
  
    [image: The Reporter at the Gate]
  


  
    
      THE REPORTER AT THE GATE

      
        ROOKIE REPORTER AMATEUR SLEUTH MYSTERY

        BOOK 1

      

    

    
      
        A. D. HAY

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Le Villain Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        The Reporter at the Gate. Rookie Reporter Amateur Sleuth Mystery, Book 1

        Copyright © A. D. Hay (2021, 2025). All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        Second Edition. Previously Published as THE CANDIDATE.

      

        

      
        www.authoradhay.com

      

        

      
        ISBN-13: 978-1-916609-22-8 (paperback)

      

        

      
        No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. For permissions contact: hello@authoradhay.com.

      

        

      
        Book cover design by Le Villain Book Covers at levillainbookcovers.com

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        About the Series

      

      
        French in The Reporter at the Gate

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        
          The Woman in the Lake

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Thank You for Reading These Teaser Chapters

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Also by A. D. Hay

      

      
        Thank You!

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      Five years before James Lalonde was the editor for the Northampton Tribune and discovered that the legendary sword, Excalibur, was stolen from Elizabeth’s flat, he was a gofer dreaming of writing his first byline. The Rookie Reporter Amateur Sleuth Mystery series follows James’s first year as a journalist, starting with his first-ever case.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FRENCH IN THE REPORTER AT THE GATE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Euh: The French equivalent of “um.”

      

        

      
        Merde: noun. A mild, humorous substitute for “shit.”

      

        

      
        Oh, la vache: An expression of surprise similar to “damn” or “oh my god.”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          MONDAY, 28 JUNE  2010, 11:57 P.M.

        

      

    

    
      Gasping for air, Albert opened his eyes. As the crystal chandelier on the high ceiling came into view, he groaned. With a deep breath, he gripped the bodkin arrow wedged into his chest and pulled. Gritting his teeth, Albert rolled onto his side.

      The room spun as crimson flowed from the wound in his chest. Discarding the mediaeval arrow, Albert reached for his walking cane. The blasted thing had finally come in handy for the first time since his ice-skating accident.

      Albert scrambled to his feet and made his way to his antique desk. Perched on the edge of the desk, he tugged on his tie until it slipped into his hands. Taking another deep breath, Albert straightened his tie and secured it around his chest, over the arrow wound.

      With a sigh, Albert glanced at the ceiling. Don’t wake her, you fool. His wife was thirty-two weeks pregnant, and waking her would just stress her out. That was the last thing she needed. After all, she was forty-one, and as her obnoxious obstetrician pointed out, her pregnancy was geriatric. He needed to get to a hospital without waking his wife. Thankfully, with pregnancy came the added bonus of being able to sleep like a bear in the dead of winter.

      Albert surveyed the tabletop and his study. A suit of fifteenth-century plate stood to attention like a dour butler, visor down, reflecting the crystal chandelier in little, accusing suns. The floor-to-ceiling bookshelves loomed above him, lined with leather-spined volumes, a globe that had never once been circumnavigated, not even by his finger. His banker’s style desk lamp hummed like it was on the verge of sharing all of his secrets but had decided at the last minute not to speak. Even here, among tasteful antiques and soft rugs, the house had the smug confidence of a criminal who had gotten away with murder.

      Then he remembered. My phone. Earlier in the evening, his phone had gone flat after he’d binged his favourite unsolved mysteries podcast. He’d placed it on the charging dock on his bedside table. There was no way he could ascend the stairs in his condition. Pulling out the arrow was a mistake. Why did you do that, you old fool?

      Thanks to his stupidity, he would bleed to death in less than ten minutes. The room spun. Even if Albert had his phone, calling emergency services would be useless. The nearest hospital was nineteen minutes away. As Victoria’s pregnancy progressed, Albert had learned the route and calculated the distance between his house and the hospital. He had measured the quickest route while driving over the speed limit. Leaning back, Albert stared at the ceiling. Calling emergency services was crossed off his list, so he had only one option left. He was kidding himself. At the grand old age of sixty-one, it was highly unlikely that he’d survive. Maybe if he were twenty years younger, things might be different. If only he hadn’t pulled out that stupid antique.

      Albert grimaced as a wave of pain swept through his body. Then he realised something. He could go somewhere else, somewhere better, and it was only a ten-minute drive away. There would be no traffic at that time of night. So his reckless decision would ruin no innocent lives.

      As the clock on the mantel chimed midnight, Albert grabbed his keys off the desk. Another wave of pain swept through his body. He grimaced as he thrust his frame off the tabletop, then staggered across the thick carpet towards the door, which was ajar. Albert smirked as he heard his cane hit the floor.

      Frightened that he was going to wake his wife, Albert gritted his teeth. He clutched the doorframe for support as the room spun. Curious, Albert peered over his shoulder at the carnage he was leaving. He must’ve lost at least half a litre of blood.

      Leaning against the wall for support, Albert staggered down the hall and towards the foyer. He soon regretted the foyer renovations and those shiny white tiles Victoria loved so much. As he reached the end of the hallway, Albert wheezed. Only twenty feet until the door.

      Albert shuffled across the tiles and moaned as he unlatched the locks on the front door. He grabbed the handle and turned it. A tear trickled down Albert’s cheek as he realised he would never get to take his daughter home from the hospital or kiss his wife again.

      After closing the door behind him, Albert stumbled towards his silver Mercedes. He pressed the button on his key fob. Reaching out, he grabbed the handle of the car door. Peering over his shoulder, Albert grimaced. He was glad that he had been too lazy to close the driveway gates when he came home earlier that evening. He slumped into the driver’s seat, closed the door, then reversed out of the driveway. All he had to do was not pass out behind the wheel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          SIXTEEN HOURS EARLIER

        

      

    

    
      The early-morning sun shone through the third-floor windows of the Northampton Tribune newsroom as James Lalonde sat in his cubicle and sipped an espresso while he read the morning’s edition. The newsroom smelled like a concoction of ink, paper, old coffee, and mildew. The scent was nothing worth bottling, but Rhys Kelly, the chief editor, wore it like aftershave. And James could smell it permeating the room from Rhys’s open door. The six-foot, seventy-year-old Rhys slammed the phone back onto its cradle. He was fuming. Technically, it was a typical Monday morning occurrence, but James was still worried because Rhys’s anger felt different. It was almost personal.

      From his cubicle, James had a perfect view of the newsroom in all its glory. Yesterday’s edition was scattered across the Felt-like walls in the rows of cubicles, flapping in the breeze of the air-conditioner. A thick layer of dust was draped over the filing cabinets that hadn’t been opened since the ’90s. On the pillar behind his desk was a clock on the far wall that hadn’t ticked since it ran out of batteries many years before he started his internship. To his right, a pile of overdue library books and past editions of the Tribune all begged for his attention. James ignored them as he listened to the hum of the photocopier outside the chief editor’s office.

      It was another day at the grindstone, and James was doing everything but his dream job. By night—in his mind, at least— James chased leads, solved crimes, and helped put bad guys behind bars with his page-one exposés. The innocent dreams of youth.

      During daylight hours, James worked as an editorial research assistant for the Northampton Tribune. It was a fancy term for an all-round dogsbody, or that was how it felt. He was a lackey.

      As he sipped his espresso, James watched the real journalists drag their bodies across the newsroom floor to Rhys’s office. By chance, James’s workstation was outside that office. Every day, he got to watch the comings and goings, like a pauper begging for change outside the station during rush hour.

      For six months, James had slaved away researching and editing other people’s work and helped Rhys manage his workload. But to James’s dismay, all of that hard work had gone unnoticed. He was still a gofer.

      A mini shock wave shook his desk as Will Thatcher plopped his slender frame on the white laminate desktop. Deep-set wrinkles formed at the corners of Will’s eyes as he smiled at James. That smile was never good news. With a shrug, James put down his espresso then turned towards his screen and pushed his thick-rimmed glasses up on the bridge of his nose. With a few brief clicks, a note-taking programme opened on his screen.

      Swivelling his chair at a slight angle, James glanced over at Will.

      ‘Wow, you’re in a good mood,’ Will said with a hint of laughter in his voice.

      James raised his eyebrows. ‘You’re always late for the morning meeting. And you know how Rhys loves that.’

      Will frowned. ‘I’m also the only person in this building who’s interested in writing for the culture section.’

      James rolled his blue-green eyes, then glanced at his screen.

      ‘Fine.’ Will shook his head. ‘I need you to research the history behind Delapre Abbey for my upcoming piece on the Mediaeval Festival. Some mediaeval society and the council are putting on an event, and it would be great if I knew the history.’ Will waved his hand dismissively.

      Tilting his head, James looked at Will as he continued to type. ‘At least it sounds interesting. Maybe someone will accidentally get stabbed with a sword and make things exciting.’

      Will leaned back as his eyes widened. ‘Things aren’t interesting for you unless someone is injured or loses a limb.’ Will chuckled.

      ‘What?’ James leaned back in his chair.

      ‘Have you ever seen blood?’ Will draped his arm on the top of the upholstered grey partition.

      James smirked as he peered over Will’s shoulder. ‘Today might be the day.’

      Will froze, then turned to find a tall man standing in the doorframe, his dark hair streaked with more than a dash of grey. His dark-brown eyes were fixed on Will.

      ‘I’m just—’ Will pointed over his shoulder at James.

      Rhys groaned as he surveyed the newsroom. His daily ritual was to groan at Will for gossiping, then scan the newsroom for his next victim. Will’s green eyes pleaded with James. James shrugged. Don’t look at me. I’m just here to bury the bodies.

      Hunched over, Will slid off the desk and walked the short distance to the office. Then he paused behind the editor, who was towering in the doorframe. Rhys surveyed the journalists in his office, like a beacon in a lighthouse perched on a rock searching the night seas. The editor was performing his usual headcount, and no one got away with missing the morning meeting—not on his watch.

      Will stood on tiptoes, attempting to peer over Rhys’s shoulder. ‘My story needs to be in the next edition of the paper because the Mediaeval Festival will be held the following weekend on the tenth of July.’

      James studied his screen, in desperate hope that something far more interesting would pop up begging for his attention, but it was useless. No one was emailing him for anything. With two quick clicks, he opened a browser window and waited for the prehistoric machine to load. He had completed four years of study just to be someone’s lackey.

      Gavin, a wiry man with spiked grey hair, offered James a thoughtful expression as he sauntered past wearing his usual attire. James didn’t have to look up because Gavin wore a polo shirt in seven different colours. It was his personal uniform. Even on weekends, he always wore a polo shirt. A couple of times, James ran into Gavin at his local Pret A Manger and a newsagent, that was when he realised Gavin had weekend polos. As James continued to wait, a pair of hands squeezed his shoulders.

      ‘It won’t be like this forever. One day, you, too, will have your own gofer,’ Gavin whispered, then he brushed his hand down his polo shirt and sauntered into Rhys’s office.

      James combed his fingers through his thick, dark-blond hair and sighed.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, James clicked the print button on the screen then listened as the printer spat out pages. James picked up his espresso cup and took a sip. He groaned. It was empty. Hunched over, he dragged his lanky frame towards the copier. As James leaned over and grabbed the papers, he listened to Rhys barking orders in the editorial meeting. He moved slowly, pretending the copier was jamming while he strained to catch every word.

      ‘Maybe I’ll get Lalonde to do the interview and shove it somewhere in the back.’ Rhys stared at the tattered edges of the notepad in his hand and ran a red pen through his thick, greying hair. ‘If it gets too complicated, I’ll take it off him and give it to someone with more experience.’

      James froze, papers halfway to his chest, hardly daring to breathe.

      Rhys barely glanced up from the notebook in his hand and pointed towards the open door. The meeting was over.

      James beamed as he walked towards his desk with a spring in his step. He opened the manila folder and placed the printouts on top of the pile. This lackey is now officially a journalist. He could barely contain his excitement.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          TUESDAY: 8:55 A.M.

        

      

    

    
      A thick layer of mist covered the sleepy Millway Lane. James glanced at his polished brown boots and adjusted his grey suit jacket as he stepped out of his car. After locking his vehicle, he trekked along the path. The cobblestones introduced James to a new level of foot pain as he strolled down the narrow lane from the only sensible place he’d found to park his red Peugeot. Upon arrival, he took one look at the English stone mansion—or as his inner French peasant would describe it, a château—and parked his cart and horse out of sight.

      As he reached the black iron pedestrian gate, James grabbed the rail, then pushed. He shook the gate, then groaned—it was locked. The beige limestone façade loomed behind the gate, its rectangular windows stared back like a pair of tired, judgmental eyes. Its brown slate roof bore the weathered scars of English rain, while the chimneys stood like watchmen posted at a castle’s fortified tower on the lookout for approaching enemies.

      Surveying the English-style front lawn, James spotted the pristine white front door ajar. Resisting the temptation to climb the stone fortress walls, James wandered along the path and entered the property via the driveway. As he strolled past the open gates, James noticed a massive dent and scraping of silver paint on the iron fence. That was going to be an expensive repair.

      As James slipped his hands into the pockets of his suit trousers, his stomach churned, and a wave of panic swept through him as he inched closer to the house. He was going to screw up the interview and spend the rest of his life as a gofer.

      James adjusted his suit jacket and tie. This was the outfit his grandmother, Valerie Lalonde, had suggested as the most appropriate thing to wear when interviewing a resident judge on the eve of his appointment. He was way out of his depth.

      James took a deep breath, then resumed his pilgrimage towards the Honourable Albert Harrington’s front door. As James admired the Georgian-era architecture, he staggered over a loose stone tile in the driveway.

      After he regained his composure, James’s eyes looked over a series of blood spots splattered along the path. Following the trail, James stared at a bloodied handprint on the door. Merde.

      With a racing heart and against his better judgement, James pushed the door open. A rock formed in the pit of his stomach as he surveyed the large, off-white foyer tiles scattered with crimson droplets. An overwhelming copper aroma mixed with a faint hint of polish and lavender sachets smacked him in the face, causing him to wheeze. Old ladies seemed to love those things. On second thought, the lavender might’ve been an attempt to add warmth to a home that felt more like a museum.

      A white, carpeted staircase curved up to the first floor without a single droplet of crimson. So whoever was bleeding didn’t exit from the upper level. A lone bloodied handprint was on the wall at the corner near a hallway that branched off to the left.

      On his toes, James darted through the lobby, then froze as he glanced down the hall to his left. Oh, la vache.

      A dark-crimson smear lined the hall on one side. It appeared that Albert might’ve struggled to remain upright and needed support. Out of curiosity, James crept along the corridor towards the first open door. Though frightened of what he might find inside, James stepped into the study.

      An array of blood droplets was scattered among the sea of mahogany furniture and floor-to-ceiling shelves stuffed with books. In front of the desk, where a visitor might sit, was a pool of blood. Next to that lay a lone mediaeval-style arrow. It was something from a bygone era of fantastical tales featuring knights and aristocrats turned thieves. Nestled in front of the corner bookshelf was a polished suit of armour. The suit of armour gleamed in the morning light that was peeking through the curtains. Dust clung to the plumes of its helmet, suggesting it had stood guard over the room for years, waiting for its moment in the spotlight. A familiar mediaeval battle poster flashed into the forefront of James’s mind. Albert Harrington must be a part of the Mediaeval Society.

      All the telltale signs of an accident or potential murder were present. Only one thing was missing—the
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