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Prologue





The crispness of the morning pricked his face as he ventured out on his daily jog. His routine was always the same – wake early; down a two-shot strong black coffee; browse the news headlines; check the work emails before heading out into the morning air to commence his 6am jog; home by 7am; warm shower; shave with a cutthroat razor naturally. Ready to face whatever the day could throw at him.


He jogged into the large, sweeping park and absorbed the panoramic views of the city in which waking office workers braced themselves for another working day. As always, he ran against the clock, competing with himself, forever trying to improve on his personal best. Climbing through the park he drove onwards, ignoring the tightening in his calves as he pushed past the bandstand and picnic area, a quaint throwback to simpler times. He came to a halt and stood with hands on hips, breathing deeply. He looked at his watch and checked his time. Pathetic. He quickly reset the timer to zero, not wanting to be reminded that he was well adrift of his personal best. Time was not his friend today.


After a short while his breathing became less laboured as he stood taking in the view of the new office blocks rising majestically above the old town, a symbol of the new wealth that had reinvigorated the area. He always felt his morning jog not only kept him physically fit, but mentally alive as well; it shook away the cobwebs.


Except today.


He had worked towards this moment, planning for every eventuality, keeping those close to him few in number but vast in loyalty. Yet his faith had been rocked. One short email, simple in tone, light on words, but which threatened everything, had arrived in his inbox. His inner circle was in danger of fragmenting. He was on the cusp of greatness; an idea which once seemed so implausible was now on the verge of becoming reality. With the scale of the operation about to increase, there was no way he could allow his dream to be scuppered at the very last moment. He had to act decisively.


He reached for his mobile and looked through his contacts to find the number he wanted. As he went to dial his mind drifted to Rosamund and Jasper, his beloved wife and son. He missed them with all his heart, their deaths haunting him, visiting him when he least expected. Rosamund had fought valiantly but her body, weary from relentless treatment, could finally take no more. He had held her in his arms as she passed quietly in their home, whispering his love to her, telling her that she was his inspiration. Little did he realise he would also lose his son that night. Jasper, racing home to be with his dying mother, lost control of his car, veering fatally into oncoming traffic. As he thought of Rosamund and Jasper he reflected how death had dealt him the cruellest of hands, how helpless he felt to change the cards as they landed before him taking his wife and son.


But today he was the dealer, the cards marked in his favour like never before.


He took a moment to compose himself, amidst the chirping birds who merrily went about their business, their morning song signalling the start of a new day, the start of a new chapter in the constantly evolving saga of life. But first he had a problem to face. And it needed to be resolved.


He looked at the number on his mobile and recalled how his friend had held him together during the weeks and months following that fateful night. Had it not been for the dedication of his friend he doubted he would have had the strength to continue with life at all. And yet he had, and it was his time – he knew that now – he’d paid his dues and was soon to be rewarded. The phone rang four times before it was answered, the familiar voice at the end of the line, as ever, quiet but always firm.


“Good morning sir. I wasn’t expecting you to call so early.” He listened intently noting the concern in the voice of his Master.


“I see. Leave it with me. I’ll get this tidied up.”
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Columbian Blacktail





The shriek of the alarm clock pierced the morning silence, shattering the sweet slumber of 217 Beaconborne Avenue. A small, thin arm stretched out from the comfort of the double bed, slapping aimlessly in the direction of the clock, which continued to screech. With the tip of her fingers, Darcy found the clock, knocking it over in her attempts to turn it off. With what felt like an enormous amount of effort that early in the morning, she raised her body, turning towards the alarm whose cry now sounded like a mocking chorus, chiding her miserable attempt to bring silence to the bedroom. Darcy grasped the clock bringing it closer to her face, squinting at the dial as she tried to work out the time.


“Shit, get up Bennie we’re late.”


A mumbled groan came back from beneath the duvet which was pulled up high over the oval shaped body of Benedict Blacktail. He scrunched his eyes tighter and willed sleep to return to his aching body. He’d come to bed late, disturbed his wife in the process, and suffered a sharp dig in the ribs as he tossed and turned from side to side trying to get comfortable.


Benedict felt the bed lift as his wife stood up, yawning loudly and stretching her small arms skywards. He raised his head from his cardboard pillow and watched Darcy pull the curtains wide open, allowing light to cascade into the bedroom and dance off her shining shell. A grin spread across his face as watched Darcy pad across the bedroom floor towards the hallway and bathroom. She glanced towards Benedict and caught his train of thought.


“No. We’re late and we’ve not got the time.”


She stopped and leant against the bedroom door, running her right hand through her hair, her long blonde locks weaving between her fingers. Benedict clambered onto his knees, feeling his heart starting to race, each beat resonating against his shell.


“Oh come on Darcy, come and help dispel the myth.”


She looked straight at her husband who’d thrown the duvet back and was patting her side of the bed.


“What myth?”


“That eggs only ever get laid once…”


“Bennie, that line is even older than you are. Now seriously, get up we’re late for work.”


“Who needs work when you’ve in love with the most beautiful egg in the entire world?”


“Nice try, but not now…after the theatre tonight maybe, but not now.”


Darcy walked into the bathroom, turned on the shower, twisting the setting to warm before stepping inside. Benedict followed his wife into the modern bathroom and, running his hand across his face, decided that he needed to shave this morning. One of the advantages of being an egg was that he didn’t need to shave that often as eggs were not the most hairy of the food sapiens community. Kiwi fruits on the other hand had it bad.


He filled the low sink with water and started to lather his face with shaving soap while watching Darcy through the wide mirror as she shampooed her hair. As his mind drifted towards the office and the work that was waiting for him, the razor nicked his face and albumen oozed down his chin, dripping into the sink causing the water to ripple. He cursed and turned to find some tissue to stem the bleed. There by his side stood Darcy, water trickling down her shell, smiling at his clumsiness. She took the tissue from him and pressed it firmly against the cut. She placed her free hand on his opposite cheek before moving in and kissing him on the lips.


“What on earth would you do without me Bennie you great oaf?” she asked, slowly easing the pressure of the tissue. He shrugged his shoulders and turned away, a sadness suddenly drifting over him. Darcy put her hand onto his shoulder and gave a squeeze.


“What’s going on Bennie?” she asked. “You’ve not been yourself lately, and you were working into the early hours again this morning. They don’t appreciate you, and they certainly don’t pay you enough, so why do you do it?”


“You do know I love you don’t you Darcy?”


“What’s caused this outburst of affection?” she asked, surprised.


“You do know that though, right?”


“Of course I do. And you know I love you even more right back. Now answer the question: what’s going on sweetie?”


“Oh nothing Darcy. I just want us to have the good things in life, to be able to move away from here, away from the city. We’re not city people, we belong in the country. Let’s be honest, given half a chance the bloke next door would happily set his dog on either one of us. We’re eggs, we don’t belong here – I swear that when I walk past the swings I can hear the kids shout ‘fried’ and ‘poached’ at me.”


Darcy reached out and placed her hand on Benedict’s arm. “Listen, we’re doing fine and yes, parts of the neighbourhood struggle to cope with food sapiens, but that’s their problem not ours. I checked the property listings yesterday and we’ve almost saved enough money to rent in a nicer part of town, closer to where we both work. We just need to hang on in there.”


Benedict nodded and picked up a large towel handing it to Darcy. “You best dry that shell of yours quick; I can’t cope with you cracking up on me.”




 





It had been a normal run of the mill day for Benedict. Meeting followed meeting; email followed email. Unspectacular was an understatement. Still, at least that meant he would be out on time for a change.


Benedict opened the quarterly management report – production output increasing, national sales figures rising, costs under budget. Things were going well and business was starting to boom, due in no small part to the project he was managing. It hadn’t been easy when he first joined the company all those years ago, partly because he was an egg in a new part of town, and partly because he had been entered straight into a management position, although his colleagues soon realised he had the right qualities even if he did have his weird little quirks.


His office was sparsely decorated, with just two pictures of him and Darcy on their wedding day perched on top of the filing cabinet which sat to the left of his desk. The cabinet itself was straining under the weight of the reports and papers that Benedict liked to keep close. Better to be an informed fool than an ill-informed fool, that was his motto. He took great pride in his work even if Darcy felt he was underpaid. He felt sure that was soon to be a problem of the past, particularly with the success of his current project. There was no way his work would go unnoticed.


Benedict retreated to the corner of his office; his thinking space. He settled himself into his custom made porcelain circular chair and pulled some freshly delivered hay closer. His thought process was clearer when he felt more comfortable.


He glanced at the egg timer on the wall, which read 16:26. He had to leave in an hour to get home, change out of his work clothes, and meet Darcy outside the theatre. Darcy loved the stage and while he could take it or leave it, tonight was the anniversary of their first date and he knew there was no way he could be late. As he turned back to the management report and began to re-read its contents a tall, wiry man with thick rimmed black glasses appeared at his door, knocked twice and waited for permission to venture beyond the threshold.


“Hello sir, may I have a word?”


“Jason, come in, pull up a bale. And how many times do I have to say it? Call me Benedict.”


“Of course sir. Sorry. Benedict. I just wanted to let you know that we’ve successfully completed stage four of the testing and results were even better than we hoped. We had a success rate of just over 98%.”


Benedict looked up sharply. “A 98% success rate?”


“Yes. We re-ran the data because we thought we’d made a mistake, but we hadn’t.” Jason handed Benedict the paperwork he had bought with him. “I thought you would be surprised, so I gathered the data for you to see yourself.”


Benedict took the report and read it carefully, a broad smile developing across his face. Pushing back his straw covering, he leapt from his chair and started to put on the white lab coat which hung on a stand next to his desk.


“Jason, I need to speak with Travis. If this stacks up we need to tell our project sponsor immediately.”


Jason murmured agreement, while trying desperately hard not to stare at the circular chair from which Benedict had just risen.


“Something you want to ask Jason?”


“No, no,” stammered Jason averting his eyes quickly. “I just never realised you had your own egg cup.”


Benedict felt his lip curl in disgust at the suggestion. “It is not an egg cup,” he said, spitting the words from his mouth as though they were leaving a bad taste. “It is a specially designed posture correcting stool, which may, to the uneducated eye, of which yours is obviously one, appear to resemble a particular type of breakfast apparatus. But rest assured it is not an egg cup.”


Benedict stalked from his office, the sneer on his face etched in place for everyone to see, while Jason hurried behind, his embarrassment replaying over and over in his mind like a record stuck on repeat.


Not a word passed between man and egg as they walked together in a silence punctuated only by their footsteps on the metal spiral staircase leading to the lab. By the time they reached the lab the lack of conversation had moved beyond feeling awkward to an overwhelming sense of pressure that Jason could feel constricting his chest as he breathed. Benedict spied Travis Dwyer, the senior lab technician, who was holding court with his team. The laughter which erupted from the group lightened Benedict’s mood. If Travis was happy, everything really was going well.


Travis had been with AstraArms for over twenty-five years, working his way up from the junior ranks to the position of senior lab technician. His staff knew he had walked, and worked, in their shoes, and most knew that he could probably do each of their jobs with one hand tied behind his back while reciting last month’s production figures backwards.


Travis dispensed with his staff and raised a hand to acknowledge Benedict. He stood just shy of six feet tall, and had greying hair combed up into a quiff at the front. He carried a bulky, though not overweight, frame, which in his heyday had intimidated many an opponent on the rugby field. Yet this image belied the real Travis – a man who enjoyed being around friends and colleagues, his natural charisma encapsulated by his trademark toothy grin. That he also liked to drink and was not shy of buying a round was also an endearing feature. Benedict and Travis, despite being obviously different in appearance and character, hit it off the moment they met.


Travis straightened his tie and headed towards Benedict, and as he approached he gave a salute to which Benedict nodded and saluted back. Their ritual greeting was met with the usual bewilderment of the laboratory staff, although no one had ever mustered the nerve to question why the salute took place. Not that Travis or Benedict would actually be able to answer as the reason for the salute was unclear. Neither of them knew why they did it, and agreed that it had most likely developed during the course of a long and messy evening at the Strawberry Strip Club trying to drink each other under the table.


“So, you’ve decided to leave your ivory tower to come and see where the real work takes place then?”


“Back in your box Travis, it’s in my little sanctuary that all of the serious work takes place. If it wasn’t for me, you’d have no work to do.”


“Don’t you have a wall you should go and fall off?”


For a moment, time froze in the lab as the workforce held its collective breath waiting for Benedict’s reaction. And yet the unexpected laughter that erupted between Benedict and Travis broke the proverbial ice, bringing with it a sense of utter relief.


“I suppose you could do with something medicinal?” asked Travis.


“Doctor’s orders of course.”


“Naturally.”


They headed into Travis’ office and he grabbed two glasses, pouring a large brandy into each before settling down with his egg colleague for an hour of scrutinising the data, their concentration interrupted every now and then by an occasional fit of hilarity.


“Well it’s pretty conclusive,” said Travis, swilling the remainder of his drink around the large oval glass.


“Sure is,” replied Benedict. He leaned back in the chair and arched his back. “Look, I’m off out with Darcy this evening. Can you send these results to the project board?”


“Yeah, yeah, I’ll do the donkey work as usual, you go and enjoy yourself.”


“And when you’ve done that you can return my tablet computer to my office. I lent that to you at the beginning of the week and you’ve still not managed to give it back.”


“Yeah, all right, stop nagging. When did you turn into such an old woman? Good job I never asked you to the poker evening last night. You’d have spent most of the night complaining about the decor.”


Benedict smiled at Travis. “How did you get on?”


“Let’s just say I’m lucky to have this shirt on my back.”


“That good then.”


“Yeah, that good.”




 





The evening had closed in while Benedict and Darcy were in the theatre watching Titanic – the ‘rock’ musical, and as they left the building, the damp air pricked at Darcy’s shell as she pulled her feather boa tighter around her neck. Benedict also felt the dampness and pulled a woolly hat from his pocket, slipping it on his head as Darcy watched and pulled a face.


“Look, I know you don’t like this hat Darcy, but I feel the cold just like you do.”


“It’s not that I don’t like the hat per se, it’s just that it makes you look like you should be sitting on a breakfast table waiting for some soldiers.”


They smiled at each other and joined hands as they walked back home.


“I enjoyed this evening. I grant you it wasn’t the best show we’ve ever seen but you can’t deny it was catchy in places.”


Benedict looked incredulously at his wife. “To be fair, I wouldn’t have used the word catchy. Inappropriate maybe, but not catchy”.


“And what do you mean by that?”


“You didn’t think that the use of Status Quo’s song Down, down, deeper and down was inappropriate as the Titanic hit the iceberg?”


Darcy gave a snort and squeezed Benedict’s hand tight. “Well, maybe that wasn’t the highlight of the evening…”




 





The walk home was carefree, two happy eggs so comfortable with each other. They’d met at college and fallen head over heels in love almost instantly. They took the same classes, had the same interests and, despite a brief separation when Benedict had a drunken dalliance with a gammon steak, everyone knew they were made for each other. Their wedding was a small affair, just close family and friends. Darcy looked stunning in a white cardboard dress adorned with a lacy frill and a British lion quality hallmark, and Benedict was so handsome in top hat and tails, standing beside his best man Travis. Three years had flashed past since that day, and although Darcy had not yet been fertilised, it was surely just a matter of time.


They neared Beaconborne Avenue, walking past the small community play area, which, at that time of night, was occupied by teenagers sneaking a cigarette and doing nothing more than posturing. As they walked, Darcy glanced across to the swings and caught a glimpse of what looked like a tall figure wearing a fedora pulled down low over his face. She tugged at Benedict’s arm, catching his attention and nodded in the direction of the swing.


“By the swings, did you see that man?”


“What?”


“By the swings. Did you see that chap over there with the funny hat?”


“What man? There’s no one near the swings.”


Darcy looked again, and although there was nobody in sight other than the smoking teenagers, she felt sure there had been someone watching them, especially as the swing was moving methodically back and forth as though someone had just been on it. They turned into Beaconborne Avenue, a long sweeping cul-de-sac which slept quietly with just some low level street lighting showing the eggs the way home. As they approached their home, Darcy started to rummage through her bag, trying to retrieve her keys as she wondered, not for the first time, how they always managed to evade her grasp when she needed them, and yet they were always within reach when she needed her purse or tissues. Just as her fingers found the keys, a soft yet firm voice surprised them both from behind.


“Mr and Mrs Blacktail?”


They turned around, surprised to find the soft voice came from a tall, powerful looking, albeit slightly jaundiced, figure. He was actually quite tall, but a spinal curvature made him stoop so he appeared smaller than he really was, though nonetheless imposing. He wore a long trench coat to try to hide the curvature but it remained obvious.


Benedict spoke first. “Who wants to know?”


“I’ve a message for you sir. I came to let you know that you shouldn’t have sent that email – it was a mistake.”


“Bennie, what email?” asked Darcy, the nerves in her voice evident.


A look of concern crossed Benedict’s face. “I’ve no idea what you are talking about. Who are you?”


“I think you know very well what I am talking about Mr Blacktail.” He turned to face Darcy.


“Mrs Blacktail. I am sorry to tell you that your husband has overstepped the mark and I’m very sorry that you have been caught up in this tonight.”


There was sincerity about the statement which frightened Darcy more than anything, an impending sense of dread rising sharply in her chest.


“Bennie, who is this man?”


“I’ve genuinely no idea my love,” replied Benedict, taking Darcy by the arm and backing her away from the imposing figure who, despite his stoop, dwarfed them.


“Then please allow me to introduce myself. I am your worst nightmare.”


The self-proclaimed nightmare unbuttoned his trench coat and pulled out a large metal spoon, which glistened against the moonlight. He looked at Benedict, tipped him his fedora and swung the spoon, cracking it firmly against the side of Benedict’s head. As Benedict fell backwards, dazed and disorientated he heard Darcy scream his name, and saw a swirling version of his wife throwing herself at their attacker, her hands ripping at his coat. And then, as his head continued to spin and he felt that the pain couldn’t get any worse, he heard the crack of the spoon fracturing his wife’s shell.


The world seemed to move in slow motion for Benedict as the contents of his wife’s bag spilled to the floor, each item – her purse, her keys, her lipstick – tumbling out, one by one, onto the ground near where he lay.


As she landed beside her husband, Darcy and Benedict made eye contact with each other for the final time as pain, confusion and love were all expressed through the power of one look. They reached for each other knowing darkness would soon consume them, as their nightmare stood over their fallen bodies, spoon raised aloft once more.
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Detective Inspector Willie Wortel





Surveying the scene in the front of him, DI Willie Wortel recoiled at the mess and the tragedy of the night before. It was always like this. No matter how hard he tried to prepare himself, the extent of the carnage never ceased to shock and amaze him. Standing in his favourite pale blue suit, white shirt and the matching blue tie which nicely offset his orange skin, he shook his head and raised his eyes to the heavens.


“Dad, will you get out of the way, I’m late for college and I’ve not had breakfast yet.” The sharpness of his daughter’s voice snapped Wortel back to reality and he stepped aside allowing his daughter Janie into the family kitchen.


“What have you been doing in here, Dad?” she asked accusingly. “It’s a pigsty.”


“I’ll have you know that this mess must be down to your mum and your little brother thank you very much, and I don’t appreciate the tone.”


Janie barely raised an eyebrow at the rebuke as she navigated her way around the mess, finding a clean space at the kitchen table to set down her bowl.


“And, young lady, just out of curiosity, where were you last night?”


“Leave her alone darling, she was studying with friends last night, weren’t you dear.”


Stella Carson, Wortel’s wife of twenty-two years, breezed into the kitchen, her dressing gown billowing behind her. She gave Wortel a quick peck on the cheek and winked in Janie’s direction causing Wortel to feel the inevitable weight of defeat as the mother and daughter tag-team joined forces ready to go into battle.


“I was studying with friends Dad, I told you and Mum yesterday morning.”


“That’s not a conversation I remember. Which friends?”


“Would you like some toast and jam or cereal before you head off dear?”


“Don’t change the subject Stella. Which friends were you studying with, Janie?”


“I’m not changing the subject; I just want to make sure you are starting the day off with breakfast. It is the most important meal of the day. I would have thought as a member of the food sapiens community that would be something you’d understand.”


Feeling his hackles rise, Wortel turned to face Stella forcing a smile onto his face. “Of course I understand that, and I’d prefer some toast and jam, but that’s not relevant. Now where were we?”


Seizing the opportunity, Janie slipped away from the table and headed for the door. As she made her escape, her little brother Jack came toddling past, humming a nursery rhyme, oblivious to the chaos that was the Wortel family kitchen.


“F-O-O-D,” cried Jack, pointing to the cereal box stationed on top of the fridge, well out of his reach.


“No Jack, you’ve had too much of that already.” Stella looked at her husband and shook her head. “He’s obsessed with that cereal. It’s ridiculous but he’s eaten a full box to himself inside two days.”


“F-O-O-D.”


Wortel bent down and picked up his young son. “Now listen here young man, Mummy has said no, and that means no.”


Jack looked at his dad, turned his eyes longingly towards the cereal and then back to his dad again. Wortel felt a twang in his heart and knew his resolve would be soon broken. Looking up, he saw Stella shoot him a look that could kill and decided that a slow, early death at the hands of his wife wasn’t the way to go. He took Jack across to his high chair, slipped his legs into the gap and strapped him in, before turning the chair away from the fridge. Jack, realising that he had been double-crossed by his father, began to scream, albeit in vain.


“I’d best be setting off for work love,” Wortel said as he kissed Stella on the cheek, then turned to give Jack a goodbye kiss but was warned off by the glare on his angry son’s face and opted for a quick pat on the child’s head before heading for the door.


“What time will you be home dear?”


“I’m not sure. I’m due to give evidence in the Jaffy cake v Cookie tax evasion trial, and you know what happens once Augusto and Henrietta Cookie start to pontificate.”


“Okay, well take care, and don’t let those chocolate oat bullies try to intimidate you.” Stella walked across to her husband, ran her hands down the front of his jacket, stepped back and nodded, approving her own work even though there was no obvious crease in the suit jacket in the first place.


“They wouldn’t dare, not with the judge nearby. And besides when I’m on the stand, I’m one tough carrot.”


Wortel took a slice of toast, carefully spread butter and jam on it, found his car keys, picked up his overcoat, and headed out of the front door. As he reached his front gate he stopped dead, his shoulders sagging.


“Damn it,” he said aloud. “I never did find out who she was studying with.”




 





The Food Related Crime Division was a specialised unit within the police service that focused on fighting crimes that occurred within the food sapiens community. Being a carrot who had worked within the police all of his adult life, Wortel was perfectly placed to head up the division, and he took great pride in leading the team, even if it was underfunded and occasionally undermined by those who felt uncomfortable with food sapiens in the police force. As a baby carrot, Wortel had always been clear as to the difference between right and wrong, and it was obvious to his parents, Eric and Aimee, from the moment when he successfully solved the mystery of the school dinner lady’s missing tabard, that he would have a career within the police force.


Wortel came from a humble background, his parents working long hours in order to provide for him and his younger sister, Isabelle. He took his looks from his father, Eric, who was from the Imperator caste of carrots – strong in character, broad shouldered, good skin texture – whereas Isabelle was more like their mother, Aimee, who was from the Nantes caste – tall, thin and beautiful. His parents watched with pride on his graduation into the police force, their baby carrot, standing equal among homo sapiens and food sapiens officers.


As children, Wortel and Isabelle were typical siblings, furiously protective of each other one minute then squabbling the next. And when the arguments overstepped the mark, Eric and Aimee would be on hand to bring calm and tranquillity back into the household. It was only on the rare occasions when the arguments were truly ferocious that their parents would draw an amorphous image of The snowman designed to scare baby carrots. For it was The snowman who would scour the neighbourhood late at night, searching, hunting, in need of a nose.


Wortel was the more studious, more focused on his school work, whereas Isabelle was the more creative, more flamboyant and she channelled this into becoming a renowned artist in her field. Her many still life paintings, where she arranged humans to sit in a basket on a table and pose for hours, were legendary. And they sold for small fortunes. Isabelle lived in Cornwall, near to Lands End, where she could watch the sea crash against the rocks – her inspiration – and though she and Wortel did not see each other regularly, they made time to speak every weekend. The sale of her most famous work, Bowl of humans, allowed Isabelle to buy their parents a small cottage on the south coast where they could wind down into a quiet and happy retirement.


Wortel was en route to the office when his radio buzzed into life, issuing him with the type of urgent instruction that caused his back to stiffen and his orange skin to prickle. Pulling the car over to the side of the road, he punched the postcode into his satnav before turning the vehicle around and heading towards Beaconborne Avenue. As he approached the scene he felt his stomach begin to knot, the usual familiar feeling and yet, ashamed as he was to admit it, he enjoyed the thrill of the chase once a case had begun. And yet it meant there was a victim, an as yet nameless soul who had suffered at the hands of another, or in this case, two victims killed at the hands of an apparent burglar who it seemed they had disturbed when they had returned home.


He locked his car, slipped on his overcoat and took a few moments to gather his bearings. This was a quiet part of the city, not known for too much trouble other than the odd complaint about kids hanging around occasionally at night, and yet here he stood, just before 9am looking at the avenue swarming with police busy sealing the crime scene, knocking on doors talking to shocked neighbours, gathering statements. He spied a white tent being erected at the far end of the avenue, which looked completely out of place in this once peaceful part of suburbia that was now forever tainted by the shadow of death.


Wortel made his way towards the murder scene taking in his surroundings, absorbing the environment. Wortel knew one of his strengths was his ability to spot the minutiae, the details that others overlooked. He also knew he had a tendency to think things others would never dare, and as he walked down Beaconborne Avenue he wondered to himself how many of the neighbours would be concerned about the impact these murders would have on their house prices.


Despite his experience, Wortel was shocked when he stepped inside the tent. Sprawled on their own front steps were two badly beaten, mangled bodies, crushed faces – or more factually, what remained of their faces – contorted in pain and fear. Pieces of shell dusted the floor, albumen congealed in large puddles spreading from their bodies, the smell of rotting yolk polluting the air and launching an all-out assault on the senses. Wortel took out his handkerchief and covered his mouth and nose, fighting a losing battle to keep out the smell of the deceased.


The street door was wide open and he looked through, noticing that the house appeared ransacked. He nodded to the young policeman guarding the door. He was no more than twenty years old, a strapping young man with a mop of blond hair that seemed to be seeking new ways of escaping from beneath his hat. He stood upright, shoulders back, eyes looking straight ahead, never once straying to the two corpses on the floor, and all the while desperately trying to ignore the smell.


“What’s your name son?”


“It’s Leggetson sir.”


“And is there a first name with that?”


The young man smiled. “Robert, but most people call me Bobby.”


Wortel smiled back, his ability to put people at ease shining through even in the most difficult of circumstances. “Bobby. Hmm, seems you picked the right career path with a name like that. How long have you been here?”


“A few hours now sir. I was one of the first here and I’ve been making sure that no unauthorised personnel enter the house.”


“Good job Bobby. And who is in the house at the moment?”


“Sergeant Rubenstien and Dr Wilkinson. There appeared to be some, er, well blood or maybe yolk I guess, inside. They were looking at that, I think.”


“Dr Wilkinson you say. Isn’t he a locum?”


“Yes sir. Dr Richards was taken ill last night. Apparently she was out with her family at a restaurant and she’s suffered an allergic reaction to something she’s eaten. I’ve heard that her face ballooned up to almost twice its normal size, which to be fair must have been a sight for sore eyes. I mean it’s big enough at the best of times isn’t it…?”


He heard himself mid-sentence and although his brain was shouting at him to stop, it was too late and the words cascaded from the back of his throat, across his tongue, evading his teeth, slipping from his lips. Bobby dropped his head, his face blushing a beetroot red colour at his verbal diarrhoea.


“Well, that is a shame about Dr Richards,” said Wortel, carefully sidestepping the remark to avoid any further embarrassment, and yet at the same time wondering if it was truly possible for Dr Richards to have a face any larger than normal.


With an image in his mind of Dr Richards being carried sideways into the ambulance so that her head fitted through the doors, Wortel carefully stepped over the eggshell pieces and into the front of the house.


Sergeant Rubenstien, a father of three adorable daughters, raised his head and acknowledged Wortel. He had acted as a mentor to Wortel when he first joined the force and had watched with pride as he rose through the ranks to become the head of the Food Related Crime Division.


“Good morning boss. Initial thought is that they disturbed a burglar. The house has been turned over, although it doesn’t appear that much has been taken. We’re concentrating on the room upstairs, which we think was an office for one of them. It looks like it’s been pulled to pieces.”


“Bobby said you had a blood, no sorry, yolk stain?”


“Yes, that’s correct.” The voice startled Wortel who hadn’t noticed the studious looking locum busily working, head down, on the stairs. “We had a partial, yolk sodden footprint just near where you’re standing and another here, although this one is pretty useless to be fair.”


Dr Wilkinson took off his latex gloves, stood up from the stairs and offered his hand to Wortel, who took it and felt a firm handshake greet him.


“Very nice to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you DI Wortel but this is the first time we’ve met. It’s my pleasure to be working with the leading food sapiens detective of his era – your success in the MadCow McBeef case was superb. Still, back to this tragic scene. It’s just a shame we aren’t meeting in better circumstances,” he said waving a hand in the direction of the door. “But that’s the nature of the work I suppose.”


“Nice to meet you too doctor, and thank you for the compliments, although I should say that cow was anything but mad, he was an evil genius.”


Wortel went quiet for a few moments as the memory of MadCow McBeef sent a cold sensation running down his spine, making the hairs on the back of his neck to stand on end. He shook his head and refocused.


“Any initial thoughts about cause of death?”


“Difficult one. Blunt force trauma to the head no doubt, but it is not immediately obvious what caused the blow. And the trouble with eggs, as I’m sure you know only too well, is that they smash. So piecing this together is far from straightforward.”


Wortel nodded and walked back to the street door, watching as the Blacktails were lifted into food bags. He looked back into the house at the yolk print on the carpet and called to Sergeant Rubenstien.


“How did they break in Sarge?”


“Not sure yet boss, we’ve not found the point of entry amongst the mess.”


Wortel surveyed the scene.


“You can stop looking. The murderer came in through the front door.”


“What? You mean they didn’t break in?”


“No. Without doubt, they were killed first and then whoever killed them unlocked the door and came into the house. This scene has been created so we think it’s a burglary. If they disturbed the burglar before being killed, the bodies would be in the house. They were killed on their doorstep.”


“So maybe they came face to face as the burglar was making his exit.”


“No, can’t be. We’ve got yolk footprints going into the house. You couldn’t have that if the burglar was leaving when they smashed the Blacktails into pieces. The murderer wants us to think it’s a burglary. But no, this was planned. These eggs have been targeted.”




 





Wortel parked his car at the law court, noticed the journalists readying themselves for the scrum that would undoubtedly follow when the chocolate Cookies arrived dressed in their finery, and decided to take the side entrance. He passed through security, purchased a coffee from a dispenser and wondered why it looked so decidedly chewable for a drink. Wortel made his way up to the second floor of the court house and started to mentally prepare to give evidence. From afar he heard a furore erupt from outside, the cries from the crowds of journalists matched only by the snapping of cameras. The Cookies had arrived.


Wortel looked up and made eye contact with Fatima Jaffy, lawyer and spokeswoman for the Jaffy cake clan. They exchanged knowing nods and listened as the noise from the ground floor grew louder, building to a crescendo that gradually climbed the stairs.


Two small figures reached the top of the stairs where together they turned and raised their arms into the air, the simple gesture bringing silence to the journalistic scrum while the cameras continued to flash furiously. Wortel immediately recognised Henrietta and Augusto Cookie and he paused, waiting for their usual claims of unfairness to begin.


“Today is an epic occasion,” shrieked Henrietta, her high pitched tones sounding like finger nails being scratched down a blackboard. Wortel looked to the skies and was thankful there were no canines present as they would surely have winced in pain at the shrillness of Henrietta’s tone.


“We will today see the glorious triumph of hard work, dedication and fairness prevail. For too long, the noble Cookies have been hounded by the law, pursued mercilessly by the courts and today, we have every confidence that it will end. We have friends in high places. Our friends in Parliament who have supported our long road to equality will soon be able to say that we Cookies are superior to the Jaffy clan.”


“Don’t you mean equal status to the Jaffys?” shouted a journalist from the rear of the pack.


“Equal or better. Who’s really judging?”


Augusto stepped forward, hand in waistcoat pocket, his monocle glistening as the cameras once again started to whirr. “We have been pressing for our moment in court, our opportunity to tell the world that we deserve the same tax breaks as the Jaffys.” He spat out the final word with utter contempt.


“Because of this ridiculous law they for too long now have been awarded cake status, and the tax breaks afforded to them are preposterous. We Cookies should be awarded cake status and the Jaffys should have their status rescinded. And yet there is no attempt to change the law to give us the fairness we deserve.”


Henrietta, her figure hugging dress by the Scottish fashion designer Hugo McVitie significantly amplifying her oats, stepped forward to grasp the mantle.


“We have been branded as petty criminals by the police because we have refused to pay our taxes. We are no such thing. We are martyrs who have held on to what is rightfully ours. We are not paying biscuit tax rates because we should be awarded cake status. And today, we are confident that Judge Jones, for whom, I may say, I have the upmost respect, will reach the only sensible and fair decision.”


Wortel listened to a further ten minutes of rambling justification from the Cookies as each quote became more outrageous, more clichéd. When they finally finished, Henrietta and Augusto moved away from their audience and headed straight into the courtroom, shooting a disgusted look in Wortel’s direction. As he headed for the courtroom, Fatima Jaffy fell in step alongside him, her small stature highlighted by Wortel’s carrot height and slimness.


“Are you ready Wortel? We’re banking on you.”


“I can only be factual and let the case speak for itself. But look, it’s a no brainer as far as I’m concerned.”


Wortel was called to the stand by Judge Jones, who appeared to be well past the standard working retirement age, which meant he was considered to be in his prime as a judge of the realm.


“The case of Crown versus Cookie calls DI Willie Wortel. DI Wortel, I understand that you led the investigation into the alleged tax avoidance by the Cookie biscuits.”


“We are a cake not a biscuit,” cried Augusto leaping from his seat, his monocle flying from his face.


“Silence in my courtroom! Speak out of turn again and I will sentence you for contempt of court, which carries a one month prison sentence or two dunkings in cold tea, depending on my mood.”


Augusto looked suitably chastened at the prospect and immediately sat down, his wife clutching his arm.


“Now where were we, ah yes, DI Wortel, if you would, please explain the case to me from your point of view.”


Wortel thanked Judge Jones and began talking through his case notes, explaining that after careful consideration he was convinced that the Cookies were biscuits and simply tax avoiders who were trying to live above their means. Judge Jones listened intently to the technical explanations about texture and consistency when stale, stopping Wortel momentarily to ask questions of clarification.


Wortel stepped down from the stand after just over ninety minutes of detailed explanation and cross examination by Judge Jones. Augusto and Henrietta shuffled in their seats waiting to be called to the stand and yet when Judge Jones next spoke he sent the courtroom journalists into a frenzy and the Cookies into a tailspin.


“I have heard everything I need to hear. It is clear to me already that the Cookies have been avoiding tax and it is irrelevant what they have to say. They are guilty of tax avoidance and I want their assets seized.”


Augusto and Henrietta sat upright, shocked at what they were hearing. They wanted to reply and yet the words stuck in their throats, unable to come out.


“And furthermore,” continued Judge Jones. “They have wasted court time by disputing the case against them when the evidence is overwhelming. I’m referring them to the General Food Council, who will need to determine whether to strike them from the Food Register. But most importantly, I’ve missed out on a jolly to Hastings with the bingo fillies this morning, which has infuriated me even more. There is only one thing left for me to do, and that is to pass sentence.”


Judge Jones stood, staring straight at the Cookies, the colour draining from their chocolate coated faces. Without turning his head he spoke to the court usher who stood quietly by his side.


“Start boiling the kettle young man, we’ve a dunking to arrange.”
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