
	One, two, three, watch out for me. Skimming stones break more than bones, and then you’ll never hurt me.

	 

	 

	Brampton Lodge boarding school for boys was founded in 1925. It boasts a long and impressive history, but dark and revealing secrets have been buried in the depths of its archives. They’ve been left in peace, undisturbed and undiscovered for almost fifty years, but the strange disappearance of the psychology teacher, who used to be a student at the school, is cause for the AI team to move in, clear the dust, and get to the bottom of where he is and why he’s there.

	The long departed ex-headmaster and archives manager lead Shady Shane to a pond in a local park, and that’s when the investigation really begins. He finds the teacher’s membership cards to gay underground BDSM sex clubs, and that leads Shane to one suspect. He connects a psychotic man who’s taken himself off his medication and is still grieving his past with the teacher. The man’s son is a shocked and distressed rugby player, and his sister is still very handy with a hockey stick. Then there’s her gardener. Five suspects, but which one of them is guilty of dumping the teacher’s dead body at the bottom of the pond?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	It was a beautiful sunny day in Hampshire, England, in late May, and if the weather was anything to go by, it offered hope of being a pleasant and normal day. As pleasant and normal as any Monday morning could be at Brampton Lodge boarding school for boys. There was never really a normal day there, because each day was unique and brought new challenges. If there wasn’t an issue or problem with the pupils, there was one with their parents or the professors and staff.

	There was never a dull day for the headmaster, Reginald Bishop, and it was an exceptionally busy time for him, given the school term had almost come to an end. Preparations were being made for the parents evening, evaluations of the new students for the following academic year were being completed, and he still had to oversee the day-to-day running of the school that had boasted an untarnished and enviable reputation since it was founded in 1925.

	The pressure was on Reginald to uphold standards and strive for continual improvement. Even though it was a boarding school, it was still effectively a private business that had to deliver results and provide a return to its investors. He’d been the headmaster there for over ten years, but he could easily be replaced if the sponsors weren’t satisfied. They’d made that clear on more than one occasion in the past.

	Reginald was sat at his desk reviewing the staffing arrangements for the summer holiday period when there was a knock at the door. “Come in.”

	A few seconds later his secretary, Cynthia, was standing in the doorway. “I’m sorry to interrupt, Reginald, but I still haven’t heard anything from Jeremy, and I’m getting quite concerned. I’ve called his home number, his mobile number, and asked the other professors if they’ve heard anything from him, but nothing.”

	“Come in, Cynthia, and take a seat.”

	Cynthia walked toward Reginald’s desk and sat on one of the chairs in front of it. “Okay. Please remind me. How many days has it been since he’s not turned up for work and we haven’t heard anything from him?”

	“Well, that’s why I wanted to bring it to your attention again, because this is the fourth day. I don’t know. He’s always been so responsible, and it’s very unlike him to not get in touch. Even when he’s been really ill, he’s always let me know.”

	Reginald rubbed his aching head with his hand. “Yes, I agree, it is very strange. Have you called his relatives and friends?”

	“I only have the number for his aunt in Shropshire, and when I spoke to her, she told me she hadn’t heard anything from him in a couple of weeks. As for his friends... as far as I can make out, he’s always lived quite a quiet and solitary life. I’m sure he’s got some, but if he has, he hasn’t told me about them or let me have their contact details.”

	“Hmm. Yes, well I think our Jeremy lives quite a double life and likes to keep his private life personal, if you get my drift?”

	Cynthia blushed and nodded her head gently. “Yes. And that’s why I’ve never really tried to pry. What he gets up to in his free time is his own business, providing it’s legal and doesn’t have a detrimental impact on the school.”

	“Exactly, and we owe him that much to respect his privacy. In twenty-two years his private affairs have never interfered with his work or impacted the reputation of this school, so there’s no need for us to question or judge what he gets up to when he’s not here.”

	“Oh, absolutely. I couldn’t agree with you more.”

	“The question is, what do we do about it? We have to try and do something. One or two days might be explainable and excusable, but four... that suggests it’s time for us to take some action.”

	“Do you want me to contact the local police and file a missing person report?”

	Reginald breathed in air sharply and tutted. “Hmm. The police? I know that’s the most obvious and logical thing to do, but...”

	Cynthia nodded. “Don’t worry. You don’t have to tell me. If he’s been up to something that might come back on us, then the press will be all over it like a nasty rash.”

	“Exactly. And that’s the last thing we want right now. If the end-of-term results aren’t in our favour, the last thing we need is bad press right now.”

	“Understood. Leave it with me, and I’ll do some research to find somebody suitable who can look into it.”

	“Yes. Maybe a private investigator who won’t leak anything to the press if they discover Jeremy has been up to something untoward or unsavoury.”

	“Perfectly understood. I’ll get onto it right away.”

	“Excellent. Is that all for now?”

	“Yes. Unless you’d like some more tea, that is?”

	“Oh, that would be wonderful. I’m feeling quite parched with all this warm weather. But give it fifteen or twenty minutes. Otherwise, I’ll be running to the bathroom every five minutes.”

	Cynthia chuckled and smiled. “No problem. At my age, I have the same problem. Come seven in the evening, I have my last cup of the day. Otherwise, I’m up and down like a yo-yo all night.”

	“Yes, well I find a couple of stiff whiskeys is the only thing I can manage of an evening.”

	Reginald and Cynthia both chuckled. Cynthia turned around and walked toward the door. Once she’d closed the door behind her, Reginald went back to what he’d been doing.

	 

	* * *

	 

	When Cynthia got back to her desk, she checked to see if she had any e-mails or messages on the answer phone. Once she’d sent a brief response to an e-mail, she wanted to try to speak with a private investigation firm before she took Reginald’s tea into him.

	Cynthia had known Jeremy ever since he’d joined the boarding school as a teacher, and she was aware that he got the position because he’d been a student there. Their relationship went back many years, and her maternal instincts had got the better of her. She wanted to find out what had happened to him, and fast. She knew far more about Jeremy than she’d ever let on to Reginald, and Jeremy’s sexuality and fetishes were their little secret that she’d always guarded.

	She was considered by most people at the school to be an old dear who should have retired years ago, but like Jeremy, there was more to Cynthia than what she let on. She was a lot more open-minded and liberal than anybody would have ever suspected, and they’d have been extremely shocked if they’d ever found out that she wasn’t averse to participating in the odd game of secret Santa, or postman’s knock. Why shouldn’t she? At fifty-nine, she wasn’t exactly over the hill, and she was still in good shape for a woman of her age.

	Cynthia opened a new tab in Google and typed in discreet and reliable private investigators near Hampshire. Within seconds her screen was filled with the search results. She scrolled through the first few listings, and none of the company names grabbed her attention. Then she saw the name Apparition Intervention Private Investigators, and she paused. She was intrigued by the name, mainly because she’d heard the rumours and had almost convinced herself on occasions that the boarding school was haunted. She didn’t really believe in ghosts and goblins or any of that gibberish, but she was strangely drawn to the name. She clicked on the link and read the description of the company and the services they offered.

	Convinced it would be worth her while to at least give them a call, she made a note of their number, picked up her phone and called them. While the phone rang, Cynthia looked out of the window and admired how wonderful the grounds of the school looked with the lawns freshly mowed and the flower gardens in full bloom bursting with an assortment of colours.

	“Good morning. Apparition Intervention. You’re speaking to Martine. How can I help you?”

	“Good morning, Martine. This is Cynthia Althorpe calling from Brampton Lodge boarding school for boys. I’m not sure if you’ll be able to help me, but I’d like to talk to somebody about one of our professors who hasn’t reported for work in the past four days, and he’s not answering his phone.”

	“Oh, right. Hello, Cynthia. Erm... I’m just wondering if you know anything about us, because—”

	“Yes. I know. You specialise in investigations that involve apparitions. I don’t think the disappearance of the professor has anything to do with that, but discretion is of the utmost importance. I trust you can comply with that requirement?”

	“Of course. But if you don’t think an apparition is involved or can help us find your missing professor, then I’m not sure it’d be a suitable case for us. If you like, I can give you the number of another PI firm that might be more suitable.”

	“I appreciate what you’re saying, but given I’ve worked here for the past twenty-five years and know the place like the back of my hand, I’m not ruling out the idea of an apparition being involved somewhere along the line.”

	“Okay... so how old is the school?”

	“It was founded in nineteen-twenty-five and still occupies the same premises.”

	“Right... so that’s a lot of time for a lot of potential apparitions to leave their mark on the place.”

	“Exactly, and that’s why I wanted to start with your company first. If I’m completely honest, I don’t really believe in all that nonsense, but in the best interest of finding out what’s happened to our professor, I’m more than willing to open up my mind to suggestion.”

	“Okay. Well if we do look into this, you might have to open up more than your mind and face reality, because it does happen and they are real.”

	“I’m sure in your profession and world they might well be, but right here and now they don’t exist in mine. But anyway, would it be possible to speak to somebody to find out if they think it’s worth coming to see us to determine if it’d be a case that you’d be interested in taking on?”

	“Okay, Cynthia. I can see that Robert, the owner, is on the phone at the moment, but if you’d like to let me have your number, I’ll ask him to call you as soon as he’s free. It should only be a few minutes.”

	Cynthia gave Martine her telephone number and hung up. Based on her conversation with Martine she had doubts that Apparition Intervention would be interested in trying to find Jeremy. Not wanting to waste any more time than she had to, she went back to the search results on her computer screen, looked at the websites of some other private investigation firms, and made a note of their telephone numbers.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Once Martine had briefed Robert about her phone call with Cynthia, he gave her a call. She repeated everything Martine had already told him but placed more emphasis on the age of the school and the rumours she’d heard that it was haunted. Robert suspected she was either trying to make the case more relevant and appealing to him, or she’d reconsidered the possibility of an apparition being able to help solve the mystery of Jeremy’s disappearance.

	Even though Robert wasn’t entirely convinced it was a case for them to handle, he assured Cynthia that he’d arrange for one of his investigators to pass by that afternoon to have a chat with her and Reginald. He had no idea who would be available to go and see them, but if nobody else was available, he decided he’d go. Given the school had a high-profile reputation, he didn’t think it would look good for his agency if they were seen to be ignoring their plea for help.

	Once he’d ended the call with Cynthia, Robert tried to recall who was working on what case and where they were at with each one. To save him having to look at the last progress reports, he looked through the glass-fronted office and saw that Martine wasn’t on the phone, so he called her and asked her to meet him in his office.

	Martine walked into his office with her notepad and pen in her hand and sat down in front of Robert’s desk. “Something to do with your chat with Cynthia, is it?”

	“Yeah, I told her I’d arrange for someone to pass by and have a chat with her and the headmaster. Who can spare a couple of hours to go and see them?”

	“Well, I’d have to check with him, but if I remember rightly, Shady Shane attended a boarding school when he was a kid, so he’d kinda be the best person to talk to them, I suppose. You know? He talks the same language as them, and he’ll be familiar with the weird and wonderful things that go on behind the scenes at those kinds of places.”

	“Yeah, you’re right. I know he’s following up the Sutton case, but if I’m honest, I don’t think it’s gonna lead to anything. Okay, so drag him away from that for a few hours and ask him to go and see them. Tell him to give me a call later once he’s been. I don’t want him following up another dead lead, or he’ll think I’m trying to get rid of him.”

	“Nah. I don’t think he’d think that. You know what Shady’s like. He’s so docile and placid he just does what he’s told to do. Unlike some of the others, I might add.”

	Robert laughed and leaned back in his chair. “Yeah. I know we’re a very tight-knit team, but I have to admit, some of them do push the limits now and again, especially you know who?”

	“Yes. I know exactly who you mean, but he’s pretty harmless really.”

	“Okay, well get that sorted with Shady, and I’ll expect a phone call from him later on.”

	“Sure thing, boss. Anything else?

	“Not now, thanks.”

	Martine left Robert’s office and went back to her desk.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Shane had just left Mr and Mrs Sutton’s house and was walking back to his car when his phone rang. He looked at the screen and saw it was a call from Martine. He quickly pressed the accept call button. “Hello, my favourite girl. How are you?”

	“Aww, you’re so sweet, Shady. We’re gonna have to find you a nice man soon who’s gonna appreciate all that sweetness you’ve got inside.”

	“Look. I’ve told you before, I’m not...”

	“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Whatever. The sooner you come to terms with your sexuality, Shady, the happier we’ll all be. There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. Blimey, Grant and Truman are as out as out can be, and Robert’s married to a man, so none of us are going to think any less of you if you tell us that you’re gay.”

	“It’s not that. I just haven’t decided what’s right for me at the moment. Maybe I am, but until I’ve decided, I’m a-sexual, thank you very much.”

	“Whatever, sweetheart. It’ll all come out in good time.”

	“Anyway, darling, I’m sure you’ve not called me just to interrogate me about my sexual preferences. What can I do for you?”

	“I need you to get yourself over to Brampton Lodge boarding school in Hampshire for five this afternoon. I’ve arranged for you to meet the headmaster, Reginald, and his secretary, Cynthia, to find out if they’ve got a case that needs our assistance. I’ll fill you in on the details in a minute.”

	“Oh wow—a boarding school. That’s going to bring back some bitter-sweet memories.”

	“Yeah, well, I’m pretty sure I remember seeing something about you attending a boarding school on your CV.”

	“Yes. Yes, I did. I went to Hartling boarding school for boys, so going there will take me on a trip down memory lane.”

	“And open up that closed closet, no doubt?”

	“Stop it, now. Not all of the boys got up to the things they’re accused of.”

	“If you say so, sweetheart. Anyway, once you’re done there, can you give Robert a call and let him know if it’s worth following up?”

	“Yeah, sure. Leave it with me.”

	“Okay. Thanks, hon, but before you go, let me fill you in on the details.”

	“Sure. Fire away.”

	Martine told Shane as much as Cynthia had told her, and Shane was quite optimistic that it might lead to an interesting case. If his experience of going to a boarding school was anything to go by, every brick that the building was made of had a different story to tell and a dark secret to hide.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	After he’d finished his lunch and rested for a while, Shane decided to leave his house and drive to Hampshire. He estimated it should take him just under two hours to get there, but if the traffic was bad or there were any accidents, it would delay him. The last thing he wanted to do was turn up late for a meeting with the headmaster of one of the most recognised boarding schools in England. If his old headmaster was anything to go by, he’d have been given six of the best for arriving late.

	Even if he arrived early, he suspected it would be quite nice walking around the grounds of the school so he could reminisce about his childhood days. His fond memories of the close encounters he’d had with some of the more mature boys whose hormones had been running riot as they’d made their transition from being boys to young adults.

	As he left the hustle and bustle of the crowded roads in London, it was so relaxing and pleasant to drive along country lanes, see all the fields and trees, smell the grass and recently harvested wheat, and hear the birds chirping merrily. It was the perfect day for taking a drive in the countryside. The sun was shining, and the scenery was breath-taking.

	It was twenty past four when Shane arrived at the entrance to Brampton Lodge boarding school. A bronze plaque fixed to the wall on the right-hand side proudly boasted its name in black lettering. Shane turned into the driveway and was immediately impressed by the stately appearance of the mock-Tudor style mansion that was set in acres of open and lush green grounds. The boarding school he’d attended was in central London, so they hadn’t been treated to the luxury of such immense open space and luxurious surroundings.

	Shane followed the driveway toward the main building that had authentic Tudor turrets, a small church to the right-hand side of the main building, and several outbuildings that were more modern. He suspected they’d been constructed to accommodate the ever-growing number of students and the demand for more classroom space. Shane thought it was a shame that they’d resorted to doing that, because they looked out of character set on the outskirts of the main building.

	As he approached the entrance to the main building, Shane looked to his left and right and admired the trimmed box hedges and carefully organised flower beds that were bursting with an array of white, yellow, pink, red, and violet. He had no idea how much it must have cost to attend the boarding school, but based on its elegance and grandeur, he suspected it was far from being cheap and only accessible to the rich elite.

	Once he’d parked his car, Shane took a stroll around the gardens and watched the students in the distance playing cricket on the lawn. All of them were dressed in their school’s smart cricket uniforms, and it struck Shane as being a typically English thing to do on such a beautiful sunny day. Other children were sat on the lawn in small groups chatting, or what Shane imagined to be discussing what they had to do for their latest homework assignment or class project.

	The whole place typified a boarding school for the upper-class and exuded a controlled and harmonious feel. But if the disappearance of Jeremy did lead to anything, then maybe he’d start to uncover some of the secrets it held behind closed doors.

	At ten-to-five, Shane walked into the main building and asked one of the students who passed him where he could find the headmaster’s office. The young boy with golden-blond hair pointed to his left and told Shane to follow the corridor to the end.

	Shane walked along the corridor, which was lined with life-size portraits of the founders and previous headmasters. In the distance he could see the headmaster’s office, and it made him shudder. It brought back memories of when he was a child and the fear that he’d encountered when he’d been sent to the headmaster’s office because he’d been a naughty boy, according to his teachers.

	Shane shook his head, blew out air and reminded himself that he was an adult and that he had to put those silly memories behind him. He was going to the headmaster’s office for a completely different reason, and he wasn’t about to be told off or subjected to corporal punishment.

	He knocked on the door, and a woman’s voice told him to enter. He opened the door and walked inside.

	“Hi. I’m Shane, and I have a meeting with Reginald and Cynthia this afternoon at five.”

	“That’s right. Bring yourself in and take a seat. I’m Cynthia, so pleased to meet you, and I’ll just check to see if Reginald is ready to see you now.”

	“Yes. Of course. No problem.”

	Cynthia walked toward the door to her right, knocked on it and opened it. “Reginald, the man from the PI firm is here to see you. Shall I bring him in?”

	“Yes. Please do. And perhaps you could make a pot of tea for us and our guest?”

	“Of course. I’ll see to it right away.” Cynthia turned to Shane and beckoned him with her hand. “Come on. Get yourself in there, and I’ll join you in a few minutes. I take it tea is fine with you, but I have some instant coffee if you’d rather?”

	“No. That’s fine. Tea’s fine for me, thank you.” Shane stood up and walked toward the headmaster’s office, and he could feel himself starting to tremble a bit. Come on, man. Sort yourself out and stop being such an idiot.

	Shane supressed another shudder as he entered Reginald’s office and took in its dark wood panelling and portraits. Reginald was standing up behind his desk. Shane wasn’t just intimidated by his title and presence—he was equally taken aback and intimidated by his dashingly good looks. Shane hadn’t expected to meet a headmaster who was so young and attractive.

	“Thank you for coming to see us, Shane. It is Shane, isn’t it?”

	Shane momentarily paused as he fought back his natural instinct to say yes, sir. “Yes, it is, Reginald, or would you rather I called you headmaster?”

	Reginald laughed heartily. “Reginald is fine, Shane. It’s only the students that call me that. Anyway, come and sit down so you can tell me what you think about what’s going on. Cynthia told me a little bit about your private investigation firm, and I’m really not sure if you’ll be getting any help from apparitions here. I’ve been here ten years now, and I’ve never seen one or felt the presence of one.”

	Shane looked at Reginald and did his best to hide his shock. Reginald looked too young to be a headmaster, let alone to have been one for ten years. Based on his physical appearance, he didn’t look any older than forty-five, but maybe Mother Nature had been kind to him. Whatever it was, things had certainly changed since his days at boarding school.

	Shane snapped himself out of his train of thought and met Reginald’s gaze. “Well, you’d be surprised how
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