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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Aldermaston peered through the camera’s viewfinder as his finger caressed the shutter button in anticipation. Rays of October early morning sunlight fingered their way perfectly through the trees.

      “Come on, my beauty.” His tongue moistened his lips, his left hand grabbed the bottom corner of his lucky camouflage jacket, and his thumb stroked the hem from where a four-inch square piece had been ripped during a failed hit-and-run attempt. Originally, the jacket had earned its lucky status because of the wildlife photos he’d captured whilst wearing it. His wife, Lady Mortiforde, couldn’t understand why he still called it his lucky jacket. The fact he’d survived a hit-and-run attempt seemed a pretty good reason in Aldermaston’s eyes.

      He rubbed its rough edge, as if conjuring up a genie to help him snare the image for which he was so desperate. There, sticking out from behind a tree in the densely forested Mortiforde Woods, about a hundred yards in front of the camouflage hide in which he was concealed, was a bottom. A bottom and two legs. Yet this was no ordinary bottom. It was hairy. To be precise, it was a long-haired hairy bottom. For these were the hindquarters of the rare, and unique to Mortiforde Woods, long-haired fallow deer. For the first time in ten years, since starting his quest to capture images of this shy creature, he was moments away from his goal. He just needed the doe to take a few steps backwards and come out from behind the thick Douglas fir trunk. A shaft of soft, amber dawn sunlight was ready to spotlight her among the browning autumnal bracken.

      “Come on, girl,” he whispered. “Let’s see your face.”

      His finger half-depressed the shutter button. The camera focussed for the moment that was about to come any second⁠—

      Crack! A twig snapped.

      The deer bolted.

      “No!” Aldermaston hissed. “Come back.”

      He zoomed out wide, scouring the dense regimented Douglas fir trunks for any signs of the deer, or the idiot who’d frightened it.

      “Lord Mortiforde! You in there?”

      Startled, Aldermaston jumped from his folding stool, hitting his head on the hide’s plastic frame, long before his own six-foot frame was upright. His thinning brown hair offered no cushion against the hide’s harsh, plastic skeleton. He fell back onto his stool, rubbing the top of his head, and watched the hide doorway unzip.

      “Good. You are here, Your Lordship.” A head pushed forward, topped by a green woollen cap, and sporting a white bushy handlebar moustache with ornately curved tips that looked strong enough to suspend a couple of fully stocked bird feeders. “Jock Trotter said he’d seen you setting up your hide here the other day.”

      Aldermaston sighed. What sort of camouflage hide was this when half the bloody town knew where he was? “Come in, Seth.” Aldermaston beckoned to an empty corner.

      Seth Shepherd zipped up the hide door behind him and pulled a crumpled sheet of paper from his cracked and heavily creased Barbour jacket. “This has to stop, Your Lordship. Can’t you or the Borderers Guild do something? I will not be intimidated.” He thrust the note into Aldermaston’s face.

      Since unexpectedly acquiring the title of Marquess of Mortiforde nearly two years ago, he’d become used to his time being taken up by the local townspeople as and when they had a problem. Even if it was at seven-thirty on a Friday morning, deep in the heart of Mortiforde Woods.

      He unfurled the document and switched on his head torch. His middle-aged eyes were grateful.

      
        
        You have blood on your hands. The time has come for retribution.

      

      

      Aldermaston looked up at the septuagenarian butcher stooped over him. Seth’s white moustache and eyebrows gave added vibrancy to his sapphire eyes, and the broken scarlet veins in his cheeks. “Who sent this?”

      Seth waved his hand in the air. “Got to be that bloody Tibby Gillard from the Vegetarian Society. She’s been giving us all grief recently.”

      “All?”

      “Me. The Trotters. And Peggy Farmer.” Seth shuffled awkwardly. “Jock Trotter was cursing Tibby the other day, and Peggy Farmer happened to mention Tibby was making her feel guilty about doing an honest day’s work. We’re butchers, Your Lordship. We’ll always have blood on our hands. It’s part of the bloody job. I’ve nothing against vegetarians. Just those who want to stop me earning a living as I have a right to.”

      Aldermaston folded the note and offered it back to Seth.

      “Keep it. Can’t the Guild have a word with the council? They’ll listen to you. Environmental Health regulations apply to vegetarians just as much as us,” Seth snorted. “Peggy tells me the Vegetarian Society is entering the Best Borderlandshire Burger competition this year. A vegetarian burger! Whatever next?”

      Aldermaston slipped the note into his jacket pocket. “Her Ladyship and I occasionally eat vegetarian meals. You don’t have to be one or the other. Look, Seth. I’m sure Environmental Health check every stall taking part in the food festival, and if the Mortiforde Vegetarian Society meets all the food safety criteria, then there’s nothing I can do.”

      He checked his watch. It was approaching eight. Blast! He was supposed to be dropping Harry off at school today. “Sorry Seth. I have to go. This is probably Tibby Gillard just winding you up. With your longevity in the butchery business, I’m surprised you’re even worried by a vegetarian burger.”

      Seth sneered. “Depends how poncey that celebrity chef is who’s opening the food festival. We get inundated with tourists from down south when we get a celebrity chef. Bloody clueless, them southern softies. There’s one London restaurant that charges fifty pounds for a cauliflower steak. Fifty quid for that stalk bit that most people throw away!”

      Aldermaston chuckled. “And those Londoners buy a lot of your produce.”

      Seth winked. “That they do. And I charge them three times the price I charge locals, too.”

      Aldermaston grinned. “Just remember, without that huge influx of tourists, we wouldn’t attract the celebrity chef. The festival is a huge economic boost to Mortiforde.”

      Seth nodded. “And for that, Your Lordship, we are forever grateful. Particularly to your father, God rest his soul. Amazing how it’s grown over twenty years.” He paused, then looked over both shoulders.

      Aldermaston frowned. They were the only ones in the hide.

      “Rumour has it,” Seth whispered, “this year’s celebrity chef is looking for suppliers. He’s been awarded the catering contract for the Royal Garden parties.”

      Aldermaston rose from his stool, mirroring Seth’s hunched position. “Bœuf Boucher has the catering contract for Buckingham Palace?”

      “The garden parties,” Seth clarified. “Think of the honour if Mr Boucher gave me a contract for my new burger I’m launching today. I could tell the world that royal teeth regularly nibble my award-winning meat.”

      A sharp, ear-piercing squeal penetrated the hide, followed by a loud, frantic snorting. Suddenly, the bottom zip of the canvas door rose, as a quarter of a ton of Gloucester Old Spot pig forced its way in.

      “Maisie, I told you to stay outside!” Seth grabbed the leather collar around the black-spotted, pink pig’s neck and pulled her to a halt, but not before her nose had ploughed its way through half the woodland floor of Aldermaston’s hide, knocking his tripod, camera bag and stool.

      Aldermaston caught his camera in both hands just before it hit the floor. “Why have you brought a pig with you, Seth?”

      “This is no pig.”

      Aldermaston frowned. It looked like a pig. It sounded like a pig. He pinched his nose.

      “This is Maisie,” Seth declared, patting her smartly on the side of her rump. “She gets me out in the fresh air every morning. Clever animals, pigs.” He tapped the side of his nose with the same hand he’d slapped Maisie’s rear quarters. “There’s more to pigs than bacon, you know. Come on, lass. We’d better let Lord Mortiforde get on. Cheerio.”

      Aldermaston stared in disbelief as Seth Shepherd walked Maisie out of his hide on a lead. He surveyed the churned up soil. Something glistened between the decaying leaves. He bent down and picked up a wide-angle lens that Maisie had trampled over. Broken glass dropped from its housing and fell between his fingers. Aldermaston seethed. He squinted at the butcher and pig waddling away through the woods and imagined a set of royal teeth sinking into Maisie’s hind quarters. He retrieved Seth’s note from his pocket and reread it. His stomach gurgled. Breakfast was calling. Or was it a sense of foreboding?
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      “Bugger!” Felicity stared at the blackened contents of the pie dish on the oven shelf.

      “Mummy, you swore!” sang seven-year-old Harry, before nibbling the crust of his granary toast in a clockwise direction.

      Cartwright cleared his throat behind her. “Is everything all right, my lady?”

      Felicity swivelled on the spot, concealing her charred creativity. Their butler, with his white-gloved hands held behind the back of his neatly starched black, pin-striped jacket, diplomatically averted his gaze. His eyes latched onto a cobweb hanging from the ceiling of their private kitchen.

      Felicity fixed her Marchioness of Mortiforde grin on her face. Despite nearly two years of practising, her cheek bones still ached whenever her face contorted in this manner.

      “Yes, Cartwright. Everything’s fine, thank you. Just a slight disagreement between me and the oven.”

      Cartwright’s gaze caught hers. “If there’s anything you need me to do, my lady, you only have to ask.”

      The corners of Felicity’s mouth dropped to a comfortable, natural smile. “Thank you, Cartwright. But I think the Mortiforde Ladies’ Legion would think less of their president if she delegated her Bake Off entry to her butler.”

      Cartwright nodded. “In that case, I’ll be in the West Wing attending to His Lordship’s brother.”

      Felicity’s nose wrinkled. “Dare I ask about Basildon’s latest wheeze?”

      “Canapés for tonight, Your Ladyship.”

      Felicity crossed her arms. “How does he think canapés will get him a job with the Secret Service?”

      Cartwright turned. “Something to do with survival of the fittest in a post-apocalyptic world, my lady.” He slipped silently away.

      “Mummy, what’s post apocalyptic?” Harry snatched a second slice of toast from the silver rack.

      “Something catastrophic.” Felicity looked once more at the oven’s contents. Whatever it was, it was charred and smouldered. And post-apocalyptic.

      She reviewed the recipe for a clue as to where she’d gone wrong. It should have been a succulent example of the local delicacy, Boor Pie. This seventeenth century dish originated from Mortiforde Wood’s plentiful wild boar population, hence the Middle English spelling of Boor. She’d followed the recipe, which involved marinading the meat in cider, then mixing it with sugar, diced apple, onion, and turnips, and encasing it in pastry before cooking it.

      She stared at the smouldering rock before her. Perhaps it wasn’t meant to be eaten. Perhaps it was some sort of late-medieval weapon of mass destruction.

      “Bugger!” Felicity dropped the recipe on the table. She’d have to start again.

      “Mummy! That’s the second time you swore.” Harry nibbled the crust off his second slice of toast in an anti-clockwise direction.

      “How many times have I told you? Do what Mummy says, not what she does.”

      Harry stopped nibbling. “But you said b⁠—”

      “Don’t even go there!” She held up a finger without looking at him. Why were seven-year-olds too clever for their own good? She plucked a stray grey hair dangling in front of her blue eyes, and winced. Closer examination suggested it wasn’t grey, just blonde and covered in flour.

      “That’s not tonight’s dinner, is it?” Harry stared at the black brick.

      Felicity shook her head. She checked her watch. Eight o’clock. “But it’s all your father is having tonight, if he’s not back from his dawn photo shoot to take you to school in the next two minutes.”

      She slipped her hands into the oven gloves and clamped them round the smouldering charcoal brick. Her face grimaced and reddened as she struggled to lift it out of the oven. Straightening her back, she clutched the pie close to her stomach. It was only five steps to the kitchen bin.

      Suddenly, the kitchen door flew open with a flourish. Felicity flinched. The pie fell from her clutches, landing squarely on her left foot, crushing it. The resulting high-pitched scream shattered her favourite cut-glass vase in the cupboard under the sink.

      Harry clapped both hands over his ears in preparation for more swearing.
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      As Lisa Duddon approached her office at Borderlandshire District Council, her smartphone rang. She pulled it from her royal purple trench coat pocket and saw who was calling.

      “Morning, Aldermaston. You’re doing well. I’m not at my desk yet.”

      “Do us a favour. Check with Environmental Health that the Mortiforde Vegetarian Society has passed all the necessary food regs for their Food Festival stall. Seth Shepherd’s been bending my ear this morning.”

      “Will do. Where are you? You know you’re supposed to be here in…” she checked the time on her phone’s display, “… ten minutes to meet Jillian Jones.”

      “I’ll get there as quick as I can. I’ve just been attacked by Seth Shepherd’s free-range Gloucester Old Spot pig.”

      “Pardon?” Lisa twisted her office door handle.

      “Tell you later,” Aldermaston muttered, then hung up.

      Lisa checked her reflection in the glossy screen of her mobile and titivated her jet black hair as she stepped into her office.

      “Good morning!”

      A glamorous woman sat at Lisa’s desk, wearing a black open-neck dress with a ruffled collar that fanned behind her neck like a peacock’s tail. Her ash blonde hair was stylishly tussled, but long enough to cover her ears and the nape of her neck. She smiled, broadening her thick peach-pink lips, and lifted her head so she could scrutinise Lisa along her elongated nose. Although sitting in Lisa’s chair, the woman’s long, slender legs rose at an angle and were crossed at her ankles as they rested on the edge of Lisa’s desk. The black figure-hugging dress stopped just below the knee. Then there were the heels. All four inches of them.

      “Morning,” Lisa finally replied. “I’m sorry. Do we have a meeting? Only I don’t appear to have anything in my diary.” She swiped her smartphone, checking her appointments.

      “You are Lisa Duddon, Democracy Support Officer?”

      Lisa nodded.

      “Excellent.” The visitor swung her legs and planted her feet securely on the floor. Then she rose from the chair: all six feet four inches of her, albeit the final four from her shoes.

      “That dress is stunning,” Lisa admired, as the woman stepped out from behind the desk.

      “Thank you.” A sleek hand at the end of a long arm thrust forwards. “Abigail Mayedew.”

      Lisa shook it. It was a confident, authoritative handshake. Abigail looked late forties, but this was a woman who knew how to knock seven years off her age with the right make-up.

      “You don’t remember, do you?”

      Lisa took off her coat and hung it on a hook behind the office door. “Sorry. Brain’s not in gear yet.”

      Abigail smiled. “I’m you’re new⁠—”

      “Chief Executive!” Lisa finished. She hooked her black hair behind her left ear. “But you’re not due until Monday.”

      “I’m keen to get to know everyone before I start.” She crossed her arms and paced the room. “Looking through my predecessor’s files, before he was imprisoned for fraud, I see that the Authority’s Chief Executive sits on a community group called the Borderers Guild. What exactly is that?”

      Lisa switched on her computer and raised the blinds at the window. Sunlight flooded the office. “Lord Mortiforde can tell you more about that. I’ve just got off the phone from him. He’ll be here soon.”

      Abigail stared at her. “You’re the administrative support, aren’t you? Why don’t you tell me what it’s all about?”

      Lisa sat in her chair. It was still warm. A sense of unease stirred within her. “The Borderers Guild is a historic community organisation, dating back to the mid-eighteenth century, when it was reformed by the First Marquess of Mortiforde. Its origins go back to the Norman Conquest, when the local Lord of the Marches, the King’s representative, had a private army.”

      “A private army?”

      Lisa nodded. “Skirmishes and attacks between the English and Welsh along this border region were common as recently as five hundred years ago. Things have calmed down a bit now. Although market day still has its moments. So, the private army became a ceremonial feature.”

      “That’s comforting to know.”

      “When the title of Marquess of Mortiforde was first bestowed upon the local Lord of the Manor, the First Marquess adapted the Borderers Guild into an army of good for the community. Comprising representatives from various groups and businesses, it fights for the town’s prosperity. This weekend’s food festival, for example, is organised by the Guild.”

      Abigail sighed. “Sounds like a load of historical, sentimental claptrap to me. I can see this is all a waste of time and money. Not the sort of thing a modern local authority should be involved with.” She crossed her arms. “You say the current Marquess of Mortiforde is in charge of the Borderers Guild?”

      Lisa nodded. “Lord Mortiforde is the Eighth Marquess of Mortiforde.”

      Abigail perched her bottom against Lisa’s desk. “And the council, through you, acts as administrative support?”

      Lisa bit her bottom lip and nodded.

      “And you say Lord Mortiforde is due here soon?”

      Lisa tried smiling, but her teeth still gripped her lower lip.

      “Good. He needs to know I’ll be introducing some changes at this authority. No longer shall we pander to the whims of an aristocratic twat and his private army.”

      Lisa gulped.
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      “Lady Mortiforde, are you all right?” A slender but muscular young man in a dark suit and light blue shirt hurried across the kitchen floor and dropped to his knees. He pulled at each suit jacket cuff in quick succession, and then placed his long, slim fingers around the Boor Pie. The tendons in his lower arms strained, standing proud of his smooth, pale skin, as he lifted the black weight off Felicity’s foot.

      Felicity bit hard on the chequered tea towel she’d placed in her mouth in an attempt to muffle any further profanities from Harry. As soon as Daniel heaved the weight high enough, Felicity whipped her foot out from underneath and hopped around the kitchen, clutching her painful toes in both hands.

      Harry giggled.

      “Let me look.” Two hands grabbed her arm and pulled her down onto a kitchen chair.

      Felicity watched her husband’s personal assistant kneel at her feet, slide her fern-coloured suede slipper off her left foot, and carefully cup her bare heel in his soft-skinned hand. His fingertips traced her instep towards her toes. As he lifted her purpling toes for closer examination, an excruciating pain shot through her foot and up her leg.

      The tea towel fell from her mouth. “DANIEL!”

      “You need A&E. You might have broken a couple of toes. I’ll get His Lordship.” Daniel stood.

      “He’s still hiding somewhere,” she moaned.

      Daniel checked his watch. “But he’s supposed to be meeting the Chief Archivist at eight-thirty.”

      Felicity looked at Daniel’s angular face. He’d shaved yesterday and, therefore, had arrived earlier this morning because he didn’t need to shave again until tomorrow. The paleness of his skin accentuated the darkness of his brown hair and eyebrows.

      “He’s supposed to be dropping off Harry at school on his way in.”

      Daniel pulled his car keys from his suit trouser pocket. “We’ll do it.”

      “Sorry?”

      “Come on.” Daniel motioned Felicity to stand. He draped her arm around his neck. “Lean on me for support.”

      Felicity trembled as she placed her weight on her right foot and then leant into Daniel’s youthful body. She caught a whiff of his sensual, earthy deodorant. After several hours in his camouflage hides, Aldermaston’s aroma was earthy, with a strong hint of animal dung.

      “Harry. Are you ready for school?” Daniel called.

      “Coming!” Harry, already dressed in his yellow school sweatshirt, grey trousers, and black shoes, jumped down from the kitchen table, grabbed his schoolbag, and headed for the door.

      Daniel placed an arm around Felicity’s waist. “We’ll drop him off at school, on the way to A&E.”

      Felicity seethed. Being Lord and Lady of the Manor was more work than either of them had realised. Aldermaston’s appointment of an assistant a few months ago was so he could delegate some of his administrative workload and spend more time with his family. Yet all Aldermaston had managed so far was delegating his fatherly and husbandly duties to his assistant.
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      With Lisa on the case, Aldermaston slipped his smartphone into the side pocket of his khaki camera rucksack, buckled up the leather strap, and then swung the heavy load onto his back. Standing upright, he surveyed the busy Market Square before him. With no mobile phone signal in Mortiforde Woods, he’d cut through the forest, crossed over the River Morte, and wandered around the side of Mortiforde’s Norman castle, climbing to the centre of town where there was a signal… albeit when the wind blew in the right direction.

      In front of him, four regimented rows of blue-and-white awninged stalls bustled as traders prepared for the annual food festival. As well as the regular food market traders, there were specialist artisan food producers. Multi-seeded loaves and baguettes jostled for space with fresh local vegetables, perries and ciders, oak-smoked sunflower seeds, rustic flapjacks, hot chilli dips, chutneys, marmalades, and succulent meat joints. The aromas of freshly roasting coffee beans, frying onions and beefburgers, and the sickly sweet fragrance of candyfloss assaulted Aldermaston’s nose. Traders shouted panicked expletives as they readied themselves for the festival’s official opening in under two hours’ time. He could also hear The Dam Busters’ theme tune.

      “Oh, heck!” Aldermaston threw his rucksack back onto the pavement and unstrapped the pocket to retrieve his phone. It was Daniel.

      “Daniel. I’m running late. Can you⁠—”

      “I’m at the hospital with Felicity,” Daniel interrupted. "She’s broken a couple of toes, and we’re just waiting for⁠—”

      Daniel’s voice trailed off. Suddenly, Aldermaston’s ear was mugged with Felicity’s irate tones.

      “Aldermaston?”

      “Yes, dear. Are you all⁠—”

      “No, I’m not! My foot’s in agony! Where are you? You were supposed to be home ages ago. It’s a bloody good job Daniel turned up when he did, otherwise Harry wouldn’t have got to school on time and I wouldn’t be here getting the urgent medical treatment I need.”

      “Sorry, dear. I was waylaid on Guild business and⁠—”

      “Sod the bloody Guild!” she screamed.

      Aldermaston heard her pause and take a deep breath.

      “You know I fully support your sense of family duty, but… sometimes I think you’re more worried about the townspeople of Mortiforde than you are about your family.”

      Aldermaston looked at his feet. “How can I make it up to you?”

      Felicity sighed. “You can start by going to Trotters and getting a kilo of diced wild boar.”

      “Diced what?”

      “Wild boar. And if you don’t, I’ll⁠—”

      Aldermaston lost all sound from his ear and checked his phone’s screen. No signal. The wind direction had changed. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. His earlier gut reaction was right. It was going to be one of those days.

      He turned and faced the warmth of the sun, hoping to encourage the frustration to drift away. Instead, it tapped him frenetically on his shoulder.

      “Lord Mortiforde! I want a word with you.”

      He turned around and opened his eyes. It was Tibby Gillard.
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      Felicity thrust Daniel’s phone back at him, grabbed the crutch, and limped towards Mortiforde’s A&E exit. “Drop me off at the King James Hotel in town. I’m supposed to be chairing a Ladies’ Legion meeting there, first thing. Cartwright can collect me afterwards.”

      “Yes, Your Ladyship.”

      She winced. She was about to reproach him for using her title, but… they were in a public area. That was their rule for close friends and good staff: first names in private, titles in public. Not that Cartwright ever used their first names. Against Butler Academy regulations, apparently. Felicity wasn’t sure she’d ever get used to the title.

      “And don’t let Aldermaston forget my meat order!” She hobbled gingerly. With two broken toes, each strapped to its opposing neighbour for support, walking was uncomfortable but not impossible. The thick-soled plastic shoe provided by A&E encouraged an unladylike waddle when walking.

      Daniel, whose hands hovered ready to catch her should she slip, yet not wanting to touch her as if she were the Monarch, was puzzled.

      She stopped walking. “I need another kilo of wild boar meat. Apparently, as President of the Ladies’ Legion, it is expected of me to demonstrate my home-baking skills and be judged on them, just like every other member of the Legion. Which would be fine if I had any baking skills.” Her eyes narrowed. “Does Aldermaston ever mention my baking skills?”

      Daniel licked his lips. “Er…”

      Felicity began walking again. “Just make sure he gets me some more meat, so that I can have another go at making this bloody Boor Pie. It’ll be the death of me, if I’m not careful.” She stopped and looked down at her foot. Yes. In the battle between her life and making an edible Boor Pie, the Boor Pie was definitely winning.
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      Aldermaston stared at the elegant young woman in the light grey trouser suit standing in front of him. Tibby Gillard was chair of Mortiforde Vegetarian Society because she was young, intelligent and knew her brassicas from her solanum. She was as slim as a runner bean and as tall as the wigwam frames most gardeners grew them on. Her head, perfectly round like a savoy cabbage, was topped with cropped copper chestnut hair, and augmented with brown eyes, a button mushroom nose and a petite rose mouth. Her skin was as pale and smooth as a peeled Jersey Royal potato.

      “It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to work out who sent us this.” Tibby held out a small, pine wooden box, the size of a shoe box.

      Aldermaston took it. “What is it?”

      “Mr Harcourt, a fellow society member, found it on our stall, over there, when he arrived to set up for the festival first thing this morning.”

      Aldermaston felt the trepidation running down his arm.

      Tibby folded her arms and grinned. “Squeamish, Lord Mortiforde?”

      Aldermaston smiled, but his heart wasn’t in it. Lifting the lid, he saw the box had one, though. Fresh, too, judging by its vibrant pink flesh. A few drops of blood oozed from its arteries, congealing against the sides of the wooden box. It was large, although it probably wasn’t human. At least, he hoped it wasn’t human.

      Written in permanent black ink on a piece of card stuck inside the lid were the words:

      
        
        Have a heart: ditch the beef-less burger.

      

      

      “Probably a pig’s heart,” Tibby explained. “They’re anatomically similar in size and shape to a human heart. Meat-eaters seem to think vegetarians vaporise into thin air when we clap eyes on one of these things. Either that or they bombard us with freshly cooked bacon sandwiches.”

      Aldermaston’s stomach gurgled at the thought of several slices of freshly cooked, crispy, salty bacon sandwiched between two chunks of lightly buttered, organic, white crusty bread.

      Tibby interrupted his taste bud fantasy. “I know the butchers aren’t happy about us entering the festival’s Best Borderlandshire Burger competition this year. But I object to them abusing an animal’s body parts purely for their pathetic scare tactics. Don’t they realise that makes them the animals?”

      She placed her hands on her hips. “This breaks environmental health regulations. It’s not vacuum-packed or hermetically sealed. Who knows how many trillions of dangerous micro-organisms are on it? I’m sorry, Lord Mortiforde, but a butcher sent this. Who else has access to animal hearts? The Borderers Guild must act.” Tibby’s mouth puckered as she crossed her arms again.

      Aldermaston rummaged in his camouflage jacket pocket and pulled out Seth’s note. “One of the butchers received this.”

      Tibby unravelled the scrunched up paper. “Don’t tell me they think we sent this? How pathetic!” She threw it back at Aldermaston. “We would never stoop to these playground shenanigans, Lord Mortiforde. I want them stopped. I’ll be in touch later to see how you’re getting on. Good day.”

      Tibby turned on her inch-high court shoe heels and strutted across Market Square to the Vegetarian Society’s stall.

      Aldermaston peered down at the pig’s heart and raised an eyebrow. Could he pass this off to Felicity as boar meat?
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      In the private kitchen of Tugford Hall’s West Wing, Cartwright placed a small parcel on the flour-dusted breakfast bar. Two mixing bowls, heavily caked in flour, egg and baking powder, had been abandoned at one end. An electric whisk, still plugged in, lay neglected near the other.

      “Light, you cretin!”

      Cartwright frowned and leant over the breakfast bar, mindful to avoid contact between his dark grey, pin-striped waistcoat and the spilled cooking ingredients dusting every surface. A red corduroyed bottom stuck in the air, as if escaping from the gas oven.

      There was a rasp as a match was struck, then a hand appeared, bent backwards, fumbling its way along the oven control panel. The fingers danced drunkenly between the control knobs, until they successfully captured one, and twisted. The hiss and pungent smell of escaping gas filled the air.

      “Bloody light, old chap, will you? Ouch!” The oven’s occupant flinched, clonked his head, and swiftly extricated himself.

      “May I be of assistance, sir?” Cartwright ambled round the breakfast bar, leant across Basildon still kneeling on the floor, and turned off the gas.

      “Cartwright! What spiffing timing!” Basildon stood, pulled at his green and beige checked shirt, ruffled his salt and pepper hair, and handed him a box of extra-long safety matches. “Can’t get the bloody oven lit.”

      “If I may, sir?”

      Basildon stepped out of the way.

      Cartwright’s white-gloved hands twisted the central knob on the oven’s facia and then pressed an ignition button beside it. A half dozen clicks were followed by the sudden whoomph of igniting gas.

      “Golly gosh! I wondered what that button was for.”

      “What temperature do you need, sir?”

      Basildon picked up an open cookery book from the breakfast bar and let his finger trace along the page. “Er, seven.”

      Cartwright adjusted the knob.

      “That, Cartwright, is what we in the Secret Service like to call opportunistic teamwork.”

      Cartwright stepped back, closed the oven door, then gestured towards the small parcel on the breakfast bar. “I signed for it a few moments ago, sir.”

      Basildon clasped his hands together and rested his chin on them. His eyes flitted between the parcel and Cartwright, his thin-lipped grin growing with each flit. Suddenly, Basildon launched into a Highland jig, his arms creating an O above his head, as his knees leapt above his waist with each step.

      Cartwright placed his hands behind his back. “Will there be anything else, sir?”

      Basildon stopped dancing. “I’ll say, old bean! Hold this for me.” He lunged across the worktop, grabbed the box, and thrust it back into Cartwright’s hands. Then he took a knife from the knife block and plunged it into the top of the parcel, slicing it open in one swift movement.

      Cartwright gulped.

      Basildon ripped open the parcel and pulled at the white polystyrene packaging, revealing the contents. He paused briefly, peering at all twelve of them, and then carefully slipped his hand inside and pulled out a tall, thin phial containing a clear liquid.

      Cartwright gulped again, as Basildon’s eyes latched onto his.

      “Don’t be scared, Cartwright. There’s nothing to worry about.” He held the phial up to the light. “This will get me into the Secret Service, once and for all.”

      Cartwright moistened his lips. “If I may, sir. What exactly is it?”

      Basildon grinned. “Sodium thiopental. The truth serum.”
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      Aldermaston barged into Lisa’s office, gasping for breath. “Sorry I’m late.” The door swung closed behind him as he bent forwards, bracing his hands on his knees. His rucksack reassessed its grip on his back and slid to one side. Sometimes the weight of his townspeople’s problems shifted similarly on his shoulders.

      “You’re only ten minutes late, Lord Mortiforde.” Lisa rose from her chair, collected a mug of coffee from the tray on her desk and handed it to him. “Black because you’re going to need it,” she whispered.

      Strange. She’d used his title. Not something she’d normally do when they were alone. He stood upright and relieved Lisa of the coffee. Her head made an almost imperceptible nod behind him. Slowly, he turned to see a woman hiding behind the door.

      “Lord Mortiforde. Pleased to meet you. I’m Abigail Mayedew, your new⁠—”

      “Chief Exec,” Aldermaston finished. “But you’re not due until Monday.”

      Abigail thrust a hand forward and practically snatched Aldermaston’s free hand to shake it.

      He marvelled at the stunning sight before him. Abigail Mayedew would be a shock to those people of Borderlandshire more used to grey-suited chief executives. Round here, most thought dressing up merely involved the removal of the latest splatters of rural mud from one’s clothes. Abigail looked like a model who’d graced the front cover of one of Felicity’s celebrity gossip magazines.

      Lisa interrupted his thoughts. “Mrs Mayedew⁠—”

      “Ms,” Abigail interjected.

      “Sorry. Ms Mayedew is keen to get to know Mortiforde before she officially starts next week, and thought you’d be the best person to show her around town.”

      Aldermaston glanced back and forth between Abigail’s expectant gaze and Lisa’s look of fear. The former had no idea what she was letting herself in for, while the latter, although still relatively new to the local authority herself, had complete comprehension of what was being asked. “Erm… today’s not really a good day, what with the food festival being launched in…” Aldermaston checked his watch.

      “Come, come, Lord Mortiforde. What better day to get to know a town than when it throws open its doors to the world and invites them in to experience one of the best food festivals held anywhere in Britain?”

      Aldermaston sipped his coffee, suddenly aware of how Abigail’s standard of dress compared with his camouflage jacket and jeans. “You’ll have to excuse my attire. I was accosted by a local businessman earlier, and I haven’t had time to go home and get changed.”

      “I’m sure as the lord of the local manor, you stand out in many ways, don’t you?” Abigail smiled. Or was it a smirk?

      The door to Lisa’s office sprang open. A short, plump woman in a beige two-piece suit dashed into the room and planted an oblong parcel on Lisa’s desk.

      “It’s here! It’s finally arrived.” The woman clapped her hands and stamped her feet as she stared at everyone in turn, then froze when she saw Abigail. Her hands clasped her cheeks. “I’m terribly sorry! Have I interrupted another meeting? I have, haven’t I? I know I’m late but⁠—”

      “No, you’re fine.” Lisa placed a reassuring hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Jillian, this is Abigail Mayedew. Abigail, this is Jillian Jones, our Chief Archivist.”

      “Only archivist,” Jillian clarified, cricking her neck to look Abigail in the face.

      “Forgive me.” Abigail clasped Jillian’s hand. “But it is I who is gatecrashing your meeting.”

      Aldermaston stared at Jillian’s package on Lisa’s desk. Its shape and size concerned him.

      “Jillian’s been waiting for this package from the Royal Palace’s Collection,” Lisa explained to Abigail. “As part of this year’s food festival, we have a Food History Marquee in the grounds of Mortiforde Castle, depicting food throughout the centuries here in Mortiforde and the Welsh Borders.”

      “Yes,” Jillian interrupted, “Mortiforde Castle used to be a royal residence in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The chef at the castle maintained a recipe book containing the favourite meals of the royal family when they were in residence. After many months of negotiations, the Royal Palaces Collection has kindly agreed to lend us the recipe book for the exhibition.”

      Jillian turned to gaze at the package and allowed her hands to caress it. Her voice dropped to a whisper. “For the first time in four hundred years, the Mortiforde Royal Recipe Collection has come home.” She pulled a pink handkerchief from the cuff of her beige suit jacket and dabbed her eyes. She turned to Aldermaston.

      “Thank you, Your Lordship, for helping with the negotiations. I couldn’t have done this without you.” Jillian turned to Abigail. “When I first approached the Royal Palaces Collection and enquired if they might lend us the book for the weekend, I was told that wasn’t possible. It’s a popular document for researchers, apparently, regularly requested in their reading room. However, His Lordship persuaded them to let us have it.”

      Aldermaston smiled. “I merely emphasised the historical importance of this document to the town, and how the festival was a perfect opportunity for a wider audience to see it.”

      Jillian stared at the package. “This is the pinnacle of my thirty-year career.”

      Aldermaston’s stomach griped. Something wasn’t right.

      Lisa handed Jillian a pair of standard issue local government safety scissors.

      Repeatedly, Jillian scored the package’s tape with its blades, then discarded them and used her fingernails instead. She tore away the brown paper, revealing a small wooden box.

      The unease in Aldermaston’s stomach rose to his throat.

      Jillian clutched the wooden box to her chest, closed her eyes, and inhaled deeply. Finally, she opened her eyes and lifted the lid.

      Her scream penetrated the bowels of the council offices, including the contents stuck inside the bottom drawers of the filing cabinets abandoned in the basement. The box crashed to the floor, disgorging its contents.

      There, at everyone’s feet, was a pig’s hock and trotter… and a note caught between its hooves.
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      Daniel hurried across the vast council car park, checking his watch every few seconds. Being late always guaranteed getting a parking space furthest from the main entrance.

      He strode up Borderlandshire District Council’s entrance steps, two at a time, and threw his entire bodyweight against the revolving door, which was heavy enough to prevent all but the most determined members of the public from entering the building. Eventually, he overcame the door’s inertia.

      “Daniel!”

      “Can’t stop, Sheila,” he bellowed to the receptionist.

      “But there’s another package for Jillian Jones. You’re meeting with her and Lord Mortiforde, aren’t you?”

      Daniel’s black brogues skidded across the polished reception floor, slipping as he changed course towards Sheila’s dark, imposing, wooden reception counter.

      “Do you need me to sign for it?”

      “Yes. Now, where did I put my pen?”

      Daniel watched the fifty-year-old step back from the wooden counter and survey her work area. Her grey knee-length skirt was back to front, and the thin cream jumper she was wearing had the label sticking out under her chin. Even the fastener on her nine-carat gold chain necklace was resting on her breastbone. He spotted the chewed, black-plastic biro lid poking through her auburn hair.

      “Behind your ear, Sheila.”

      She clasped her hand to the side of her head and giggled. “I’d lose my head if it wasn’t screwed on. Mind you, knowing me, I’d lose those screws too.” She giggled again. “Sign there, please.” She handed him the black biro and pointed to a dotted line on a sheet of paper. She dropped to her knees, reappearing moments later with a large cardboard box.

      “Jillian’s popular today. That’s the second package she’s had. Luckily, the first one was already waiting on the reception desk for her when she arrived this morning.”

      Daniel’s running-late signature barely used any ink. He grabbed the box.

      “Be careful with that!” Sheila yelled. “The delivery man said it was precious. It’s from the Royal Palaces Collection.”
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      Aldermaston bent down and picked up the thin strip of paper, bloodstained at the edges from the hacked pig’s hock, and turned it over.

      
        
        The retribution starts here for your forefather’s sin.

      

      

      Abigail clicked her fingers and held out her hand for the note.

      Aldermaston held it up so she could read it, but he kept hold of it.

      “Whose forefather’s sins?” Abigail enquired.

      Aldermaston swallowed. His momentary hesitation was enough.

      “It was addressed to me,” Jillian whispered, her eyes widening as they fixed themselves on the note in his hands.

      “Call the police!” Abigail strode across Lisa’s office and grabbed the phone.

      Lisa’s hand slammed down hard on top of Abigail’s. “No!”

      Abigail flinched.

      “In due course.” Aldermaston’s heart sank. These were not the best circumstances to introduce the new Chief Exec to Mortiforde’s one and only policeman. “Lisa, call Ajay in Environmental Health. I’d like his view on what we have here.”

      “It looks bloody obvious from where I’m standing!” Abigail snatched her hand back from underneath Lisa’s.

      “Get many pig trotters in the post in your last position, Ms Mayedew?” Aldermaston looked expectedly at her. He turned to Jillian, whose eyes were now fixed on the bloodied trotter, while her fingers clasped the sides of her face.

      “Abigail,” Aldermaston continued. “Make Jillian a strong coffee. She’s in shock.”

      “But we should be calling the police!”

      “When the time’s right. The last thing we need moments before the food festival opens are rumours of the police investigating dead animal body parts turning up all over town. That’s not the impression the Borderers Guild would want the public to have of the food festival, or of the local authority.”

      Abigail’s face softened. He allowed himself a wry smile. Yes. Abigail Mayedew was a woman concerned about image. All Chief Execs needed steering and image was the wheel to steer her. “The kettle’s behind you.” He nodded towards the desktop behind her.

      He dropped to his knees and took a closer look at the pig’s trotter. Glance at it quickly, as most of them had when it first fell out of the box, and it looked like a human limb. Even the two large hooves, with the third, smaller, thumb-like hoof tucked behind them, had a hand-like quality about them.

      Aldermaston heard Lisa chatting on the phone, while Abigail stirred metal spoons inside china mugs. He reached across to his rucksack and retrieved his mobile phone. Zooming in, he took several pictures from different angles.

      “Sorry, I’m late,” wheezed Daniel, hurling himself into the room at breakneck speed, taking everyone by surprise. “I had to collect this package for Jillian.”

      Everyone watched Daniel place the parcel on Lisa’s desk. Their eyes remained latched onto it as he stepped back to take off his suit jacket.

      Aldermaston relaxed when he saw the parcel looked nothing like Jillian’s earlier delivery. For a moment, he, along with the rest of the room’s occupants, feared another pig part had just arrived.

      “What’s going on?” Daniel scanned the room and noticed Aldermaston on his knees. Then he saw⁠—

      “Is that… real?”

      Lisa put the phone down. “Ajay says he’ll pop down and take a quick look.”

      Aldermaston stood. “Right, nobody else is to come into this room. The fewer people who know about this, the better.” He glanced down at the pig limb on the floor. If nothing else, at this rate, he’d have Felicity’s kilo of porcine meat in no time.
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      Outside the King James Hotel, Felicity struggled to negotiate the burgeoning visitors gathering in readiness for the official opening of the food festival in an hour. Having a crutch was a handicap in a crowd. It was easy identifying tourists for they looked up at the intricately carved, three-storey, timber-framed, leaded-window seventeenth century hotel, with jutting first and second floors overhanging into the street, as they walked by.

      To stop tourists inadvertently treading on her broken toes, Felicity swept her crutch in an arc ahead of her, as if it were a blind person’s white stick.

      “Oi! Watch what you do with that, luv!” sneered one chap, stumbling over the rubber ferrule.

      “Sorry!” Embarrassed, Felicity spotted a gap in the passers-by and lunged towards the main entrance of the hotel. As she did so, she collided in the doorway with a hotel guest heading out. Her crutch clattered to the floor.

      It was his shoes that caught her attention first. The bright red, leather lace-ups screamed attention against the soil-coloured hotel carpet, and his duck brown denim jeans were from a Parisian outfitters, not the country clothing store on the outskirts of town frequented by the local farmers searching for shit-coloured boiler suits. The white shirt was ruffled in an enigmatic way, and the top three buttons were undone, revealing a few dark chest hairs against the gently tanned skin. He also wore a light green suede jacket, unbuttoned to accentuate his suave style. The healthy-looking tan continued across his face, which sported some day-old stubble, and a small dimple in his chin. His dark, dishevelled hair looked sophisticated as it tumbled over his forehead into his big brown eyes. Surely, it couldn’t be?

      “Excusez moi, mademoiselle!” He bent down and picked up the crutch. “Zis is yours, I believe.”

      The heavy French accent caused Felicity’s heart to skip. Bœuf Boucher! He looked younger than the mid-fifties all the women’s magazines claimed he was.

      “I’m terribly sorry,” she gushed. “It’s my fault.” She took her crutch from him. “Haven’t learned how to drive one of these yet.”

      He frowned. “You use zis to drive?”

      Felicity placed her hand on his forearm. “Sorry. I’m confusing you.”

      He tutted. “I am all in a tizz zis morning. I need to be somewhere and ze lady on reception showed me where we are on a map, but not where I need to go.”

      Felicity smiled. “Where do you need to be?”

      He shuffled uncomfortably in his red leather shoes. “I… er… how you say?” His hand gesticulated, trying to pull the words he needed from thin air.

      “Le marché de beurre… er… market of butter… Non, er…”

      “Buttermarket?” Felicity suggested.

      “Oui! Ze Buttermarket. Do you know where I will find it?”

      Felicity’s eyes lingered on the relief washing across his face. His chocolate eyes gazed directly at hers, and his grin broadened. She’d forgotten how charming the French could be. She’d been at the centre of Frenchmen’s attention on several occasions during her marketing career. Another life.

      “It’s not far,” she said, pointing with her stick. “I’ll show you the way.”

      He beamed. “I am a lucky man,” he concluded, “to ’ave such a beautiful woman to guide me.” He glanced down at her foot. “But are you sure? I could not let a woman endure pain just to help an idiot like me.”

      She waved her hand in the air. “It’s nothing.” Felicity was suddenly aware of the coolness of the air against the heat of her skin.

      “But I am interrupting you, am I not?” Bœuf enquired. “Surely you were coming here for a reason?”

      Felicity turned her nose up and shook her head. “Nothing that can’t wait.”

      “But what if you are needed while we are off gallivanting?”

      The thought of gallivanting with this famous French chef appealed. Aldermaston never took her gallivanting. Perhaps it was a French thing. “I’m sure they can manage.”

      “In zat case,” he said, holding out an arm for her to cling to, “lead on.”
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      Tibby took two delicate steps back and admired their stall from the public’s perspective. It was a voracious variety of vegetable delights, arranged in a rainbow of colours: red tomatoes, peppers, and radishes; orange pumpkins and butternut squashes; yellow sweetcorn, peppers, and lemons; brown onions, potatoes, parsnips, and turnips; green broccoli, savoy cabbages, peas, leeks, celery, and apples; then purple carrots, aubergines, grapes, and beetroot. She snatched a red grape and popped it into her mouth.

      “Oi! You’re not supposed to eat the produce before we open to the public.” Ashton Harcourt’s Black Country accent floated across the stall. His spivvy black moustache mirrored his grin. “But can I tempt yow to a vegetarian burger?” 

      Tibby nodded. “I think we’ve earned breakfast, especially after that stupid prank the butchers played earlier.” She watched him stoop slightly under the blue-and-white striped awning. Despite it being higher than his six-foot two frame, he was conscious of how close his head was to it, as he busied himself behind the stall. He straightened the white mesh food hygiene hat covering his thick, coarse, black hair by pulling at its white peak, then wiped his hands across the dark green apron protecting his light green waistcoat, blue shirt, and red tie. His bulbous eyes searched for something, then found their prey as his large hands engulfed the bread roll. 

      He titivated a couple of burgers with a stainless steel slotted turner on the commercial griddle hotplate. An explosion of sizzling expectation filled the air, followed by a sweet aroma.

      “Smell that burger.” His nostrils flared and his chest expanded as he sucked in half the air of the entire Market Square. “God, that’s bloody marvellous.” He opened his eyes. “Who needs meat when you can have a Borderlandshire Blue Burger?”

      “Let’s hope we can tempt the public into buying them.” Tibby glanced around the other stalls, now a frenzy of activity. There was only an hour to go until the official opening and stallholders were applying the finishing touches. Even the nut man was pimping his pistachios. Members of the public browsed slowly, and the hard-core festival attendees were noting down prices and bargains.

      “Get your gnashers around that.”

      A Borderlandshire Blue Burger bap was thrust in front of her. The aroma was wonderful. Parsley and thyme mixed with the creamy fragrance of Borderlandshire Blue cheese. Tibby sank her teeth into it and savoured the moment. “Mmmm. This,” she said, pointing what was left of her burger roll at Ashton, “is bloody fantastic!” She took another bite, enjoying the crispiness of the fried organic wholemeal breadcrumb coating, the flavoursome leeks, sweet potato, aubergine, and walnut filling, and the surprisingly soft Borderlandshire Blue cheese centre oozing across her tongue.

      She wiped a crumb from the corner of her mouth. “If this doesn’t win the Best Borderlandshire Burger competition, nothing will.”

      “We’ve clearly got the butchers rattled.” Ashton grinned. “And if we play our cards right, we could win a tasty little contract.”

      Tibby frowned.

      Ashton beckoned her closer. “Bœuf Boucher, the celebrity chef, has won the catering contract for the Royal Garden Parties at Buckingham Palace. He’s looking for suppliers. That would upset the butchers if we won the beefburger contract, wouldn’t it?”

      Tibby grinned. Wouldn’t it just?
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      Aldermaston offered his hand to Ajay, who was struggling to get up off the floor.

      “Thank you, Your Lordship.” Ajay pulled his belted chinos up under his paunch, smoothed his black, receding hair behind the back of his head, and then grasped his chubby jowls. “If I’d known I’d be on the floor to look at this, I’d have sent one of the younger lads.” He looked down at the severed leg joint, then returned his gaze towards Aldermaston. “It’s definitely real, but it’s been hacked about a bit.”

      Aldermaston sighed. “Not a butcher’s cut, then?”

      Ajay shook his head. “It’s a rear leg, but it’s been cut too high into the shank. Any trained butcher would cut here,” he pointed further down the limb, “at the top of the hock, and then again here, for the trotter. No butcher would waste that much shank end meat.”

      Aldermaston’s stomach gurgled. He could murder a ham hock sandwich now. Or any food, for that matter. “How… er… fresh is it?”

      Ajay rubbed his jowls again. “Rough guestimate… between three and six hours.”

      “How can you be sure?” Abigail folded her arms across her chest, and stared at Ajay. “Anatomically trained, are you?”

      Ajay returned Abigail’s stare. “I’m an Environmental Health Officer, madam. We see a lot in our jobs. And I’m also a first aider for the second floor offices on Thursdays. So, I can tell you categorically, there’s no point in me giving that the kiss of life.” He pointed to the floor.

      Aldermaston encouraged Ajay towards the door. Now wasn’t the time to introduce him to his new boss. Leave that for Monday. “Thanks for coming down, Ajay. Means we can probably keep this local then.” Aldermaston nodded to Lisa. “Better give PC Norten a call now. Cheers, Ajay. I take it you’ll stay shtum about this?”

      Ajay tapped the side of his nose. “Environmental Health never mentions the bad stuff. We only praise the good.” He leant closer to Aldermaston’s ear. “But we’ve just downgraded the Border Bird public house near the bypass from a five-star hygiene rating to a zero-star. You don’t want to know what they were putting into their chicken nuggets.” He turned and left the room.

      Lisa picked up her phone again and called the police.

      Abigail stepped forward, her arms still crossed. “Right, nobody is to touch anything because forensics will still need to scrutinise this. It could have fingerprints on it. Who’s in charge of PR because we need to be prepared for when the press picks up on this? And wouldn’t it be good if⁠—”

      Aldermaston raised his hand. “Sorry Abigail, but this isn’t London and, with the greatest respect, technically, you don’t work here yet, so you’re in no place to issue instructions.”

      Lisa raised an eyebrow as she chatted on the phone. Daniel shifted uncomfortably on his feet.

      Abigail held up her hands in surrender. “Fine. But your failure to call the appropriate authorities as soon as possible is just one of many points that I’ll put in my report.”

      Aldermaston frowned. “Report?”

      “At the London Borough of Thameside, every incident was followed up with a detailed scrutiny report, which led to the development of new local authority policy. Within two months of implementing that policy, every member of staff followed procedures to the letter.” Abigail pouted and raised her eyebrows. “They were sacked, if they didn’t.”

      Aldermaston stared at Abigail. “Here in the Welsh Borders, such a dogmatic approach isn’t always the most appropriate response.”

      Lisa put the phone down. “PC Norten says he’ll pop round soon. He’s just having his favourite breakfast. Cocoa Pops.”

      Aldermaston smiled at Abigail’s puzzled look. Welcome to Borderlandshire.

      He stepped across the room and grabbed the box the pork part had arrived in, turned it upside down, and covered the offending limb. Out of sight was out of mind, if only temporarily. He turned to Jillian, still nursing the strong coffee Abigail had made. “Perhaps we should open this other package while we wait for PC Norten.”

      Jillian shook her head. “No. I… I can’t. There might be…”

      Aldermaston grabbed the box. “I’ll do it.” He took a penknife from his camouflage jacket pocket and scored the Sellotape seal. Lifting the flaps, he found a large, thick, white envelope addressed to Jillian, and a bigger ledger-shaped package wrapped in white tissue paper.

      “Don’t!” Jillian lunged forward, grabbing his arm. “Here, let me.” Carefully, she took the precious box from his hand and placed it on the desk.

      “At least that doesn’t look like the other back leg.” Daniel stepped forward. “Perhaps we’d better check.” He picked up the box and turned it upside down. An inverted mushroom cloud of polystyrene balls billowed to the floor.

      “You can clear that lot up right now!” There was strength in Lisa’s Mancunian accent.

      Aldermaston nodded at Daniel. She meant it.

      “This is it!” Jillian whispered. From her beige jacket pocket, she pulled out a pair of white cotton gloves, quickly slipped her hands into them, and gently unwrapped the tissue paper.

      Only the faint rustling of the tissue paper could be heard as Jillian unwrapped the historical document. A slip of paper fell from the ledger to Aldermaston’s feet.

      He bent down and grabbed it. It was a Royal Palaces Collection reader’s pass bearing the name A Truff. Somebody had doodled a beard and spectacles onto the photograph.

      Jillian admired the green and brown leather ledger. Its condition was impressive, considering its four-hundred-year age. The base of the spine was worn, and the corners of the ledger were a little tatty. Aldermaston had seen recent Borderers Guild agendas in a far worse state. And they were of no interest to anyone. But this? This ledger had been used by royal chefs daily in the hostile environment of a seventeenth century kitchen.

      Using both gloved hands, Jillian slowly opened the ledger cover, revealing a display of intricate calligraphy. “Just as I thought.”

      “What language is it in?” Abigail enquired. “French? Early Modern English?”

      Jillian looked up from the text. “Latin.”

      “Latin?” Abigail stepped closer. “But that doesn’t make sense. If this book is early seventeenth century, surely it should be in Late Middle English?”

      Jillian bristled. “Latin was still used by certain sections of the community, particularly the Church and the legal profession. It was also commonly used for international documents and treaties. You have to remember that European Royal families regularly visited palaces across Europe, bringing their head chefs and their cookbooks with them. Recording recipes in Latin meant most palace chefs could read and understand them. For many years, Latin was the language of cooking.”

      Aldermaston remembered the thick white envelope addressed to Jillian, still in his hand. “Don’t forget this.” He passed it to her.

      Ripping it open, Jillian extracted a thick spiral-bound document, then sniggered. “It’s a translation.” She flicked through its pages. “The Royal Palaces Collection has assumed nobody in the Welsh Borders understands Latin.”

      Aldermaston considered her point. Round here, if anyone saw a confusing language, they’d assume it was Welsh. Compulsory bilingual road signs were only a few miles away.

      Jillian’s fingers suddenly stopped page-flicking.

      Aldermaston peered over her shoulder. “What is?”

      “Stella was right, Your Lordship. This isn’t just a recipe collection. There’s a diary section, too.” She clutched her chest with one hand. “These are the personal recordings of the Head Chef, Oswyn Cooke. At one of my Trace Your Ancestors evening classes a few months ago, I discovered Oswyn Cooke is one of my distant ancestors. This is amazing!”

      Suddenly, a loud knock at the door interrupted them. Everyone turned in unison to the upturned box on the floor.

      Aldermaston tiptoed across the office. Cautiously, he pulled the door open enough to see who was there. When he saw the excess white shirt material hanging over the trouser belt, he let out a deep sigh. “PC Norton. Do come in.”

      The lanky seven feet ten inches tall policeman dropped to his knees to clear the top of the door frame and shuffled into the room. Once inside, he stood, then smoothed his blonde hair sticking up near his crown. Aldermaston hurriedly closed the door and smiled when he saw Abigail stretching her neck to look up at PC Norton.

      “Abigail, can I introduce you to our one and only policeman here in Mortiforde? This is PC Norten. PC Norten, this is Abigail Mayedew, our new Chief Exec, who starts on Monday.”

      A slender hand with six-inch-long fingers stretched forward and grabbed Abigail’s hand. “Nice to meet you. I hope you won’t be getting up to any mischief like the last Chief Exec. He was a very naughty boy, wasn’t he, Lord Mortiforde?”

      Abigail managed a smile.

      “Abigail comes from London,” said Aldermaston.

      PC Norten scowled. “I didn’t like London when I did my police training.”

      Abigail pulled her hand from the policeman’s grip. “Why not?”

      “Kept hitting my head on all the CCTV cameras there. Now, Lord Mortiforde.” PC Norten clapped his hands together. “I understand you have some lost property.”

      Abigail stifled a laugh. “I’d hardly call it lost property.” She stepped forward and picked up the upturned box, revealing the severed pig’s leg lying on the carpet.

      “That’s a shame.” PC Norten bent over and picked it up.

      Abigail grabbed his arm. “Shouldn’t you be wearing gloves? You’re contaminating the evidence!”

      PC Norten laughed and inspected the trotter. “I know lost property when I see it. It’s worrying how absent-minded people can be sometimes.”

      Aldermaston frowned. “What’s a shame?”

      PC Norten pointed the trotter at Aldermaston. “Farmer Bell rang me last night. One of his pigs has gone missing. But this is only a pig leg, so it can’t be his.” He sighed. “Then, this morning, Peggy Farmer called to say someone had left a front right pig’s shoulder and leg in the middle of her butcher’s shop floor.” He scratched the back of his head with the hoof. “I reckon it’s going to be a pig of a day, today, Your Lordship!”
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