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Kingfisher Road was the sort of faux arty neighbourhood that kept springing up all over London, usually shifting locations every two or three years. The street was lined with trendy boutiques, fair trade coffee shops, organic fusion bistros, hipster record stores that still carried mainly vinyl and little art galleries catering to what had once been called the “radical chic”. The Victorian row houses had been painted in cheerful colours — green, turquoise, lavender, peach — while the decommissioned warehouses all housed art and music studios now. In short, it was the sort of neighbourhood that would have (and had) enchanted Detective Inspector Helen Shepherd at twenty and simply wearied her at forty.

She passed a coffee shop — not a fair trade, organic boutique place, but a regular chain coffee shop of the sort found on every high street in Britain — and frowned. Not long now. If the chains and with them gentrification were already creeping in, the neighbourhood had six months, maybe a year at most, left. And then this whole circus would move on to somewhere else and the cycle could begin anew.

Helen spotted a gaggle of uniforms — an unusually large gaggle at that — lounging outside a house painted a bright azure blue and adorned with a rainbow that stretched all across the façade. Among the gaggle, she noticed the dark face of Police Constable Martin Jackson and walked towards him and his fellow uniforms.

“Good morning, Constables.”

The constables all tipped their caps, while PC Jackson beamed at her, “Good morning, ma’am.”

He was, so Helen noticed to her great relief, bearing two brown paper cups, and handed one to her. “Real Jamaica Blue Mountain coffee, ma’am, with a dash of milk and two lumps of sugar, just as you like it,” he said, “Got it from a Caribbean place right down the road.” He paused. “Their jerk chicken looks excellent, too.”

“Thank you, Constable. That’s good to know.” Especially since it would likely be lunchtime by the time they finished here. “Is the gang all here?”

PC Jackson nodded. “Already upstairs on the top floor. Dr. Rajiv and his assistants had some problems getting the zinc coffin up the stairs. He’s in a rather bad mood.”

Helen looked up at the house again. “I can imagine. Top floor, you said?”

PC Jackson and one of his fellow uniforms lifted the police tape for her. “Top floor, attic studio.”
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After climbing four flights of worn Victorian stairs and warning off a young couple about the marihuana smoke drifting from their flat onto the landing (Really, some people just had no sense in their heads at all), Helen was not just out of breath, she could also fully understand why Forensic Medical Examiner Dr. Rajiv would be in a bad mood after lugging his equipment as well as a zinc coffin up the narrow staircase.

Detective Constable Kevin Walker met her on the landing of the top floor, an identical brown paper cup in his hand.

“Morning, boss. This Jamaica Blue Mountain coffee is great stuff. Jackson’s really made a discovery there.”

Helen took an experimental sip and couldn’t help but agree. “He told me their jerk chicken looked excellent as well. Something for lunch, I think. Still…” She shifted her cup from one hand to the other. “…first things first. So what do we have here?”

“Believe it or not, that’s Charlie Ellis, boss.”

DC Walker stepped aside, revealing what was obviously an artist’s studio, at least judging by the sketches and cartoons plastered all over the walls. Sunlight streamed to a large window onto a drawing board. A man sat slumped over the board, blood seeping onto the pristine white paper from a wound in his chest.

“Am I supposed to know who that is?”

“Charlie Ellis, the cartoonist.”

“I’d gathered that,” Helen said dryly, “The cartoons on the walls are quite illuminating.”

Some of them were actually quite good, particularly the one of a zombie Jeremy Corbyn emerging from a grave brandishing hammer and sickle that was subtitled “The spectre of Socialism rises”.

“So I gather he’s famous?” Helen remarked

“Infamous is more like it,” Scene of the Crime Officer Charlotte Wong piped in. She was currently in the process of dusting a used mug for fingerprints. “Charlie Ellis made headlines two years ago, when he drew and published some cartoons featuring Mohammed…” She shot a glance at Dr. Rajiv, who was examining the body, and quickly corrected herself. “…ahem, the Prophet Mohammed.”

Dr. Rajiv briefly paused in his examination to look up, dark eyes twinkling behind gold-rimmed glasses. “No need to tiptoe around my religious feelings, Miss Wong. I may not have thought much of this gentleman’s artwork — though I must admit that the zombie Jeremy Corbyn really hits the spot — but I’m not about to fall into a fit of sputtering rage at the sight of him. Unlike whoever killed this man.”

Helen stepped into the studio to take a closer look at the body. “The cause of death is pretty obvious,” she remarked, nodding at the knife that was still sticking in the chest of Charlie Ellis, stabbed right through the star at the centre of some kind of target design, which adorned his t-shirt.

“As far as I can tell, it was a single stab wound straight to the heart,” Dr. Rajiv said. He shook his head. “And that’s really no way to treat Captain America.”

Noticing Helen’s confused look, he added. “That design on his t-shirt is the shield of the superhero Captain America. My daughter is a fan, you know.”

“Is she reading Ms. Marvel?” Charlotte Wong asked, “It’s such a wonderful comic and the heroine is a Pakistani-American teenager.”

Helen shot her a warning glance, inducing Charlotte to keep her opinions about superhero comics to herself.

“I guess the motive is pretty obvious as well,” Helen said, “Unless someone had a pathological hatred of Captain America t-shirts.”

She crooked her head to take another look at the body. “Has he been moved after death or was he found like this?”

“He was found like this,” Dr. Rajiv replied, “The witness says that he checked for a pulse, but otherwise didn’t touch him. Why?”

“It’s a rather curious pose, wouldn’t you say? I mean, here he is, still sitting at his drawing board even in death, blood dripping onto his final cartoon. It looks almost…” Helen squinted to make out the cartoon, but the blood had hopelessly obscured it. “…arranged. As if the killer wanted him to be found like this.”

“Maybe the killer simply caught him by surprise,” DC Walker suggested, “Maybe he didn’t have time to get up or defend himself.”

“Unlikely. I mean, imagine you were a political cartoonist with a fatwa on your head. One day, a fanatic storms into your studio, brandishing a knife. Would you just sit there and wait for him to stab you?”

DC Walker shook his head. “No. I’d try to get away, call the police or at least try to defend myself.”

“Of course,” Helen said, “That would be the natural reaction anybody would have to a stranger storming into their flat, particularly if they knew their life was in danger.”

She walked around the drawing board and the body to take a look from another angle.

“But Charlie Ellis did none of that. He didn’t try to escape, he didn’t try to defend himself…”

“No defensive wounds,” Dr. Rajiv confirmed.

Helen glanced at a table a few metres away where a smartphone lay, attached to a charger cable. “…he didn’t try to reach for his cell phone.”

“We already checked the phone,” Charlotte Wong piped in, “No recent activity. Last call was two hours ago to his editor.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Helen said, “Especially not given what we know about his life situation.”

She turned to Dr. Rajiv. “Any idea regarding the time of death?”

“About an hour ago,” Dr. Rajiv said, “He must’ve been dead only a few minutes at most, when he was found.”

“So who found him?” Helen wanted to know.

“Charles Ellis”, DC Walker replied.

Helen suppressed a sigh. “Of course, Charles Ellis. I’d have thought it was obvious we’re not talking about Captain America here.”

“No, boss, I mean that Charles Ellis found him.”

“Oh, so he found himself and called in his own murder? That’s… interesting.”

“No, boss, some other bloke called Charles Ellis found him.”

“So let me get this straight?” Helen said, “The person who found the victim also happens to share the exact same name as the victim? Now how likely is that?”
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