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​CHAPTER 1:
The Calm Before the Storm.
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LA Penitentiary - 2:23 AM

The night was still, save for the occasional crackle of the radio in the guard station. Two uniformed men stood at their post, eyes heavy, their breath visible in the cold air. The penitentiary had seen its fair share of criminal masterminds, but security measures were ironclad. The walls were thick, the locks unbreakable, and the guards ever-vigilant - or so they believed.

One guard, a middle-aged man with a five o’clock shadow, let out a long yawn. ‘Another quiet night. Almost makes me wish we did get some kind of drama.’

His younger partner chuckled. ‘Yeah. I know what  you mean.’

‘Although, I tell yah,’ the first guard continued, rubbing his arms against the cold, ‘some of those guys in there give me the screaming heebie-jeebies. Just take a look at that Flynn guy. What a behemoth! He could tear you apart with his bare hands.’

The younger guard nodded, shifting his stance uneasily. ‘A seven-foot wall of muscle. He should’ve been a pro wrestler. But instead? A terrorist, going around blowing up tourist attractions for kicks. What kind of waste is that? A guy with his potential?’

‘A psycho,’ said Guard 1. ‘What amazes me is that anyone can take him down at all, but somehow that PI Seth Gannon did. Took him on one-on-one.’

‘That Gannon guy must sure be something.’

‘According to the media he is. Expert in many forms of unarmed com—'

Before he could finish, the night erupted. A deafening explosion ripped through the guard station. The world shattered into fire and flying debris. Shards of concrete and steel shot through the air like deadly shrapnel, tearing the guards apart before they could even scream. The force of the blast sent tremors through the penitentiary, shaking inmates awake, their eyes widening in alarm.

Alarms blared. Red emergency lights flickered to life, bathing the ruined guard station in a hellish glow. Smoke billowed through the massive breach in the wall, curling like fingers into the prison compound beyond. The night was no longer still.

Out of the dust and rubble, two figures emerged. One was John Gopher, a notorious mob boss. The other, Ted Burston, the mastermind behind a string of high-profile celebrity kidnappings. They had spent the last year rotting in their cells, locked away by the Seth Gannon Investigators. But now, they were free.

Gopher surveyed the carnage with a smirk. ‘Well, that was effective.’

Burston stepped over what remained of a guard’s body, retrieving a fallen firearm. ‘Let’s get to work.’

Moving swiftly, they reached the security terminal inside the wrecked guard station. Gopher’s fingers danced over the controls, activating a sequence that initiated the mass cell unlock protocol. A timer flickered onto the screen:

UNLOCK IN 60 SECONDS.

Boots pounded against the floor as two new guards stormed into the room, weapons raised. They barely had time to take aim before Burston and Gopher turned their stolen guns on them. The thunder of gunfire echoed through the corridor. The guards crumpled instantly, blood pooling beneath their bodies.

The countdown continued.

Burston wiped his brow, eyes gleaming. ‘This is really happening. It’s gonna work.’

Gopher glanced at the cells beyond the ruined wall. ‘Is Fingers McGraw going to join us?’

Burston scowled. ‘Stupid fool’s refusing. Determined to be the model prisoner. But at least his brother Kid will be part of this.’

‘Don’t worry, we don’t need Fingers. The gang will be big enough as it is.’

The timer hit zero.

A metallic clunk echoed through the prison as steel doors slid open. Shadows moved in the dim light. Then, one by one, the prisoners stepped out. Some stretched, others cracked their knuckles. Smiles formed on their faces, predatory and eager. And then, towering over them all, came him.
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Tiny Nick Flynn. Seven feet of raw, unhinged brutality. For such a psycho, he was remarkably good looking, with a chiselled appearance, trimmed beard and bulging muscles. At first he stood there folding his arms, then he flexed his fingers, rolling his massive shoulders. The air seemed to thicken with the weight of his presence.

Gopher shivered but then a smirk appeared on his face. ‘Right! It’s time for the guards to pay the piper. Let’s get to the ammunitions station.’

Burston chuckled. ‘I can’t wait to get my hands on the Seth Gannon Investigators. They are going to pay for ever messing with us!’
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Later that morning  - District Court - 9:34 PM

Hugh Collins, second in command of the Seth Gannon Investigators, was in court, along with two of his fellow PIs; Baker Deans and Cameron Vincent.

The courtroom buzzed with subdued murmurs as people took their seats. The air was thick with anticipation. Sunlight streamed through the high windows, casting long shadows over the worn benches.

Hugh sighed, rubbing his temples as he tried to make sense of the absurdity unfolding before them. ‘I can’t believe it’s gone this far. How did it get to court? It should have been dismissed right away.’

‘That’s for sure.’ Cameron scowled. ‘Taffy makes these outrageous claims and it warrants a day in court?’

‘That’s the justice system for you,’ Baker grumbled. ‘You can put people on trial for just about any reason these days, even if there’s no proof.’

Cameron snickered. ‘Send ‘em to court. The Judge and Jury will play ball.’

‘But come on!’ Hugh scoffed. ‘Taffy thinks he’s a Smurf! Surely they’re not gonna stand for that. What’s the guys name? Miller? Taffy thinks he’s Gargamel, the Smurf’s mortal enemy.’

They all turned to the defendant, Archibald Miller, a middle-aged man with a stern, unfriendly face. He certainly had the air of a villain, but he hardly resembled a Smurf-hating wizard. The idea was beyond ridiculous. 

At the witness stand sat the large figure of Taffy Pycroft, with an expression of self-importance on his tubby face.

Cameron scrunched up his pointed nose and ran his fingers through his short, brown hair. ‘He’s been binge-watching Smurf episodes for weeks. He’s deluded.’

Baker shrugged. ‘He’s Taffy. We’ve known him since high school. This is what he does. Get’s something into his head and you can’t shake it out of him. He starts to have dreams and thinks it’s real.’

Hugh let out a deep sigh and nodded knowingly. ‘He needs to forget about Smurf talk though. If he continues to talk like that, he’s going to be held in contempt.’

‘Well it’s International Smurf Week,’ Baker said. 

Hugh let out a huff. ‘He made that up!’

The courtroom hushed as the judge, a stern-looking man with grey hair and weary eyes, adjusted his spectacles and cleared his throat. He turned his gaze to the witness stand. ‘You are Taffy Pycroft?’

Taffy beamed, his double chin jiggling slightly as he nodded. ‘Yes, Papa Smurf.’ 

Hugh cringed. He hoped this judge was a tolerant one.

The judge’s eyebrow rose. ‘What?’ 

‘Yes, Papa Smurf,’ Taffy repeated, as if it were the most natural thing in the world

The judge’s expression darkened. ‘That’s not how you address me. You will call me “your honour”.’

‘Yes, Papa, your honour.’

Taffy’s lawyer stepped up and whispered into the judge’s ear.

‘What?’ The judge frowned. ‘Smurfs?’ 

The lawyer whispered something else and the Judge let out a deep sigh. ‘I see.’ He turned back to Taffy. ‘So you think this is International Smurf Week?’

‘Smurf.’ Taffy nodded.

‘I take that as a yes?’

‘Smurf.’ He nodded again.

The judge pursed his lips. ‘Aren’t they those little blue guys who live in mushrooms?’

‘Smurf.’ Taffy nodded.

‘My daughter loves the movies.’ He gave a deep sigh. ‘Very well, I’ll allow it. Now Mr Pycroft, I’d like you to explain the events in your own words about what happened with you and Archibald Miller and how you came to accuse him of the murder of Frederick Jones.’

‘That’s Gargamiller, Papa Smurf.’

‘What?’

Taffy’s lawyer spoke up. ‘Gargamel is the villain in the Smurf TV show.’

The judge winced. ‘You think Mr Garga... I mean Mr Miller is this villain?’

‘Yes he... I mean smurf, he is, your honour, Papa Smurf.’

‘Mmmmmm.’ The judge scratched his chin. ‘Very well... Let me hear your story...’
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Two Weeks earlier - LAX - 11:05 PM

Taffy Pycroft lounged in one of the uncomfortable plastic chairs at Los Angeles International Airport, patting his stomach. His best mate, Callum Lester, slumped beside him, chewing noisily on a filled roll. They were both large men - extra flabby muscle, as they preferred to call it.

Their flight to Chicago had been delayed, leaving them stuck in the nearly deserted lounge. A few passengers sat scattered around, most glued to their phones. Two men stood out - a bearded man, later identified as Frederick Jones, and Archibald Miller, the man Taffy would come to know as Gargamiller.

Taffy had even struck up a brief chat with Miller while queueing for snacks. To his surprise, the man had been a childhood fan of the Smurfs, just like him.

‘You know, it sucks, Cal,’ Taffy muttered, watching the airport clock tick away. ‘We should start our own division of the Seth Gannon Investigators. You and me, running the Chicago branch.’

‘Sounds cool,’ said Callum, as he munched on a filled roll. 

‘I’d make you my second in command. You know it should have been me Seth made second in command of the SGI to begin with. Not Hugh.’

Lettuce fell out of Callum’s mouth as he spoke. ‘Yeah, I know. You’re the smartest one, the strongest one and all that.’

‘You better believe it!’

Taffy scratched his chin thoughtfully. The idea of a Chicago division run by him was fantastic, but he wasn’t sure Seth would go along with it.  ‘Ahhh... I don’t know. Seth needs me in Hollywood. Besides, it would be like too much work. And I like it in Hollywood.’

Callum nodded. ‘Well, that’s cool. If you were in Chicago all the time, we’d never get to hang out.’ Callum finished off his filled roll and stood. ‘Hey, I’m gonna go check out some of the other lounges. Wanna come?’

Taffy was way too tired for exploration and shook his head. ‘Nah, I’ll wait here. Might have a snooze instead.’

‘Okay. See ya in about fifteen minutes.’ Callum departed.

Taffy relaxed and soon dozed off.

When he awoke, it was with a start. The lounge was quieter. Callum had not returned. The bearded man, Jones, was slumped forward, blood soaking his shirt, a knife buried in his chest.

Taffy gasped, bolting upright. Standing over the body was Miller, a blood-stained dagger in his hand, his expression twisted with malice.

Miller delivered an evil cackle. ‘Pity you didn’t stay asleep. Looks like I’ll have to kill two people today instead of one.’

Taffy’s blood ran cold.

Miller chuckled again. ‘I am the murderer, Gargamiller! I kill somesmurf every day!’ He cackled some more.

Taffy stuttered. ‘B...b...b...b..but... I won’t tell anysmurf!’

‘Ha! That’s what they all say! If I let you go you will surely go tell a policesmurf.’

Taffy quivered and raised his hands in the air. ‘I won’t! Please don’t kill me.’

Gargamiller broke into even more evil laughter and took a step forward.

‘No! No! Please don’t!’

The evil villain moved swiftly towards him and drove the blunt end of his knife over Taffy’s head. Everything went black. 

What was going on? Was he dead? Was he about to have Gargamiller’s knife plunged into him like the unfortunate Jones? 

Everything was silent. All he saw was blackness.

Then something seemed to take a hold of him and shake him. 

‘Taffy wake up!’ Callum’s voice echoed through his shrouded mind. ‘Wake up!’

Taffy shook his head, forced his eyes open and found that Gargamiller was no longer there. His pal Callum stood there looking at him funny. Taffy padded his stomach, relieved to find there were no knife wounds. Perhaps Callum’s return had scared the villain away before he could do his dastardly deed? 

Taffy jerked upright. ‘Gargamiller! Where did he go?’

The lounge was quiet, but people were starting to drift back in. A crowd has assembled near the restrooms, including some members of airport security. Murmurs came from them. 

Taffy hauled himself to his feet and strode over to investigate; Callum plodding along behind him. The crowd surrounded the body of a man slumped in a chair. 

It was Jones. 

Taffy gasped. ‘Gargamiller! It was Gargamiller!’ 

‘He’s been stabbed,’ the guard said. ‘You saw this happen?’

‘He knocked me out! One moment he was threatening to smurf me and next he was—’

‘Smurf you?’

‘Kill me!’

‘What did you say his name was?’

‘Gargamiller! And he talked in Smurf language... It’s International Smurf Week.’

The guard snickered. ‘International Smurf Week? Never heard of it.’

‘I think he’s a bit loopy. Thinks he’s the character from the old TV show.’

The guard frowned. ‘Bizarre.’

‘Taffy!’ Callum grumbled. ‘Are you sure you didn’t dream all that?’

‘Smurf up, Callum. I mean look!’ Taffy pointed at the body. ‘There’s a dead Smurf right there! What more proof do you need?’

‘Mmmmm.’ The guard nodded. ‘Very strange. Perhaps it’s as you said. Either way we have a murder on our hands...’

District Court - 9:46 PM

The judge had listened to Taffy’s remarkable story and scratched his head in bewilderment, his gavel tapping idly against the bench. Hugh, standing nearby, stifled a laugh. He knew exactly what was running through the judge’s mind: why was the testimony of such a wildly deluded man being entertained at all? Clearly, Taffy had either dreamed half of the events he described or had been so traumatised by the ordeal that his mind had twisted reality beyond recognition. Hugh himself wasn’t sure which possibility to believe.

The defence lawyer, Jack Houston, adjusted his tie and took up the questioning, his expression one of barely concealed amusement. ‘Tell me, Mr Pycroft. Do you expect this court to believe that Mr Miller here is actually a wizard named Gargamiller... or Gargamel, as you claim? Are you truly suggesting he is some kind of evil sorcerer from a children’s cartoon?’ He arched an eyebrow. ‘It strikes me as rather bizarre that you would equate him with a fictional character who you so obviously revere—’

‘Revere?’ Taffy jerked upright. ‘No, I hate Gargamel! He’s an jerk. He’s always trying to kill the Smurfs!’

‘Please do not interrupt me, Mr Pycroft.  It appears to me that you may even be obsessed by this TV show, the way you emulate the speech from the characters in it.’

Taffy’s eyes shot up and he rose his hand as if in a classroom.

‘Yes, Mr Pycroft?’

‘I know! I know! Me and Gargamiller talked about the show beforehand and he knew I loved it so he said that was his name so he could try to make me look bad. Make it look as though I was making it all up.’

‘Making it all up?’ Houston scoffed. ‘Or perhaps your mind has played tricks on you? Trauma can do that, Mr Pycroft. The only thing remotely credible about your story is that a murder did, in fact, occur. But the mind is an unreliable narrator, particularly when it has been fed a steady diet of fiction. Is it not possible that you were half-asleep and your subconscious simpl—'

‘Objection!’ Taffy’s lawyer snapped. ‘Your Honour, this is pure conjecture!’

‘Sustained,’ the judge said, rubbing his temple. ‘Stick to the facts, Mr Houston.’

‘It wasn’t a dream!’ Taffy declared. ‘And I wasn’t traumatised. I’m a Private Insmurfigator and I deal with violent smurfs and crime all the time! It happened!’

Houston exhaled through his nose. ‘And yet, doctors found no bruises or cuts on you, despite your claim that Gargamil— Mr Miller knocked you out with the blunt end of a knife.’

Taffy pouted. ‘Perhaps he gave me a Vulcan nerve pinch or something? Maybe I just fainted?’

‘Mr Pycroft, did you actually witness Mr Miller stab Mr Jones?’

‘Well...’ He shook his head. ‘Smurf. But he was holding a blood-stained dagger.’

‘Mr Pycroft, is it true that last year you went to court to sue a man after having dreams that he extorted money from you?’

Hugh remembered back to that incident. Taffy had attended a church service and accused the entire congregation of being vampires.

‘That wasn’t a dream!’ Taffy protested. ‘That vicar was a vampsmurf and all the Smurfs in that church were vampsmurfs. That was true!’

‘No, Mr Pycroft, you dreamed those things after watching too many horror movies...’

‘Objection!’ Taffy’s lawyer interrupted. ‘Mr Pycroft is not on trial here.’

Houston huffed. ‘But we must be able to tell that he is a reliable witness, your honour. What if he is simply deluded and living in a fantasy world?’

‘Overruled. You may continue with this line of questioning.’

Houston turned back to Taffy. ‘Mr Pycroft, multiple friends of yours confirmed that you had been watching a great deal of horror movies before the alleged church incident. You were found in contempt of court for making up stories. You were accused of falling asleep in church, dreaming up this supposed vampire extortion scheme, and now...now...you are telling us that a man called “Gargamel” committed a murder at an airport? I put it to you that your subconscious simply absorbed real events and mixed them up with fantasy.’ He turned to the judge. ‘Your Honour, I move that Mr Pycroft be removed as a witness until a psychiatric evaluation can be performed to determine his fitness to testify.’

‘Objection!’ shouted Taffy’s lawyer.

‘Overruled,’ the judge said. ‘I agree with the defence. Your testimony can clearly not be taken seriously, so cannot be admissible. Furthermore, I declare you undergo some serious psychological evaluation’ He banged his gavel on the table. ‘All charges against Archibald Miller have been dropped.’

‘But... but... that’s not fair!’ Taffy wailed.

‘Court dismissed!’

Taffy’s head hung low after the hearing. Hugh couldn’t help but laugh, however, he straightened his face and patted him on the back. ‘Bad luck, Taffy.’

‘I can’t besmurf this!’ Taffy growled. ‘They’re letting a guilty man walk free.’

‘Well he’s still a suspect, but then so are you,’ Cameron said. ‘You couldn’t prove a thing. Your testimony was ridiculous.’ 

‘I’ll say,’ Baker said. ‘Your history of letting your imagination run wild has got the better of you yet again.’

Taffy snarled and glared at their short, stocky colleague. ‘Why don’t you just smurf up, Deans or I’ll give you a good smurfing!’

Before the argument could escalate, the doors to the courtroom swung open. Will Ullman, a towering member of the SGI, barged in, his face pale and drawn. ‘Guys!’ He panted. ‘We’ve got serious news!’

‘Serious?’ scoffed Taffy. ‘I’ll tell you what’s serious. They just let a guilty Smurf walk free!’

‘Shut the fuck up, Taffy, you moron, that’s nothing! A
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