wrong with him?” Blake murmured. He waved his arms at the referee and pointed to Scott. The referee blew his whistle and the game stopped. Soon, the Harmschapel players were running across to Scott who was now face down on the field completely still.

      Blake and Mattison watched as the medics hurried across the pitch with a stretcher between them, hotly pursued by Hattie Atkins.

      “Something’s wrong,” Blake said. “Come on.”

      They ran across the pitch, shouting for the players to move out of the way. The medics turned Scott over. His eyes were open but there seemed to be no life in them. As Blake looked down at Scott’s body, he saw a large red patch on his shirt which seemed to be growing from his side. As Hattie lifted his shirt up and pulled it over his head, she recoiled. Scott had a large wound on his side. Blake glanced at Mattison and then turned to the referee.

      “I think you better call this match off.”

      Scott Jennings was dead.
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      Blake was leaning against a wall watching the forensics team examine Scott’s body, trying to piece together what could have happened to him. As much as he tried to apply logic to the situation, he knew in his heart that the situation was exactly as he had remembered it. Nobody had been anywhere near Scott at the time of his death. He had been standing in the centre of the pitch while most of the other players had been gathered over the other side waiting for the corner kick to be taken. There was no way in the few seconds it had taken for Blake to look the other way for there to have been a chance for anybody to get anywhere near him. As he stared at Scott’s lifeless face, he suddenly had a flash of the screaming old woman appear in his mind’s eye.

      “It’s like you suspected, Blake.”

      Sharon Donahue, the head forensic pathologist, broke into his thoughts.

      “Hm?”

      “The wound is definitely from a knife,” Sharon said as she removed her mask. “And it was deep, certainly deep enough to have killed him, though obviously I’ll have to get him back to base to be sure. He seems to have lost quite a bit of blood judging by the state of his football shirt. It’s sodden.”

      Blake stared at Scott’s body. He had been moved from the pitch via the medic’s stretcher and had been placed in the centre of one of the changing rooms. Sharon had been very unhappy that the body had been moved, but Blake had been reluctant for the body to have to be seen by the crowds for any longer than was necessary. His blood-soaked football shirt had been placed in an evidence bag leaving him topless on the stretcher. Now the bleeding had stopped, Blake could see that the wound was no more than a few millimetres thick, but it certainly looked deep enough to have resulted in Scott collapsing to the ground.

      “This doesn’t make any sense,” Blake murmured. “How do you stab someone with hundreds of witnesses around you without anybody seeing a thing?”

      “Sir, I’ve got something to show you,” Patil said, walking into the room. She was holding a small video camera which she passed to Blake. “This is from somebody in the crowd who was filming the match. They caught the moment Scott fell.”

      Blake watched the screen as Patil pressed play on the camera. It had been taken from the other side of the pitch to where Blake had been standing and was a wide view so that all the players were in shot.

      “This is just at the start of the second half,” Patil explained. “If you look here, that’s Scott Jennings.”

      “How do you know?” Blake asked, squinting at the screen. “You can’t see his face.”

      “No, but you can see the number on the back of his shirt,” Mattison said. “Number nine. It’s always been his number.”

      Blake glanced at the blood-stained number nine in the evidence bag and then back to the video as the ball went flying towards the Clackton goal and was then kicked out of play. Then, as most of the players gathered around the goal, Scott could be seen making his way to the middle of the pitch. As Blake had suspected, there was absolutely nobody around him and as Scott ran towards the spot where he would eventually collapse, he was showing no signs that he had been stabbed, but then he began to keel over. A few seconds later as Clackton scored their second goal, Scott fell to his knees before eventually dropping to the ground, never to move again. Throughout all of this, he remained completely out of reach of anyone.

      Blake sighed. “I’m going to need a copy of this.”

      “I’m on it,” Patil replied.

      Fox, who had been standing in the corner taking notes of everything Sharon had been saying stepped forwards. “That’s alright, Mini. I can do that if you like?”

      Patil’s eyes narrowed. “I’m sorry?”

      Fox smiled. Blake could tell she was trying to get on Patil’s good side. “I just thought you know this village and the people who live here so much better than I do, you might be more useful here questioning than me.”

      “She has a point,” Blake said to Patil. “I could do with you here.”

      Patil looked as if she was trying to work out whether there was an ulterior motive to Fox’s offer but eventually gave a tight smile and nodded.

      “Cool,” Fox said. “I’ll see you back at the station.”

      When Fox had left, Mattison turned to Patil. “She’s really nice, you know. You should give her a chance.”

      Patil ignored him. “So, Sir. Who do you want us to speak to first?”

      Blake exhaled, suddenly becoming aware that the fact that Scott’s death seemed so impossible meant that, in theory, he had hundreds of potential suspects, both on the pitch and in the crowd.

      “I think we better start with Alan Messing,” he said at last.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Alan glared up at Blake and Patil from the bench in the other changing rooms. Blake was unsure as to whether he was trying to be intimidating or was just sulking because the match had been cancelled.

      “Go on then,” he growled. “I know you think it was me.”

      “We haven’t said anything of the sort,” Blake replied, sitting down opposite him. “But you have to admit you and Scott weren’t exactly friends. Last night you probably would have started beating him with a bat if we hadn’t have turned up and then you got yourself sent off for fighting with him today. A few minutes later, he drops down dead from a knife wound.”

      “So?” Alan replied, shrugging his shoulders like a surly adolescent. “Like you just said, I wasn’t even on the pitch when he died. How could it have been me?”

      “You tell me. The last words I heard you say to him were “I’m going to kill him.” Doesn’t exactly give you an iron cast alibi. What were you doing when the second half started?”

      “I was in here. Where else was I supposed to go? If you don’t believe me, you can ask my manager. He was in here biting my head off about me getting myself sent off. He’s a hypocrite anyway, he’s the one who told us not to be afraid to do some hard tackles if we needed to.”

      “And you were in here all the time?” Blake asked. “Right till the moment Scott died?”

      “Yes!”

      Blake narrowed his eyes. He was not entirely convinced Alan was telling the truth, but he was also finding it difficult to argue with the logic of Alan being nowhere near the pitch at the time of Scott’s death.

      “Tell me about last night. What was going on?”

      Alan shrugged again. “Scott wanted some of us to meet up.”

      “For what?”

      “We wanted to get this rivalry sorted once and for all,” Alan said smirking. “Harmschapel and Clackton have always been against each other. We’re close enough for us to play against each other all the time, we hate them and they hate us. It was alright till Scott got on the team. Then he started causing trouble for us. I don’t suppose you remember a few months ago when Thomas Edwards, one of our strikers, got jumped in the street?”

      “Did you report it?”

      “Course we did, but nothing got done about it,” Alan said moodily, as if Blake had been personally responsible for the lack of action in the case. “Thomas is a decent bloke, he wouldn’t hurt a fly, he’s soft. Maybe a bit too soft because it made him an easy target. He was in hospital for a week and missed some really important matches. When he came out of hospital, he wasn’t interested in playing anymore. I know that Scott had something to do with it.”

      “You don’t know that. Your friend might just have been mugged. It’s a terrible thing, but it happens.”

      “He wasn’t the only one. A few of Clackton United have been attacked by lads and one of them saw Scott’s face. He was trying to hide it underneath his hoody, but we knew it was him. So when this meet up got arranged, we had an idea what it was going to be about so we came prepared.”

      “With baseball bats?” Blake said in disbelief. “What were you going to do?”

      “We weren’t going to do anything,” Alan replied, rolling his eyes. “We thought turning up with something to defend ourselves would scare them off. But that, Scott, man. He was a nutcase. He had the worst temper of anyone I’ve ever met, and I’ve met some pretty angry blokes. We didn’t think you were going to turn up though.”

      “We got a tip off,” said Blake. “Someone rang us to report the fact that there was going to be this big fight.”

      “We didn’t want to fight anybody,” Alan insisted. “But you can’t expect us not to defend ourselves.”

      Blake rubbed between his eyes. His lack of sleep from the night before was starting to take its toll.

      “What started the fight before the second half?”

      “He did,” Alan said simply. “He started laying into me, calling me a joke, how I was an embarrassment to the team. He said he didn’t know how I could show my face around Clackton when I was such a bad player and then started slagging off my family. I lost it.”

      “And then you pushed him?”

      “Yeah and got sent off. He provoked me and yet I get sent off? That referee was crap. He didn’t know what he was doing.”

      Blake sensed he was not going to get any useful information out of Alan.

      “Alright, that’ll do for now,” he sighed. “I’m going to need to talk to you again though so make sure you stay where I can get in contact with you.”

      Alan huffed moodily and stood up. “Where else am I going to be? I’ve got to wait and find out when the match is going to be started again. Whatever happens though, we’re two-nil up. Clackton have got this in the bag.”

      He smirked at Mattison and then strode out of the room. Mattison looked like he wanted to retort with something but a quick glare from Blake silenced him.

      “Now what?” Patil asked.

      Blake shrugged. “We have two football teams worth of potential witnesses and suspects to interview. First, I want to talk to that manager.”

      “Which manager?” Mattison asked as they sidled out of the changing room. “Alan’s manager?”

      “No,” murmured Blake. “I want to speak to Hattie Atkins.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The corridor to Hattie’s office reminded Blake of the cold and stark entrance to the headmistresses’ office at school, even down to the pictures of the highest achieving students on the wall. As he walked down the corridor and towards the office door, a brief flash of one of the dark and endless corridors of the old house swept through his mind. Blake closed his eyes and steadied himself against the wall.

      “Enough,” he muttered to himself. “Get a grip.”

      “Hello?” said a voice behind him.

      Blake opened his eyes and turned to see Peter Simpkins walking towards him.

      “Are you looking for Hattie?” Peter asked, gazing at Blake with trepidation. “Is she not in there?”

      “I haven’t actually tried yet,” Blake said.

      Peter reached past him and knocked sharply on the door.

      “Hattie?” he called. There was no response.

      Blake frowned. “Where would she be? She was told not to go anywhere, everyone was.”

      “She might be outside having a smoke,” Peter replied, shrugging. “She normally goes out the fire exit. I can take you to her if you like. I need to talk to her myself anyway.”

      “That’d be great, thanks,” Blake replied as they set off back down the corridor together. “While I’ve got you, can I ask you some questions about your relationship with Scott?”

      Peter looked up at Blake nervously. “I didn’t kill him.”

      “I didn’t say you did,” Blake replied cheerfully as he held the door at the end of the corridor open. “You didn’t get on very well with him though, did you?”

      “No, not really,” Peter said, still looking nervous. “Can you blame me though? The guy was a bully. Sorry, but I’m not exactly sorry that’s he’s dead.”

      “That’s alright,” Blake replied. “You’d be surprised how often I hear that. Even from the people who had nothing to do with the murder.”

      Peter appeared to mellow slightly. “I guess.”

      “The problem I have though is that it seems that there aren’t that many people who are sorry that he’s dead,” Blake continued. “Do you happen to know if Scott had many more enemies?”

      “Anybody on the Clackton team,” Peter said as they pushed their way through another door. “Scott wasn’t the sort of person to have many friends. I mean he had Paul, his best mate, and then of course there’s Sarah.”

      “Who’s Sarah?”

      “His girlfriend.”

      “Was she at the match today?”

      “Probably,” Peter replied with a shrug. “She’s going to be devastated. I think she saw something in Scott that nobody else did. God knows what.”

      “You said that Scott was a bully. Did he bully you?”

      Peter’s expression turned dark. “Yeah. You could say that. I’ve never known anybody with a temper like his. He just liked throwing his weight around and intimidating people. It was like he just had to be top dog. He first joined the team about six months after I did.”

      “And when he started, you were the striker? You’ll have to forgive me, I don’t really follow football.”

      Peter gave Blake a small smile. “It’s nice to talk to somebody who doesn’t care how far Harmschapel gets in the competition. It feels like all I’ve had for the past few months is people going on about how important it is for Harmschapel to win.”

      “Nope, couldn’t care less,” Blake said cheerfully. “I bet it puts a lot of pressure on you guys though. Everyone you know wanting you to win?”

      Peter raised his eyebrows. “I wish it was just everybody I knew. I’ve had complete strangers yelling at me in the street telling me that we have to win. Even people who don’t live in Harmschapel.”

      Blake was surprised. “Really? Why would anybody who doesn’t live here care if Harmschapel win or not?”

      “I guess people like the underdog,” Peter replied. “Clackton has won the county cup so many times. This is the fire exit.”

      They arrived at a large green door with an emergency handle across it. Peter pushed the door open and they were suddenly face to face with Hattie Atkins. She was standing next to a wheelie bin and had the lid held open having just dropped something inside it. When she saw Blake and Peter she slammed the lid shut and turned around quickly to face them.

      “Simpkins!” she exclaimed. “What do you want? I thought you were all being questioned.”

      “We are,” Peter replied. “I think the officer wants to talk to you though and you weren’t in your office. I was looking for you too though. I was wondering if you knew whether the match was going to be rescheduled?”

      “You mean you were wondering if you would be back on the pitch now that Scott’s dead?” Hattie said coldly. “And my answer to that is how the hell should I know? I may have decades worth of sporting experience behind me, but this is the first time I’ve ever had a player murdered in the middle of a game! You’ll forgive me if I don’t know what the procedure is. Now if there’s nothing else?”

      Peter glanced up at Blake, looking slightly stung by Hattie’s words.

      “I may well have to speak to you again, Peter,” Blake said kindly. “Don’t go anywhere exotic for the next few days.”

      Peter nodded and then gave Hattie a final nervous glance before walking off around the corner.

      Hattie seemed completely unconcerned by the admonishment she had just given him. She merely lit a cigarette. Blake stared for a moment at the dark brown roll up and immediately felt his cravings kicking in. Quitting smoking had become the bane of his life since arriving in Harmschapel.

      “And what can I do for you?” Hattie asked him sharply.

      “Detective Sergeant Blake Harte,” Blake said, holding up his ID. “I was wondering what you could tell me about Scott. Have you been his manager since he joined the team?”

      “I have,” Hattie replied. “In fact, I was the one who selected him. I’ve been in this game long enough to know raw talent when I see it. The minute I saw how Scott played, I knew we needed him on the team.”

      “And how did he get on with the rest of the team?”

      Hattie inhaled on her roll up and blew the smoke out, taking very little care in not blowing it in Blake’s face.

      “I won’t deny he ruffled a few feathers,” she said airily. “But they also respected him. I’ve always installed in any team I’ve ever managed that learning from your peers is vital. If you see a player performing better than you, you need to be asking yourself ‘why? What are they doing that I’m failing at?’”

      “Sounds like an interesting way to encourage a team,” Blake said, raising an eyebrow. “Surely you want to be installing confidence in them?”

      “Have you ever managed a football team?”

      “No.”

      “And I have never been a police officer, which is why I wouldn’t dream in trying to tell you how to do your job. I would appreciate the same curtesy.”

      “I see. Were you aware that six members of the team met up with some of Clackton United to fight them?”

      Hattie stared at Blake. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Last night, my officers and I were called to that field over there.” Blake pointed behind Hattie. “We received a report that there was an arranged fight taking place. When we got there, we found six members of your team about to start a punch up with some of the Clackton lads.”

      Hattie threw her rollup on the floor and stubbed it out with her foot. “You must be mistaken.”

      “I don’t think so. From what I can gather, Scott was the instigator.”

      Hattie shook her head. “Utter nonsense. I take it I’m not in custody?”

      “No.”

      “Then if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do. I have some phone calls to make about today’s events. I am also rather expecting the media will be in touch with me and I need to prepare a statement.”

      “I will need to speak to you again,” Blake said as she pushed past him and yanked the door open.

      “Feel free,” she replied. “I have nothing to hide.”

      She slammed the door in Blake’s face leaving him alone to consider what she had said. He was sure she certainly did have something to hide. Even the way she had slammed down the lid of the wheelie bin had aroused Blake’s suspicions. He turned to the bin and put his hand on the handle.

      “Sir!”

      Blake turned to see Mattison running towards him.

      “There you are, I’ve been looking all over for you!”

      “What’s wrong, Matti?” Blake asked him, his hand still hovering over the handle of the bin.

      “We’ve just opened Scott’s locker. You’re going to want to see this.”

      Blake nodded and then followed Mattison to the changing rooms, leaving the contents of the bin unchecked.
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      Considering that the man he hated more than anybody else was now dead and the chances of him being put back on the pitch had now risen greatly, Peter was a little surprised by how unhappy he was feeling.

      The lateness of the match meant that it was now starting to get dark and the streetlights around him were beginning to flicker on. Peter was sitting on a wall facing the stadium, attempting to digest the magnitude of everything that had happened that day. Compared to how busy it had been only a couple of hours ago, the stadium now looked almost eerie, even though he knew it was still a hive of activity inside, what with all the police he had seen wandering around.

      Scott Jennings was dead. The sentence kept repeating itself in his mind and it still was not making any sense. Peter had been standing on the side of the pitch watching everything and he could not work out how it was possible for anybody to get to Scott from his position. None of it made any sense.

      He thought about what Blake had said about Scott having enemies. Certainly, Scott had not been an easy man to play with. He was aggressive, arrogant, and unpredictable and had tried to intimidate anybody who questioned the authority he clearly felt he had over the rest of the team. In the past few months, Peter had seen team members he had once gotten on very well with become little more than sheep, following Scott around to do his bidding. Even Paul Wainthropp had been a good friend to Peter before Scott had joined the team and he certainly would not have been the sort of person to join in an arranged fight.

      At that moment, Peter spotted Sarah walking away from the stadium. As he had predicted, she looked incredibly upset. She was walking quickly in his direction, her heels clicking on the ground.

      “Sarah!” he called.

      Sarah looked up at him. Even with the dimming light, he could see that she had been crying. Her makeup was smeared on her face and as she approached, her eyes were red, and her cheeks were wet.

      “Peter,” she murmured. “I didn’t see you there.”

      “Are you okay? Stupid question I know.”

      Sarah sniffed loudly, perhaps in an attempt to stop herself bursting into tears again. “I just can’t believe it. I mean I know Scott could be an arsehole sometimes, of course I did, but why would anybody want to murder him? He wasn’t that bad, was he?”

      Peter could not think of anything to say to defend Scott so merely shrugged and said, “I’m sure the police will find whoever did this.”

      “They’ve just been questioning me,” Sarah replied quietly. “Asking me all sorts about Scott and who might have wanted to hurt him. I told them I didn’t have a clue.” Her lip wobbled as she sat down next to him on the wall. “What am I supposed to do without him?”

      Peter placed a cautious arm around her shoulder, trying to ignore the feeling of his stomach somersaulting. “I know it’s hard. I can’t imagine what you’re going through right now, but I promise it will get easier. You’re just in shock at the minute and to be honest nobody could blame you for that.”

      “I just wish I hadn’t…” her voice trailed off as she wiped away tears from her eyes.

      “What?”

      She glanced at him nervously. “No, nothing.”

      Peter frowned. “No, go on. You can talk to me, I promise.”

      Sarah took a deep breath. “Were you involved in that fight last night?”

      “The one with Clackton? No. I mean, I was there, but I didn’t know what I was walking in on. I heard Scott and Paul discussing it and I followed them there and ended up nearly getting arrested.

      “Why?”

      Sarah looked at him fearfully. “It was me.”

      “What was you?”

      “I called the police,” Sarah said nervously. “I reported the fight. You know when you sent me flying yesterday and I then went to meet Scott and Paul? They were talking about it then. I tried to put them off the idea, but you know Scott. He wasn’t having any of it. I know what some of those Clackton lads are like though. There’s no way they would have just turned up and let themselves get beaten up, but Scott just seemed to think that there was no way he could possibly lose. It was the only way I could think of to stop it from happening. Please don’t tell anyone.”

      Peter’s eyes were wide. He had been racking his brains trying to work out who might have called the police, but the last person he had expected it to be was Sarah. He suddenly admired her even more.

      “I won’t. I think you did the right thing though.”

      “Really?”

      “For sure. Did he tell you the Clackton lads turned up with baseball bats? If the police hadn’t shown up when they did, I don’t even know what would have happened.”

      Sarah shook her head as she wiped her eyes again. “Scott told me that he had two of them on the floor.”

      Peter rolled his eyes. “You’re kidding.”

      “He actually said that the cops turning up probably saved the Clackton lads. He really thought he was invincible sometimes.”

      Peter was struggling to understand what Sarah could possibly have ever seen in Scott, though he also sensed that it was not the right moment to broach the subject.

      Sarah rested her head on Peter’s shoulder and for a few moments they sat in silence looking up at the stadium. If the situation had been in different circumstances, it would have almost been rather romantic, but Peter was fully aware that Sarah was feeling fragile and he was not the sort of man to take advantage.

      “I better get home,” she said at last. “My flatmate will be worried about me.”

      “Do you want me to walk you home?” Peter asked her.

      “No. Thanks, but I think I need to be on my own for a bit,” she said. “Thank you, Peter. You’re a really good friend.” She leant in and kissed him on the cheek.

      Peter was grateful for the darkness around them as he felt himself blushing. He suddenly had no desire to ever wash the left-hand side of his face ever again.

      “You take care of yourself,” he said, the spot where she had kissed him still burning. “If you need to talk, I’m always here.”

      Sarah nodded and gave him a small smile before walking off down the street.

      Peter sighed as he watched her fade away into the darkness. When the sound of her heels had finally disappeared, he thought over her words. ‘You’re a really good friend.’

      “Great,” he said to himself. “Just what I need. Another friend.”

      “Penny for them?”

      Peter jumped and was surprised to see Ashley Pharaoh standing behind him.

      “How long have you been standing there?” Peter asked, as he felt his heartbeat slowly returning back to normal, though he was unsure if the speed of it was from Ashley startling him or Sarah kissing him.

      “Long enough,” Ashley said, grinning. “You and Sarah, eh? Isn’t today just full of surprises?”

      “It’s not like that,” Peter replied. “I was just giving her a shoulder to cry on. Her boyfriend was murdered today after all.”

      “Hey, I’m not judging,” Ashley said. He sat down on the wall next to Peter, towering over him. “Did the police speak to you?”

      “Yeah, a bit,” Peter replied. “They’ll probably want to question me again though. After all, me and Scott were hardly mates.”

      “Yeah, and you were also nowhere near him when he died,” Ashley reminded him. “Is it true what they’re saying? That he was stabbed?”

      “Apparently. And there wasn’t anyone around him. He was just in the middle of the pitch on his own. Where were you when it happened?”

      “Over the other side of the pitch by the goal being elbowed in the head by one of their bloody defence,” Ashley replied. “I didn’t even realise what had happened until the ref blew the whistle. Hey, one bit of good news though. Hattie’s trying to persuade the FA to disallow that second goal, so we might still be able to win.”

      The thought of the match being replayed had completely disappeared out of Peter’s mind since Sarah had kissed him. He merely nodded.

      “Yeah, I know,” Ashley said. “It seems like such a small thing after what’s happened today, but you know Scott would have been fighting for the match to have been replayed if it had happened to anyone else.”

      “Scott probably would have tried to carry on playing,” Peter said dryly. “He’d have just stepped over a dead body and tried to shoot while everyone else was distracted. Anything to make sure he was the top player.”

      Ashley chuckled. “True. Do you fancy a drink? I was halfway towards the pub then realised I’d left my wallet in the changing rooms. Do you think the police will let me grab it?”

      Peter shrugged. “Worth a shot.”

      He jumped down off the wall and they walked towards the stadium in silence. When they approached the main entrance, Ashley strode ahead.

      “Probably best if you wait for me. I’m sure they don’t want too many people contaminating the crime scene or whatever.”

      Peter nodded and propped himself up against the nearest wall while he waited. After a few moments, his eyes landed on a flyer that had come loose from the notice board. He wandered across and picked it up.

      “COUNTY CUP FINAL! HARMSCHAPEL vs CLACKTON. 17:30, HARMSCHAPEL STADIUM. IT ALL ENDS HERE…”

      Peter had read the flyer hundreds of times since the date for the final had been announced, though the words suddenly felt like they had a whole new meaning to them.

      He glanced around to look for a bin to put the flyer in and realised the closest was the wheelie bin by the fire exit.

      As he made his way around the corner, Peter suddenly became aware of raised voices. As he poked his head gingerly around the wall, he realised where the argument was coming from.

      Hattie Atkins and Paul Wainthropp were standing by the fire exit door. Hattie, as usual, had a roll up in her hand but she looked more furious than Peter had ever seen her. Paul looked equally as livid and was red in the face.

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about, do you?” Paul snarled at Hattie. “This is about more than the sodding match! Do you have any idea how much trouble we could be in?”

      “We?” Hattie replied carelessly, taking a long inhalation of her roll up. “I think you’ll find there is nothing to incriminate me in any of this.”

      “Oh, and I bet you made sure of it as well, didn’t you?” Paul replied with a smirk. “How can you pretend you cared about Scott? All you were interested in was making sure we won that match by any means necessary, no matter what happened otherwise!”

      “For God’s sake, Wainthropp,” Hattie said with disdain. “I thought you were better than this.”

      “They’re going to find out, you stupid woman! After everything that’s happened, are you really going to just throw me under the bus? I have proof you were involved, you know! If I go down, you’re coming down with me.”

      “Oh, how heart-warming. You do realise that Scott felt the same way about this match as I did? He was prepared to take the risk. It’s a shame you didn’t have his drive, his determination, or frankly, his talent.”

      “You evil old witch.” Paul said quietly. He looked absolutely disgusted.

      “I have work to do,” Hattie told him, throwing the cigarette on the ground. “Grow up and then maybe we can talk. Until then, I don’t want to see or hear from you. Is that clear?”

      “You can’t -”

      “Is that clear?”

      Paul jumped slightly at Hattie’s sudden bark. He narrowed his eyes at her as if he was suddenly seeing her in a new light for the first time, then turned on his heels and stormed away. Peter watched him disappear, then waited for Hattie to slam the fire exit door behind her before emerging from his hiding place, his mind whirring from what he had just heard. He did not have any idea about what they could have been talking about, but he was prepared to bet that whatever it was, they would not have been happy that they had been overheard.

      As he continued trying to work out what he had just witnessed, he lifted the lid of the wheelie bin and dropped the flyer into it but stopped when something strange caught his eye. Slowly, he reached into the bin and pulled out a large white bandage. As he stared at it, he suddenly realised that it was absolutely covered in blood. He flinched and threw it back into the bin, holding the lid open and staring at it. His mind wandered back to when he had come out of the door earlier that evening with Blake and they had seen Hattie disposing of something and then slam the lid down when she realised she had company.

      “There you are!” called Ashley from behind him. “I thought you’d stood me up.”

      Peter turned with a concerned look on his face as he closed the lid of the bin.

      “What’s up?” Ashley asked as he arrived by the side of him. “I found my wallet. That policeman wasn’t too happy, but I pointed out to him that my wallet wasn’t exactly going to provide them with much evidence and he let me grab it, once he’d checked through it. You still up for that drink?”

      “Too right,” murmured Peter. “There’s something really weird going on around here, Ashley. I think there’s stuff being hidden from us. And I’m going to find out what it is.”
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      Blake stared at the contents of Scott’s locker before reaching inside with a cloth that Sharon had given him. As he stared at the needle, he shook his head in disbelief.

      “Steroids?”

      “Looks like it,” Sharon said briskly. “If you’re saying that your victim was prone to mood swings, this is probably the reason.”

      “Jesus,” Blake murmured. “So, he was injecting this stuff into himself?”

      “I’ll be able to see once I’ve examined him back at base,” Sharon said as she removed a pair of latex gloves from her hands. “But if it’s in his locker then I think it’s quite likely.”

      Blake gently placed the needle inside an evidence bag then watched as it was placed in a further bag and written on. “It would explain his violent disposition, I suppose.”

      “Not uncommon in the sporting world, I’m afraid,” Sharon told him. “Performance enhancers normally get tested for though, especially in these big competitions. I would wager that somewhere along the line there’s been some lack of proper procedure.”

      “Alright, thanks,” Blake said as he rubbed his eyes. He was starting to feel incredibly tired and hoped more than anything that he would be able to get a full night’s sleep without being bothered by nightmares. He could sense that it was starting to turn into the sort of case that he would need a clear head for.

      “What now, Sir?” Mattison asked. “We’ve taken a statement from everybody on the team as well as Scott’s girlfriend.”

      Blake scratched the back of his head. “Let’s get back to the station and make sure we’ve got everything together for a meeting first thing tomorrow. We’ve got statements to go through, footage to examine and we need to know all the facts from Sharon first before we can really start trying to work out what’s happened.”

      “Lisa will have copied the footage from that camera by now,” Mattison said cheerfully. “It should all be ready for tomorrow morning.”

      “Oh, Lisa now, is it?” Patil sniped without looking up from her notepad.

      “Don’t start,” Mattison replied. “You don’t need to be jealous, you know. Just because an attractive new officer has joined us, there’s no reason to feel threatened.”

      Blake closed his eyes and shook his head at Mattison’s choice of words. As he expected, Patil snapped her notepad closed.

      “Attractive? I didn’t say anything about her being attractive, who mentioned her attractiveness? I never said I was threatened!”

      “You’re not blind though, are you?” Mattison replied, staring at her as if he did not understand why she was annoyed. “Of course she’s attractive, that’s why you’re feeling put out.”

      “Matti…” Blake said warningly.

      “Oh, I’m fully aware you think she’s attractive, Billy!” Patil snapped. “It was kind of difficult to miss when you’re constantly tripping over your tongue!”

      “I’m not!”

      But his argument was futile. Patil pushed past him and stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her.

      For a moment, the room was silent. Mattison turned to Blake and Sharon looking clueless.

      “What the hell is wrong with her?”

      “Oh, Matti,” Sharon chuckled. “Take my advice. Give her a little while and then go and grovel. Never admit to finding another woman attractive unless she’s a celebrity that you’ve got absolutely zero chance of ever meeting. Anyway, I’ll leave you to it. I’ll get back to you as soon as I can when I’ve done the post mortem, Blake.”

      “Thanks, Sharon,” Blake replied. When she had left, he turned to Mattison and shook his head.

      “You utter donut.”

      “What?” Mattison said, looking outraged.

      “Whether you know you’re doing it or not, you could not make it more obvious that you fancy Constable Fox.”

      “I don’t fancy her,” Mattison said, though his guilty expression suggested otherwise.

      “Okay,” Blake replied doubtfully. “Either way, I’m not entirely convinced she’s not holding a torch for you too.”

      “Really?” Mattison said, his eyes widening. “Did she say that? What did she say?”

      “Nothing,” Blake replied, tapping him on the head with his notepad. “And even if she did, it should be of no concern to you whatsoever. Now go on, get out. Go and fix the mess you’ve made. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

      Mattison nodded, looking slightly confused and left Blake alone in the changing room with his own thoughts. He quickly decided that he would finish compiling all of his notes in the morning. Hopefully the team would have some ideas for them to throw around at the meeting as to just how Scott had been killed. Blake did have a couple of vague ideas, but without any evidence to back anything up.

      He left some instructions with the night officers to keep trawling the locker rooms and the pitch for any clues and then left the stadium.

      The night sky was clear, and a cooling breeze blew around him leaving him feeling more relaxed. All he wanted was to get himself into bed next to Harrison and to have a good night’s sleep so that he could approach the case with a clear head the next morning.

      As he walked through Harmschapel, he glanced around. The streets were empty, as they usually were at this time of night. Despite this, Blake could not help but feel like somebody was following him. He stopped and looked around. The only movement in the street was an empty carrier bag blowing across the road. Blake peered back down the street. He had thought he could hear footsteps behind him, but now it had stopped.

      He shook his head and put it down to his tiredness, then continued walking down the road. Immediately, he heard the sound of footsteps again and stopped and turned around. The street was still deserted but now his heart was starting to thump in his chest. He did not know why, but he was suddenly starting to feel quite scared. All he could feel was that someone was watching him. Then, he jumped almost a foot in the air as there was the sound of a metal bin landing on the road and immediately a large ginger tom cat ran past him, its tail high up in the air. Blake let out a heavy sigh of relief and wandered around the corner to where the cat had appeared from.

      “Argh!”

      As soon as he had rounded the corner, he collided with somebody in a dark hoody. He recoiled as the figure pulled the hood down to reveal himself.

      “Oh,” said Tom. “It’s you.”

      “Why are you following me?” Blake asked, fully aware that he was sweating profusely.

      Tom stared at him. “Why would I follow you? I was on my way home.”

      Blake glanced around the street. “You didn’t see anybody?”

      Tom frowned. “No, though I can’t say I was looking that closely. What’s the matter with you?”

      “Nothing,” Blake replied. “I’m just…Anyway. I’m on my way home too. I’ll walk with you.”

      Tom raised a disdainful eyebrow. “Lucky me.”

      They walked in silence for a few moments. Blake was just thinking about how he could broach the subject of Tom’s attempt to kiss Harrison when Tom spoke first.

      “I take it that football player was murdered then?”

      “We’re investigating all possibilities,” Blake replied. “I can’t really talk about it.”

      “Mum’s devastated,” Tom continued. “She rather liked him. Mind you, she’s always liked them young. She never goes after the right people.”

      “Sounds like a family trait.”

      Tom stopped and turned to face him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I know you tried to kiss Harrison.”

      Tom narrowed his eyes and then shrugged. “Yeah, I did. So? He’s a good guy.”

      “Yeah, he is,” Blake replied. “He’s also my boyfriend.”

      “Well, it didn’t seem like you had much of a future when you were lying to him about having to go to the clinic.”

      Blake gave him a tight smile. He remembered all too well the moment he had gone to get himself checked out after discovering that he might have HIV and seeing Tom sitting behind the reception desk. “I made a mistake, I wasn’t sure how to handle it. We’ve worked through it.”

      “Is that right?” replied Tom as they started walking again. They had now reached the top of the street where they both lived. “I just happen to think that Harrison deserves to be treated better. From what he’d told me, he’s given you nothing but his complete and utter devotion.”

      “I love Harrison,” Blake said sharply. “Nothing you do or say is going to change that. You’re a good-looking guy, Tom. You could probably have any guy you wanted, except that one. So, I’m going to say this to you now so that the message is loud and clear. Stay away from my boyfriend.”

      Tom glared at Blake, a muscle in his jaw twitching slightly. “Is that what the police can do these days? Hand out restraining orders left, right and centre?”

      “Not at all,” Blake replied. “I’m just giving you a friendly warning. I don’t like people who come along and destroy other people’s relationships. I’ve had it done to me before and I will not go through that again.”

      “Someone’s cheated on you before?” Tom said with a slight smile. “Gee. I wonder why.”

      “Blake?”

      They both turned to see Harrison standing in the doorway of Juniper Cottage, staring at them both with a concerned expression on his face. “What’s going on?” he said.

      “Nothing,” Blake replied. “We were just having a little chat, that’s all.”

      “Looked like more than a little chat to me,” Harrison said, walking towards them.

      “All good, Harrison,” Tom said, giving Blake a pat on the back. “Blake was just telling me how much he hates home wreckers. Fortunately, I’m not the sort of person who puts relationships at risk. I leave that to other people.”

      Blake shook his head in disbelief but before he could reply, the door to Juniper Cottage opened again and Jacqueline stepped out. “Oh, there you are, Tom! Hello, Blake, darling. Harrison was just giving me a stiff drink after the sad events of the match today. Such a waste.”

      “I didn’t know we had any stiff drink in,” Blake said lightly, with a final glance at Tom.

      “We went to the shop,” Harrison replied, still looking concerned. “There was an offer on brandy.”

      “I see. Well, if you’ll all excuse me, I’ve had a very long day and I’ve got an even longer one ahead of me tomorrow,” Blake said, walking towards the cottage. “I’ll see you later, Jacqueline.”

      “Of course, darling,” Jacqueline replied. Now Blake was closer, he could see that she did indeed look like she had drunk a couple of brandies. “Come on, Tom. Let’s go home.”

      “Coming, Mum,” Tom replied. “See you later, Harrison.”

      Harrison gave him a curt nod. “Bye, Tom.”

      They watched as Tom helped Jacqueline across the road. She fumbled with her keys, giggling to herself and then eventually managed to open the door. Tom allowed her to go in first, then turned around briefly to look at Blake before following his mother inside their cottage and closed the door behind him.

      Harrison folded his arms. “So, are you going to tell me what that was really about? Don’t tell me you were just discussing the weather, I know that look of yours.”

      “I know you do.” Blake smiled. “I haven’t had a chance to talk to him since he tried to kiss you. I was trying to be a big old butch alpha male.”

      Harrison snorted with laughter. “Oh, right. And how did that work out for you?”

      “I think he’s terrified of me now.”

      “Oh, I’m sure he is.”

      They both laughed and then kissed and then went inside the cottage. As Blake turned to close the door behind him, he was sure he saw a twitching from a curtain from an upstairs window from Jacqueline’s cottage opposite, but as he stared at it, the light went from behind the curtain went out and all was still.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Blake stood in front of the officers of Harmschapel police station with a much fresher perspective than he had possessed the previous day. The screaming woman had not entered his consciousness all night and Blake had woken up feeling like he had had the best night’s sleep he could remember.

      As he looked at the other officers however, it was clear they did not all share Blake’s good spirits. Gardiner was looking his usual miserable self, but the typically cheerful Patil and Mattison had expressions that suggested that a reconciliation had not happened between them. Patil had moved her chair so that she was as far away from her boyfriend as possible and Mattison was slouched in his chair looking extremely sulky. Constable Fox, on the other hand, was looking perfectly cheerful. She seemed entirely unaware of the chaos she was causing to Mattison and Patil’s relationship. Indeed, when Patil glanced over at her, she gave her a cheery wave and merely looked confused when Patil returned it with a death stare.

      “Okay,” said Blake loudly before the situation escalated. “Let’s get started, shall we?” He turned towards the white board and began writing on it. “We have Scott Jennings, twenty-eight years old, found murdered by apparent stabbing during the final between Harmschapel and Clackton.” He opened a folder and retrieved the forensic photographs of Scott’s body. “The entry wound is approximately three millimetres wide, suggesting that it was performed by a small blade, maybe a penknife or something, and was deep enough to kill him, though we’re going to obviously have to wait for the post-mortem for the final clarification.

      “Now, the problem we have is that at the time of his death, Scott was standing in the middle of the football pitch with absolutely no way of anybody getting to him. We’ve got video evidence of him standing alone while a corner was taking place at the other end of the field. Nobody was anywhere near enough to be able to touch him, never mind stab him.”

      “And he had hundreds of witnesses all around him in the stands and nobody is claiming to have seen a thing,” finished Fox.

      “Exactly, Lisa, thank you.”

      Patil rolled her eyes, so Blake came to her next. “Mini – anything you were able to get from any of the witness statements about what could have happened?”

      Patil slammed her notebook open and studied it. On the other side of the room, Blake spotted Mattison shake his head at what he clearly saw as her being overly dramatic.

      “Not really,” Patil replied at last. “Nobody we spoke to on either team, any of the medics, the referee, or anybody in the crowd seemed to have a clue what had happened. Most of the crowd didn’t even know he’d been stabbed. I think they just thought he collapsed.”

      “Let’s be realistic here though,” Gardiner said from his desk at the back of the room. “Nobody’s going to come forward and admit to murdering him, are they? And seeing as the situation doesn’t even seem possible, that means that our invisible man could have been absolutely anybody. There wasn’t anyone close enough to even throw up as a potential suspect. Anybody in the crowd could have done it by that logic.”

      Blake stared at Gardiner and checked his folder notes. “So, by that analogy, with two hundred and twelve people in the crowd, four medics, two managers, and eleven players on each team, we’re looking in the region of around two hundred and forty potential suspects?”

      “At least,” Gardiner replied with a firm nod. “You can’t underestimate the power of a crazed fan. Maybe Jennings turned one of them down and they plotted some elaborate revenge theory.”

      “Oh, you think they might not have even been in the stadium in the first place?” Blake asked wearily. “Taking our suspect number up into the tens of millions?”

      “I don’t think anything,” Gardiner replied. “I’m just saying that it’s not going to be easy to narrow it down to any particular motive.”

      “Well, maybe for the moment we should stick to having the people on the pitch as the suspects and then perhaps work our way out from there?” Fox suggested. “Otherwise we could be here all day.”

      “If you like,” Gardiner said airily.

      Blake shook his head wearily and continued. “As I was saying. We have discovered that Scott was taking performance enhancing drugs, more specifically steroids, and by the fact that we discovered a needle in his locker, I think it’s fairly safe to say that he wasn’t taking them for medical purposes. Now, this immediately leads me to wonder why Scott was allowed to play for so long without it being discovered that he was taking steroids. Surely he wouldn’t have been allowed to play if it was discovered?”

      “I’ve been looking into that, Sir,” Mattison announced. “From what I could gather online, it can actually be a bit of a lottery as to whether players get tested or not. There’s reports that some players in even the Premier Leagues could go whole seasons without being tested once and then there are some that found themselves being tested multiple times.”

      “Interesting,” Blake said thoughtfully, staring at the board. “I think what we need to do in that case is find out when, if ever, the Harmschapel team were tested. I mean, a county cup is an official football competition isn’t it?”

      “Approved by the FA,” confirmed Gardiner.

      “And if Scott was using needles, then he’s been doing it for a while, surely? I mean this isn’t amateur stuff we’re talking here. It’s not like taking a tablet and then he’s Superman for a few hours. If there was a test, then something isn’t right.”

      “You don’t trust that manager, Hattie, do you, Sir?” Patil asked.

      “No, not really,” Blake said, writing Hattie’s name on the board. “I got the impression that she was the sort of person who would want her team to win above anything. It might be interesting to speak to her again and ask her about her views on steroids. Anyway, let’s get back to the stabbing. Shot in the dark, but does anybody have any ideas?”

      “I take it we don’t have a murder weapon,” Gardiner asked.

      “No, of course we bloody haven’t, that would be far too simple,” Blake replied. “Essentially, what we’re being asked to believe here is that somebody ran across the field, stabbed him in the side and then vanished with the knife in front of hundreds of witnesses.”

      “It’s not possible,” said Fox.

      “Exactly,” Blake replied. “So, let’s start thinking about what is possible. Remember, people. If something is improbable, that still means it’s possible.”

      The room went silent for a few moments.

      “Anything? No matter how out there it might seem?” Mattison asked.

      “Go for it, Matti,” Blake replied, smiling. “Hit me with your best shot.”

      Mattison scratched the back of his head thoughtfully. “Is it possible for the knife to have somehow been thrown at him from a distance and then retracted?”

      Blake raised his eyebrows. “What, like some sort of knife shaped boomerang?

      “Or on some sort of fishing line or something,” Mattison continued. “Somebody with good aim could have launched it at him and then pulled it back and then left the stadium with the murder weapon.”

      Again, there was silence.

      “It’s not beyond the realms of possibility,” Blake began.

      “Isn’t it?” grunted Gardiner. “Sounds pretty ludicrous to me.”

      “And yet it’s more than what you’ve come up with, Sergeant,” retorted Mattison.

      “Alright, alright, don’t start,” Blake interjected. “I tell you what, let’s take a look at the footage from that camera. We might see something we missed.”

      The lights were quickly turned off and the projector was switched on. Mattison loaded up the video on the computer and the footage of the final few moments of Scott Jennings began to play out in front of them.

      “Oh, God,” Fox said, looking embarrassed as the back of her head appeared briefly on the screen. “My hair looks terrible there. What was I thinking?”

      “I can’t see a difference, to be honest,” Patil said sweetly.

      Blake glanced at her and Patil gave him an innocent smile. Fox did not seem to have grasped that it was not a compliment.

      “Thanks, Mini,” she said. “I do try and keep it nice, but you know what a nightmare it can be, especially when it’s windy.”

      “Yes, thank you,” Blake said over his shoulder. “You can talk hairdressing in your own time, ladies.”

      “Sorry, Sir,” Fox replied, looking abashed.

      They continued watching the footage until it got to the point where Scott sank to his knees before collapsing to the ground.

      Blake leant across Mattison’s computer and rewound the footage before playing it again.

      “I know that the shot isn’t exactly focussed on him,” he said slowly, “but I can’t help but think there’s something a bit weird about the way Scott falls to the ground there.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Mattison, frowning.

      They watched again as the goal for Clackton was scored and Scott landed on the ground from his knees.

      “Does that look like the normal way to die from a stab wound to anybody else?” Blake wondered aloud.

      “I wouldn’t know,” Gardiner replied. “Very common is it, down your road?”

      Blake rolled his eyes. “I mean he doesn’t seem to be in any pain. I know there are stories about people being stabbed without even realising it, but he doesn’t seem to actually be in any pain. Considering where the wound is and the fact that his football shirt was sodden with blood by the time they got it off him, you’d think he would have, I dunno, held onto his side or something or at the very least shown some sort of indication that he was in pain.”

      “The man sank down to his knees and then died,” Gardiner said, looking at Blake as if he was quite mad. “What more did you want from him? An operatic aria?”

      “Shut up, Michael,” Blake said flatly. “I simply meant that he isn’t acting like he was just stabbed.”

      They continued watching the footage. By now, the referee had noticed Scott on the ground and had blown his whistle. Soon, the medic team ran onto the pitch, followed by Hattie. Blake narrowed his eyes and watched her carefully. Then, he watched himself on the screen as he ran across the pitch to get to Scott. By the time he had arrived by Scott’s side, the footage showed that Hattie had pulled off Scott’s football shirt and the medic team quickly got to work.

      “I’ve got it!” Mattison said loudly. “One of them must have stabbed him! Just before you got there, Sir, one of the medic team or Hattie Atkins must have quickly stabbed him.”

      Blake leant back on the desk as the footage came to an end. “His shirt was already soaked with blood by the time we got there though. Something weird is definitely going on there, you’re right, Matti, but I’m not sure if it was the stabbing itself. And even if it was, why did he collapse?”

      “It’s not unknown for football players to have heart attacks on the pitch,” suggested Gardiner. “Maybe, with a combination of the drugs, his heart gave out.”

      “Maybe,” Blake conceded. “It still doesn’t explain where his stab wound came from though. If only the footage was closer, we might actually be able to see what is going on. Is it normal for a manager to rush on to the pitch in a situation like that?”

      “I don’t think there’s a strict procedure for a manager to do anything when their star player has just died,” Gardiner said. “If she cared as much about his wellbeing as you think she did, then I suppose it would be perfectly natural.”

      Blake shook his head and turned the lights back on. “I think we’re getting there, people. We’re on the cusp of landing on something. We just need a bit more information, and I think Hattie Atkins is the person to give it to us.”
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      Without the added pressure of football practice and matches in his immediate schedule, Peter was surprised by just how bored he was, considering that no less than a week ago he had been looking forward to getting some time to himself.

      He was lying on his bed playing a football game on his PlayStation, but his mind was as far from the game as it was possible to be. He had been unable to stop thinking about Sarah since they had shared what he greatly considered to be a ‘moment’ on the wall and his stomach still flipped whenever he thought about her kissing him.

      What was troubling him more than anything else was the bloodied bandages he had discovered in the bin. He could not shake off the notion that Hattie must have put them there, but he could not work out why or the reason she would want to hide them. Bandages were designed to help people, so why would she want to hide that?

      He gave up on his game and threw the remote onto the bed, before lying back and staring at the ceiling, trying to play out the events of the match in his mind.

      Scott had certainly appeared in rude health up until the moment he had died, even though his game had been a lot weaker than usual. Not ten minutes before hand, he had been throwing his weight around as usual, getting into yet another fight with Alan Messing and he had even yelled at Paul who had been trying to prevent Scott from getting himself sent off. The argument he had seen between Hattie and Paul was also bothering him. He knew that they were hiding something about Scott’s death, but he could not work out why either of them would want to kill him.

      A knock at the front door broke into his thoughts. For one delightful, crazy moment he thought that it might be Sarah, but when he poked his head around his bedroom door to see, he had to hide his disappointment when he saw Ashley Pharaoh staring at him through the glass.

      “Hey, man,” Ashley said as he opened the door. “You alright?”

      “Yeah, I guess,” Peter replied. “Yesterday’s still bothering me though. Did you get much sleep?”

      “Not much,” Ashley replied, shrugging. “I was thinking about what you said last night though. Can I come in?”

      A few minutes later, they were back in Peter’s room, both with a can of beer in their hands. Peter switched off his television so that he could give Ashley his full attention.

      “Those bandages you found last night,” Ashley began. “Did you go to the police?”

      “The police? No. To be honest, I didn’t think about it. I mean, what could it matter? Maybe one of the medics put it around Scott to try and staunch the flow of blood or whatever, but it was just too late.”

      Ashley took a sip of his beer and looked thoughtful. “Don’t you think there’s something weird going on though? Why was Hattie looking so shifty when you and that policeman walked out of the fire exit last night?”

      “Why would bandages be something to hide though?” Peter asked.

      “It’s not just that,” Ashley continued. “Do you remember that drugs test we had a couple of months back?”

      Peter shuddered. He remembered it all too well. “Of course. You don’t forget having to piss in a cup in a hurry.”

      “Do you remember us all doing it?”

      Peter thought back. “I dunno. I wasn’t paying much attention to the other lads having to do it, funnily enough.”

      “Exactly. The police found drugs in Scott’s locker. I heard them talking about it last night when I went to get my wallet back. Why was he allowed to play?”

      Peter stared at Ashley in surprise. “Drugs? Really?”

      “I promise you. I heard one of the forensics people discussing it. So, why was he allowed to play?”

      “Maybe he wasn’t taking them when we did the test?”

      “Maybe. Or there’s something else going on.” He suddenly leaned forward and lowered his voice, even though there was nobody about to hear what he was saying. “I don’t trust Hattie. Her and Scott were like that.” He held his hand up and crossed his fingers together. “She worshipped the ground he walked on. Come on, she took you off the pitch and replaced you with him.”

      “She said it was about my ankle.”

      “Yeah, and to be fair, you should have got that sorted sooner, but you were still alright to play yesterday, weren’t you? I’m telling you, Hattie is hiding something and if that argument you heard her having with Paul is anything to go by, I think it might have something to do with Scott’s death.”

      He leaned back impressively and allowed his words to sink in. Peter stared at him dumbfounded.

      “Wow. You weren’t kidding when you said you’d been thinking about it. Well, what do we do then? You think Hattie killed Scott?”

      “I don’t know,” Ashley said. “Answer me this though. Do you think she’s a good manager?”

      Peter shrugged. “I dunno. I guess. If she likes you.”

      “Exactly. And Scott seemed to be the only one she really liked and he’s not here anymore. I think we should go to her office and try and find out what she’s been up to.”

      “How?” Peter exclaimed. “It’s not like she’s going to tell us anything, even if she is up to anything dodgy.”

      “Exactly,” Ashley said, grinning. “Which is why we need to go when she isn’t there and look for ourselves, tonight.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      For the second night in a row, Peter found himself perched on the edge of the wall with a flickering streetlight above his head, staring at the stadium.

      “Okay, so what’s your plan?” he asked Ashley. “Aren’t there still coppers crawling around?”

      “Probably,” Ashley replied, shrugging. “But it’s our football stadium. Why wouldn’t we be here? Besides, they’re probably going to be investigating the pitch and the changing rooms still, why would they need Hattie’s office?”

      Peter was still feeling uneasy but now they were here, he had to admit that he did have questions that he wanted answering.

      “Come on,” Ashley said. “It’s now or never.”

      Peter jumped down off the wall and they made their way towards the stadium. Inside, the place looked deserted. The lights were off, and they could barely make out anything that was going on inside. As they approached the doors, Ashley grabbed hold of the handle and pulled.

      “It’s locked,” he muttered. “Course it would be, it’s past ten. I think even the cleaners are normally done with the place by this point. Mind you, that might mean that there aren’t any police here either.”

      “Now what?” Peter asked as Ashley began striding around the side of the building.

      “We look for another way in. Come on!”

      “Ashley, wait!” called Peter, but it was too late. Ashley had already disappeared in the direction of the fire exit.

      By the time Peter had caught him up, Ashley was already at the door and was attempting to pull it open.

      “It’s locked, Ash, come on. Let’s just forget about this, maybe try another night?”

      “I’m sure there’s a way of getting this open, I’ve seen Hattie do it when she’s locked herself out…Ah!”

      He pushed the handle on the door and jammed it up and away from him. In the next moment, the door had clicked loudly and then slowly swung open.

      Peter glanced at him nervously. “You do realise this is breaking and entering now, don’t you? We’re breaking the law.”

      “Oh, come on,” Ashley said. “If we find what we’re looking for in here then we won’t be in trouble, the police will probably be thanking us.”

      As Ashley pulled the door open and stepped inside, Peter followed him closely, shutting the door behind them. “And what are we looking for?”

      “Use your imagination,” Ashley whispered. “When we find it, you’ll know.”

      The corridors were even more cold and unwelcoming than they were during the day. As they made their way through the building, shadows danced across the wall. At one point, Peter jumped as he saw a large shadow on the wall behind him in the shape of a person, before he realised it was his own and felt incredibly foolish.

      “Will you calm down?” Ashley said to him. “You’re making me nervous.”

      At last, they reached the corridor where Hattie’s office stood at the end. It was rarely a place Peter ever wanted to visit, but tonight it looked even more foreboding.

      “Ash, I’m not sure about this.”

      Ashley rolled his eyes and sighed. “Would you feel better if I went in and you stayed to keep watch?”

      Neither option particularly appealed to Peter. He did not consider himself to be a cowardly person, but the thought of getting caught rummaging through Hattie’s office made his mouth go dry.

      “Yeah,” he said at last. “Alright. If you need anything, give me a shout.”

      “I will. I’ll be as quick as I can. If somebody does come, just make up an excuse.”

      “Like what?”

      “I dunno, you’ll think of something!”

      Peter stood at the end of the corridor and watched as Ashley strode confidently towards the office. When he reached the door, Peter found himself hoping that it would be locked, but as Ashley gently pushed the handle down, the click of the door opening echoed slightly around the corridor.

      Ashley gave Peter a thumbs up and then disappeared into the office, closing the door behind him.

      Immediately, Peter wished he had been braver. He was unsure exactly what was unnerving him so much. The thought of a murderer creeping around the shadowy corridors made him shudder slightly, though he credited himself with a little bit more maturity than to think that there could be a masked stalker walking around the stadium with a knife. Whoever had murdered Scott was unlikely to be trying to emulate Michael Myers.

      The minutes ticked by and there was still no sign of Ashley emerging from the office. Peter glanced down the other end of the corridor to make sure that there was still nobody about. Then, he happened to glance up at the ceiling and his blood ran cold.

      A security camera was pointing right at him. Peter stared at it open mouthed. How could they have been so stupid? If they did not find anything incriminating in the office, which judging by the amount of time Ashley was taking was feeling more unlikely by the second, then all it would take would be for Hattie to see the footage and then he could only imagine how difficult she could make things for them.

      “Ashley!” he called.

      There was no response.

      Peter glanced up again at the camera. There was nothing else for it. If Ashley had not found anything by now, they would just have to make a run for it and hope that nobody checked the footage.

      He was just turning to face the office when he heard a loud thud from behind the door, freezing him to the spot.

      “Ashley?”

      Another loud thud echoed dully around the corridor.

      “Ashley!”

      He began running towards the office and threw the door open.

      The office looked like it had been completely ransacked. Paperwork was strewn everywhere. Filing cabinets had been opened, drawers were out of the desk and turned upside down on the floor and the large trophy Hattie had won had been thrown on the floor. Then, Peter’s heart felt like it had stopped.

      Ashley was lying on the floor, his arms outstretched. A pool of blood was growing around his head and his eyes had the same lifeless stare to them that he had seen in Scott just the day before.

      “Ashley!”

      Peter knelt down next to him and felt desperately around his neck for a pulse but felt nothing. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his mobile phone, his hands trembling.

      He had just pressed the second ‘9’ on the keypad when the office door flew open. Peter stared in horror as Hattie Atkins stood before him.

      “What the hell is going on here?” she murmured.
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      Blake stared down at Ashley’s body on the floor and shook his head in disbelief. The officers had spent the entire day going through witness statements, interviewing any member of the crowd that they could locate around the village and had barely scratched the surface on working out what had happened to Scott, and now here they were, back in the stadium faced with another body.

      “At least this one is easy to work out what happened,” said Sharon grimly as she examined the wound on Ashley’s head. “Blunt trauma to the cranium, probably one clean blow. And I even have a murder weapon for you.”

      She leant over the body and held up the replica trophy lying next to Ashley’s head. “Whoever it was, our victim disturbed them. Or vice versa.”

      Blake shook his head again. “He was in here snooping apparently. For what, I’m not entirely sure. Was there anything else you can tell me?”

      “I’d actually just finished with Scott Jennings when I got this call,” Sharon replied, standing up. “I’ve sent the file across and it makes for quite an interesting read.”

      Blake narrowed his eyes wearily. “Why?”

      “Well, for one thing, I’m pretty certain that stabbing was not the cause of death.”

      Blake’s lips thinned.

      “You don’t look surprised,” Sharon said, frowning.

      “I’m not. What did kill him?”

      “He was absolutely dosed up to the eyeballs with anabolic-androgenic steroids,” Sharon replied as she stood up. “I would say the cause of death was that he overdosed.”

      Blake scratched the back of his head, confused. “He overdosed? Wouldn’t that be a fairly quick thing? He was running about fine before the second half started, in fact I had to stop him from fighting one of the opposing team.”

      “It’s difficult to say,” Sharon replied. “I could see needle marks in the upper thigh area, I’m presuming he chose to inject there so it wouldn’t be seen, but footballers spend most of their time being covered in scratches and bruises. As for the stab wound, that was even more interesting. I found traces of stiches around the wound.”

      Blake stared at her. “Stiches?”

      Sharon nodded, looking rather pleased that she had finally said something that had taken Blake by surprise. “Yep. And not an especially hot job either. I’d say it was performed by somebody who had the most basic level of knowledge of how medical stiches are meant to be applied. As well as that, I found fibres of polyethylene located around the centre of the wound.”

      “Polyethylene?” repeated Blake. “Isn’t that -”

      “What bandages and the centre of plasters are made from, yes.”

      “Oh, Sharon, I could kiss you.”

      “Maybe later.”

      Blake’s mind whirred furiously. “That means that he had already been stabbed. God knows when. Before the match had even started?”

      “Possibly,” said Sharon. “If done right, you can sort of delay the wound from causing you any great trauma until you can get yourself some proper medical assistance. What I wouldn’t advise if you’re going to do that is running around playing football for ninety minutes. The stiches will have opened, and the blood will have flowed.”

      Blake allowed the realisation of the situation to settle within him and then thanked Sharon. He then stormed out of the office and towards the locker rooms where Hattie was being questioned by Fox, Patil and Gardiner.

      “Where’s Matti?” Blake asked as he strolled into the room.

      “He’s talking to Peter Simpkins,” Patil replied.

      “Do you want me to get him?” Fox asked.

      “I’m quite capable of fetching him,” Patil snapped back.

      “No,” Blake replied forcefully. “Leave him where he is. Fox, you can stay with me. Can you two go and help Sharon? That office has been ransacked and I want to know why.”

      With Patil still grumbling and Gardiner looking vaguely amused by her irritation, the two of them left leaving Blake and Fox alone with Hattie.

      She looked up at them, her eyes narrowed. “What do you want with me? Shouldn’t you be out there looking for whoever killed Scott and Ashley?”

      Blake sat down opposite her on the bench and stared intently at her. “I think we both know that I’m looking for two different people, don’t we, Hattie?”

      Hattie stared at him outraged. “Am I in custody here, because if not -”

      “Too bloody right you are,” Blake replied sharply. “Hattie Atkins, I’m arresting you for the murder of Ashley Pharaoh.” He spoke louder as Hattie tried to argue with him. “…you do not have to say anything, anything you do say can and will be used against you in a court of law.”

      “It wasn’t murder!” Hattie shouted loudly.

      Blake stopped speaking and glanced up at Fox.

      “What do you mean?” Fox asked her as she sat down next to Blake. “It wasn’t murder?”

      Hattie sighed and put her head in her hands. For a few moments, she remained silent. Then, with a fragility that Blake did not think she was capable of displaying, she raised her head and said quietly, “I didn’t mean to kill Ashley.”

      Blake bit his lip thoughtfully. “We should probably do this down the station, shouldn’t we?”
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* * *

      Hattie said very little on the way to the station, merely choosing to just stare ahead. When they arrived, she was led into an interview room and remained in silence.

      Blake watched her through the one-way mirrored window. She was sitting up straight, with her head held high and her fingers clasped tightly together in what Blake assumed was her attempt to appear dignified.

      The door to the side room opened and Inspector Angel walked in and took in the sight before him through the window.

      “Well, DS Harte,” he said quietly. “I must congratulate you. It appears you have your killer. One performed a lot more neatly than the other it would appear.”

      Blake shook his head. “No,” he murmured. “There’s still something not right. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I believe she killed Ashley Pharaoh, but I still have questions about Scott Jennings. We haven’t got the full story yet.”

      “I understood from the forensic report that he had overdosed on performance enhancing drugs?” Angel said.

      “He did,” Blake replied, “but I don’t think he did it himself. Is Peter Simpkins still with Mini and Matti?”

      “He is.”

      “Okay. Excuse me, Sir.”

      He left Angel to watch the interview and then beckoned to Fox to join him.

      “Let’s see what you can do, Lisa,” he said, with a small smile. “I’m not the sort of officer who takes over the interview. If you have something to ask, please feel free.”

      Fox looked surprised but delighted. “Thank you, Sir. I will.”

      “Come on then.”

      They entered the interview room and sat down at the table opposite Hattie. She remained perfectly still, only her eyes moving to track their movements.

      Blake leant across the table and pressed the recorder.

      “Interview commencing at 22:24. Present in the room, Detective Sergeant Blake Harte, Constable Lisa Fox and Hattie Atkins.” He watched her for a few moments before continuing.

      “Hattie, let’s begin with Ashley Pharaoh. What happened tonight?”

      Hattie glanced down at her hands clasped tightly together. She looked as though the words were sticking in her throat. Blake had faced suspects with this demeanour countless times. He knew that they felt if they started answering his questions honestly, then it would set into motion a situation they then had little control over.

      “Hattie?”

      “I disturbed him ransacking my office.”

      “Okay.”

      “There is a large walk-in cupboard in my office where I keep all the files for the players, match details, old junk, that sort of thing. The kind of paperwork and artefacts that I have no place for anywhere else.”

      “Go on.”

      “I was reading through Scott’s file,” Hattie said slowly. “Such a talented player. Such a waste. For him to go the way he did. It’s tragic. The sporting world lost a potential great yesterday.”

      “We’ll come back to Scott in a moment,” Blake told her. “Let’s stick with Ashley for now.”

      Hattie gave him a small shrug of the shoulders.

      “Do you know why he was in your office?”

      “I didn’t at first. I walked out of the cupboard and he had his back to me. He had pulled all the paperwork he could find out and had thrown it all over the place. Then, I realised what he was holding and what it meant.”

      “And what was that?” asked Fox.

      Hattie sighed and clasped her hands together tighter on the table. “The results of a drug test that Harmschapel FC undertook a few months ago.”

      Blake nodded. “And you knew that if he saw the results of Scott’s test, then it would make him suspicious to say the least.”

      Hattie did not reply.

      “Because Scott didn’t take that drugs test, did he?” Blake asked. “The rest of the team did, but Scott couldn’t, because if he did then the FA would discover that Harmschapel’s new rising star was on steroids. And they rather frown upon that, don’t they, Hattie? What was the test? Blood? Urine?”

      Hattie cleared her throat and shuffled in her seat uncomfortably. “It was a urine sample.”

      “And a sample was sent under Scott’s name. But, and we need to be frank here unfortunately, it wasn’t his urine, was it?”

      Hattie paused then shook her head.

      “It was yours, wasn’t it?”

      She looked up at him and sighed heavily. “I know what happens to sportsmen and women who are caught with drugs in their system, Detective. It ends careers, it ruins lives. Scott was too good and important to the team for that to happen to him, it was as simple as that.”

      “And Ashley discovering that would blow the whole thing apart. Steroids aren’t something that you can just take for one match and that’s all you need. How long had Scott been taking them?”

      “Since before he joined the team,” Hattie replied quietly. “I walked in on him with a needle in his arm after practice one night. I assume he thought everybody had gone home. I had to make a decision there and then as to what I was going to do. I could chuck him off the team and, in the process, lose Harmschapel their best striker since about 1994, or I could keep his secret and at the same time keep his talent.”

      “When you found Ashley Pharaoh, what exactly happened? I mean, it could only have been you who killed Ashley. How tall are you?”

      “Six foot four.”

      “And Ashley was six foot three,” Blake said. “You’re the only person who even works at that stadium who could have both the upper body strength and the height to be able to beat someone of Ashley’s height over the head with anything, especially that trophy.”

      Hattie bit her lip and sighed. “I heard Simpkins shouting Ashley’s name down the corridor. What was I supposed to do? I knew there was no other way out of it than to pretend that I had only just walked into the office. I ran back to the cupboard and waited until Simpkins burst in and discovered Ashley. Then I crept behind him and sort of followed him into the office. I never was the best actor.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Blake replied. “You certainly had us fooled regarding Scott’s stabbing. What happened there?”

      Hattie gave a small smile. “The afternoon of the final, I received a phone call from Scott. We became quite close all things considered and he knew that he could rely on me to help him out. He’d become rather in debt with his dealer, I’m afraid I don’t know who it is. I doubt it’s that important. Anyway, I’m sure you of all people know that drug dealers are not the sort of people to be in debt with. They get angry and Scott’s dealer was no different.”

      “His dealer stabbed him?”

      Hattie nodded. “I found him near the field where that fight you were talking about was going to take place. He was lying on the ground, clutching his side and was bleeding quite heavily. I told him that we needed to get him to the hospital, but he refused. I swear to you, I tried to get him professional help, honestly I tried.”

      “I believe you,” said Blake.

      “But he insisted that he was not going to miss the match. I examined his wound and I could see that while it was deep, it looked a lot worse than it actually was. He was lucky, really, which I know sounds ironic given what ended up happening, but I could have found him dead there and then. He kept badgering me about not missing the match, and he point blank refused to be put on the sub bench. Steroids are dangerous, Detective. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that. They make you feel invincible. In his normal state of mind, I’m sure he would have agreed that he was in no fit state to be anywhere near that pitch, but he got angry and eventually I agreed to do what I could. I am first aid trained, not brilliantly, but I know the basics. I stitched him up and wrapped the wound in bandages. When he dropped down on the pitch, I knew that if any of the police saw the bandages, it would not take long for you to put the pieces together and then my career would be on the line. I’ve worked too hard to lose everything.”

      “So, when you rushed onto the pitch and removed his top, you weren’t there to try and make everything easier for the medics?” Blake clarified. “You pulled his top up and got rid of the bandages too?”

      Hattie nodded.

      “Which is what you were disposing of in the bin when me and Peter Simpkins found you outside the fire exit?”

      “Yes.”

      There was a long pause. Hattie leant back in her chair and the dignity and grace that she had been trying to exude began to fall away.

      “Competitiveness has always been my strength and my weakness,” she murmured. “It clouds my judgment more than any drug ever could.”

      “I have just one more thing to ask you,” Blake said. “Do you believe that Scott overdosed on steroids?”

      Hattie pulled out a tissue from her pocket and blew her nose loudly. Blake suspected this was the closest she had come to displaying emotion for a long time.

      “No, I don’t,” she replied. “I’m afraid I can’t help you with that. I admit Scott would push himself pretty close to the line, but I got him to show me once just how much he was taking. It was enough, I grant you, but not enough to kill him. If he had taken any more, then perhaps he would have been in trouble. Even the smallest of injections would probably have pushed him over the edge.”

      “I see,” Blake replied. “Okay, I think we’re…”

      Then, his voice trailed off. A sudden memory flashed in his mind’s eye. Suddenly, everything made sense.

      “A small injection,” he muttered.

      “I’m sorry?” Hattie asked, looking confused.

      “Lisa, charge her and put her in the cell.”

      Fox spun around in her chair as Blake suddenly rose to his feet.

      “Of course,” she said, “Are you going somewhere?”

      “I’ve just worked out who killed Scott. I’m sure of it.”

      Before Fox or Hattie could say anything else, Blake hurried out of the room.
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      Peter stepped out of the interview room and took a deep breath. He felt numb and hollow. It felt impossible to him that he had begun his day performing an activity as banal as playing on his PlayStation. He felt a huge pang of regret and sadness that Ashley had even come around his house to talk to him, that he had even spoken to Ashley about any of his suspicions regarding Hattie. The unsurmountable guilt he felt at this moment felt like it would never disappear.

      As he leaned against the wall, Constable Patil followed him out of the interview room and patted him tenderly on the arm. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” Peter replied. I’m alright.” It was a complete lie, but he knew that there was nothing Patil could say to him to make him feel any better. There was only one person he wanted to see at this moment, the only person who could have any chance of healing any of his internal pain at this moment. He had called her when he had been waiting to be interviewed and as he stepped outside, his heart lifted slightly as he saw her.

      Sarah walked towards him and gave him a huge, tight hug. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “I really am. I don’t even know what to say.”

      “I think it’s probably the same situation as I found myself in yesterday,” Peter replied, shrugging. “There’s nothing to say, really.”

      Sarah nodded. “I’ve got us a lift. You can stay at mine tonight, if you want to. I know I said I wanted to be on my own last night, but when I got back, I was so glad that my flatmate was there to listen to me cry and rant at her. It did help in a small way.”

      The dull ache inside Peter lessened slightly. “That’d be great, thank you.”

      “I can’t believe Ashley’s gone,” Sarah said, shaking her head. “Even Scott liked Ashley. He was probably the only person on that team who Scott respected. I was saying the same to Paul. He’s got his car just here. Come on.”

      Peter looked up as Paul climbed out of the driver’s seat and walked towards him.

      “Peter, mate. I’m sorry.” He pulled Peter in and hugged him tightly. “I can’t believe this has happened. Our team has just been blown apart. First Scott, now Hattie and Ashley. God only knows what we’re going to do now.”

      Peter groaned. “Trust me, the team is the last thing on my mind at the minute. I just want to forget about it all. It’s not that easy though really, is it?”

      “Nah. Course not,” Paul replied, slapping Peter on the arm. “Come on then. I bought some beers, they’re chilling in Sarah’s fridge. Scott always said that the answer to everything was at the bottom of a beer bottle. I don’t reckon he was far wrong tonight, do you?”

      “Sounds great,” Peter said, nodding.

      They all turned to walk back towards the car.

      “Just a minute,” said a voice behind them.

      Blake Harte was running down the station and striding towards them.

      “Is that the policeman in charge of the investigation?” whispered Sarah.

      “Yeah,” Peter muttered. “He’s alright. He’s been quite nice to me so far. Mind you, he doesn’t look happy now, does he?”

      Blake reached the three of them and narrowed his eyes. “Peter, I’m sorry about what’s happened to you today. I know it’s not the same thing, but we lost a good officer at this station not so long ago. He was a great man and the team’s not really been the same since.”

      Peter nodded. “Thanks.”

      “For you to lose two people, especially in this sort of quick succession, it’s not fair,” Blake went on. “And to you, Sarah. I’m sorry about Scott.”

      “Thank you,” Sarah said, smiling.

      Then Blake turned to Paul and his expression suddenly darkened. “Why? Why do it?”

      Paul stared at Blake looking stunned. “I’m sorry?”

      “I mean, weirdly, somebody like Scott with plenty of enemies, the way he treated people, you can sort of understand it,” Blake continued, “but you? You were supposed to be his best mate, weren’t you? That’s all I ever heard of anybody at the start of the investigation. How you were the only one who could calm Scott down. The steroids turned him into a bit of a monster when all is said and done. And you seemed to always manage to get through to him.”

      Paul’s mouth fell open, but no words came out.

      Sarah stared at Blake. “Sorry, what are you talking about? Steroids? Scott?”

      “I know it was you, Paul,” Blake replied. “When you realised that Scott had been stabbed, I bet you thought all your Christmases had come at once. Nobody would ever suspect what you did to him. The problem was forensics can tell. He didn’t die from that stab wound, he overdosed on the drugs that he was on, but he didn’t personally inject everything that was in his body, did he? You gave him that last little bit that pushed him over the edge.”

      Paul shook his head. “Look, I don’t know what you think you’re on about, mate, but you’ve got this all wrong. Scott was my best mate, why would I do anything like that to him?”

      “Look at Sarah,” Blake told him. “Did you see her face when I mentioned steroids? She had no idea. And she was his girlfriend. You didn’t look in the slightest bit surprised.”

      “Yeah,” Paul mumbled. “I knew he was on them, but I-”

      “I can get hold of your football kit,” Blake told him. “And forensics will be able to determine where you injected him, now they know what they’re looking for and where to look for the entry wound.”

      Paul’s expression went from shocked to serious in just a few moments.

      “Come on, Paul,” Blake said. “The game’s up. I know you did it and you know I know you did it. Make it easier for yourself.”

      Sarah turned to Paul looking horrified. “Paul? What is he on about? What did you do?”

      Paul closed his eyes and sighed. He had gone incredibly pale.

      “Do you know what it’s like being mates with someone like Scott?” he said quietly, his voice threatening to crack. “Mates do things for one another. Not Scott. Once he started putting that poison into himself, he just lost it. The guy I’d drank beers with and pulled girls with on the town, the guy I’d made a promise with to always have his back and he’d always have mine, that guy was long gone. He became cruel and heartless. Every time we left the pitch, I’d tell him how great he’d done and how much he’d done the team proud and all I ever got back was disdain. It was like he’d lost interest. I tried to be a good mate to him throughout the steroid thing. He promised that he’d come off them, but I knew he never would. As far as he was concerned, the drugs were the only thing he ever needed.”

      He turned to Sarah, a single tear falling down his cheek. “The way he used to talk about you, talking about how you were in bed, how you were his property, how he didn’t like that we were mates. You never saw any of that, did you?”

      Sarah appeared too stunned to speak. Instinctively, Peter put his arm around her and she huddled closer to him, backing away from Paul.

      “So, you decided that he needed to be taught a lesson?” Blake asked. “It was a clever little trick, Paul, I’ll give you that. And it happened so quickly right in front of my eyes and I never even gave it a second thought. Putting a needle in your football boot. Risky, but you’re a goal keeper. Out of everybody on that pitch, you do the least amount of running. Except when you have to save a goal, which is why two went past your head isn’t it? Because you had to be careful on your feet.”

      Paul glanced at Peter and Sarah, looking utterly crestfallen. “I was replacing my studs last week when I thought of it. We’d just finished practice and Scott was banging on about this fight he wanted to arrange with the Clackton lads. I could see what he was becoming, he was unhinged. Sarah, like it or not, it was only going to be a matter of time before he started turning on you. I was worried. I only wanted to put him in the hospital for a bit, make him realise how dangerous the drugs were but on the day on the final I put a bit too much in. I know Scott’s dealer. He was getting pissed off enough that Scott was late paying him and Scott being the invincible superhero that he was just thought he’d get away with it.

      “The dealer set me up with a smaller needle, one I could fit into one of the studs in my boot. Like you said, I had to be careful but it all worked out to the letter. The first half finished, I’d let two goals in, but I knew that couldn’t be helped. Compared to what I was about to do, the match was the last thing on my mind. I’d covered the needle with a bit of glass. It was okay on the pitch but as soon as I was standing on concrete, I could smash it and then the needle would be exposed.

      “When Alan and Scott were fighting, I knew the moment was right. I smashed the glass against the ground and just stood on his foot. He didn’t like that, but I figured that he wouldn’t remember much about it.”

      “’Ow, that was my foot, you idiot,’ I think were the words, weren’t they?” Blake asked.

      “Something like that,” Paul mused. “Classic Scott.”

      “And from there, it took a few minutes for the drugs to work their magic,” Blake concluded. “It just so happened that Scott was standing on his own in the middle of the pitch with nobody near him, which made the whole thing look absolutely crazy. There was just so much else going on, your subtle little trick nearly went completely unnoticed.”

      Sarah stepped back in horror. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing,” she whispered. “You. You killed him?”

      “I’m sorry,” Paul replied. “I don’t know what else to say.” He looked up at Sarah and stared at her as if he was trying to absorb the image of her. “You know, old Petey boy here is crazy about you.”

      Peter immediately removed his arm from around Sarah’s shoulder. “I dunno what you mean.”

      “And he’s not the only one,” finished Paul. “You’re one of the most stunning girls I’ve ever met, inside and out. You could do worse than Peter. Better than Scott or me put together.”

      “Come on,” Blake said, leading him towards the station. “Let’s me and you go and talk some more.”

      Paul nodded and walked with Blake a little way towards the station. Peter and Sarah stood routed to the spot, unable to believe what they had just heard.

      As Paul reached the top of the station steps, he turned again to face them. He was now crying freely and mouthed “I’m sorry,” at Sarah.

      She turned away, grasping Peter by the hand and they set off down the street together. Peter said nothing. He just clutched onto her hand tightly. As much as he was shocked and appalled by what Paul had done, one thing he could relate to was the feeling of being head over heels about the beautiful woman by his side.
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      Blake fumbled with the keys to Juniper Cottage and pushed the door open, fully aware that he was going to fall forwards a second before the door opened.

      “Whoops!” he exclaimed as he landed face first on the floor, giggling inanely.

      Harrison spluttered with laughter and leant down to pick him up.

      “You’re an idiot. A drunken sport-loving idiot.”

      “Hey now,” Blake replied as he felt himself being picked up off the floor. “I am not sport-loving. I dislike sport a huge amount.”

      “Yes,” Harrison said, grinning. “If you say so.” He manoeuvred Blake to the sofa and dropped him on it. “Although, even you can’t deny you got excited watching that final today. That started before you had that fifth pint.”

      “Yeah, well.” Blake chuckled. “It didn’t last as long as normal football, plus I know the striker. Oh yeah, me and the footie lads, we get on very well.”

      The final between Harmschapel and Clackton had finally been arranged for that afternoon and the FA had agreed that the game only needed to be played from the second half onwards. Nobody in Harmschapel had held out much hope of their team being able to score three goals in the space of half an hour, but somehow, Peter Simpkins had led the team to victory, scoring them two goals out of three, the final one being in the last minute of gameplay. Harmschapel had won the country cup for the first time in decades and the mood around the village was jubilant.

      “I bet you’re thankful I dragged you there with me now,” Harrison said as he sat down next to Blake. “I’m going to tell everybody I know that you were the loudest fan there, the one who cheered the loudest and, if you don’t bring me a cup of tea in bed for the next week, I will shout from the rooftops that you actually cried when Peter scored that final goal.”

      Blake stared at his boyfriend outraged. “I did not!”

      “You so did.”

      Blake sunk into the sofa and stuck his tongue out. “Yeah, well. You get yourself caught in the moment. Plus, like I say, Peter Simpkins deserved that victory today, especially after everything he went through to get it. I even heard a rumour that they were going to make him the next manager.”

      “Really?” Harrison said, looking delighted. “That’s awesome. He’ll be brilliant. Not bad for a team with two dead players and a goalkeeper in prison.”

      “Turns out subs are there for a reason,” Blake said, sucking gratefully on his ecig.

      “Hey,” Harrison said softly, taking hold of Blake’s hand. “How are you feeling about going to bed tonight?”

      Blake’s mood immediately deflated. “Worried, if I’m honest. I don’t want to dream about it tonight. I really don’t.”

      “I know,” Harrison said. “Look, I know you’re drunk and I know you’re feeling boisterous to say the least, but when we wake up tomorrow, let’s maybe look into getting you to see somebody. We’ll book you in with the doctors and see how we go from there, yeah?”

      Blake nodded. The dreams of the old woman in the house had continued with gusto the past few months and he was starting to fear going to bed at night. He had battled internally with the idea that he needed to seek counselling again, mainly because he had no idea why the dreams had returned after so long, but it was getting to the point where he had been falling asleep at work and enough was enough.

      “We’ll sort it,” Harrison said, leaning in and kissing him. “Whatever’s causing it, we’ll get to the bottom of it. I promise.”

      “I know,” Blake said. “Still though, beds are great for sleep. And other things.”

      Harrison grinned. “Oh, yes? And what other things might they be?”

      Blake bit his bottom lip. “I think you have an idea, Mr Baxter.”

      He grabbed Harrison’s backside and they both laughed raucously as they ran up the stairs towards the bedroom.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Across the road from Juniper Cottage, a curtain was twitching in the window. Somebody had been watching the cottage for the past hour, waiting for Blake and Harrison to return home. Now, Tom had his mobile to his ear.

      “Yeah,” he said, checking over his shoulder to make sure that his mother was not listening in. “It’s me. I got your message. Okay. Yeah, I think it’s time too. Blake Harte is going to pay, I promise.” He laughed as he closed the curtains and turned towards his bedroom mirror and took in his reflection. What he had been told was perfectly true. He did look exactly like his father. “I know, Dad. Nothing will go wrong. The game has started.”
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