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CHAPTER 1


          

          ST MARTIN-IN-THE-FIELDS, TRAFALGAR SQUARE, LONDON 2024 AD

        

      

    

    
      Beryl French, volunteer worker, surprised herself with the calm authority with which she took control of the nightmare scenario.

      “Move away, no, farther back! This is a crime scene! Nobody is to leave the premises until the police have arrived. Vanessa, call 999 and tell the operator a murder has been committed here.” Beryl had no authority except common sense to act on. It seemed to her the best thing was to freeze the visitors as if in a tableau. For all she knew, the killer was still in their midst. She was more than a little relieved when a deep authoritative male voice issued orders, “DS Simmons, have the public take seats in the cafeteria and arrange constables to take statements.”

      Satisfied, the police officer gazed around the expectant faces and said, “Now, who’s in charge here?”

      “Well, nobody, really,” said a plump, middle-aged woman with a pleasant smile fixed like a mask over her anxiety, “The vicar is probably upstairs preparing for evensong and down here we’re all either volunteers or visitors. I’m Beryl French, in charge of the brass rubbing department. Other ladies organise the tea, coffee and cakes over there in the Café in the Crypt. Others run the little shop and gallery.”

      “DCI Vance, Madam,” he said, flashing his warrant card, “thank you for keeping people away from the crime scene. Not everyone is so quick-thinking in this kind of situation. Now, while our forensics people and the medical officer get to work, perhaps you and I could have a quiet word over there,” he indicated a corner where a square column stood between the exit and the wall, providing a semi-private space.

      “Miss French⁠—”

      “Mrs, actually, I’ve been married for eighteen years and have two children.”

      “Ah, sorry, Mrs French, is there anything you can tell me that might shed light on this killing?”

      “Let me see, it would have been about ten past seven when it happened. I know that,” she said hurriedly, “because the ladies had finished serving the last pots of tea. They close at seven o’clock, but there’s always a little latitude. The first visitors were leaving. Now, over here at the brass rubbing, we continue till later. Many people like Ms Walker work slowly and precisely.”

      “Walker? So, you know her name? Is she a regular, then?”

      “Not at all, but she made a regular booking in the name of Alice Walker from South Shields. Anyway, whoever shot her did it at ten past seven.”

      Vance looked impressed, “How can you be so sure?”

      “I’d noticed the people going from the café and then I heard what sounded like a heavy book falling on the floor or a chair overturning. I was doing the daily accounts just around the corner, so Ms Walker was out of sight. I left what I was doing, just to make sure everything was alright over there…I mean, she might have dropped something or hurt herself. It’s Tuesday and we weren’t exactly rushed off our feet with rubbings. We had a couple in the morning, two children, who wanted to do unicorns at the feet of knights. Sorry! I don’t suppose that’s important, but that’s when I saw her, slumped over her work—and, oh, the blood from her poor head all over her paper.”

      “Think carefully, Mrs French, when you came around the column and saw the victim slumped there, did you see anyone else? Maybe hurrying away?”

      “I remember distinctly spinning around and looking in all directions, which was when I heard a young woman in a red coat scream and a little girl cry out for her mummy, but no, nothing suspicious. I assume that most of those due to leave the café had already left, presumably the killer, too. Of course, people were soon alerted and gathered around out of curiosity, which was when I shooed them away from the body.”

      She looked for encouragement from the reassuring detective chief inspector. She appraised him and admired a man in his mid-fifties, with shrewd eyes, broad forehead and greying temples, all indicating astuteness. He had a small, sharp nose, which suggested refinement and a strong jawline. All told, she was appreciating something close to her ideal of a senior policeman, although she had never had anything to do with such an exalted being. He was praising her again for her smart response in an emergency. But she still had an ace up her sleeve.

      “There’s one more thing, DCI Vance⁠—”

      He arched an eyebrow and his piercing grey eyes bored into hers. “Yes?”

      “When Mrs Walker came just after lunch, she was with a friend—a woman about her age. I noticed her among the onlookers after the commotion. I remember because she was sobbing into a handkerchief. She went back to sit at one of the tables, probably to finish her mug of tea.”

      “Can you describe her?” he asked eagerly.

      “I can do better than that, Inspector, I can take you to her.”

      Without awaiting confirmation, Beryl French set off, half-turning to make sure that he was following. For his part, Vance gestured to his colleague and close friend, DCI Shepherd, who understood and closed in on them on a diagonal. She ignored French and whispered, “What is it, Jacob?”

      “This lady volunteer spotted the victim with a pal. She’s taking me for a word. I’d like you to question her; you know, the female touch.”

      “No problem.”

      Beryl French strolled right up to a woman in her early forties, bent her face close to hers and whispered a few words.

      “Would you like to come with me, Madam,” DCI Shepherd urged, “best if we find a quiet corner.” Her startling sapphire blue eyes smiled at the woman, whose own eyes were red-rimmed from crying. Well-used to setting witnesses at their ease, Shepherd guided the woman over to the same area Vance had used to question Mrs French. As for him, he bought his obliging witness a cup of tea, although as an employee, she need not have paid, she still appreciated the gesture. He excused himself and wandered over to greet another colleague who was also a friend, Chief Medical Examiner, Francis Tremethyk, a genial Cornishman with a thick West Country accent.

      “Hello me-dear,” Jacob teased, beating him to his catchphrase. “What have you got for me?”

      “Only the obvious, I’m afraid. Death by a single bullet to the occipital. Judging by the size of the entry wound, fired from close range and possibly with a sound suppressor in place.”

      “That tallies,” Vance said laconically, “Time of death?”

      Both men glanced at their watches. “About thirty-five minutes ago.”

      “Thanks, doc. That fits with our evidence so far. Now, I must leave you to pursue my inquiries as we say over at the Yard.”

      “I don’t believe you’ve ever said that in your life, dear boy. I’ll get my report to you as soon as I’ve pursued mine.”

      With a smile on his face, Vance sauntered over to his colleague and her witness, taking in the scene of the crime from every possible angle on his way. When he joined Shepherd, she said, “This is DCI Vance.”

      “Two DCIs, well, I am honoured.”

      Vance looked at her reproachfully, “We have a murder at peak tourist time in the centre of London. I hardly think it’s a matter for flippancy Ms – er–”

      “Evans, Detective Chief Inspector, Doctor Amelia Evans. My apologies. I hardly meant to be flippant. That’s an old friend of mine over there as I was saying to your colleague. Please put my words down to shock.”

      “Would you mind repeating what you have told DCI Shepherd? I appreciate it must be stressful for you, but even the slightest detail brought to mind might be important.”

      “Not at all. We’ve been friends since university, Nottingham to be exact, back in the late ‘90s. I studied history and philosophy and Alice read medicine, she specialised in psychiatry.”

      “I thought you were the doctor?”

      “Yes, but a Doctor of Philosophy, specialising in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century philosophy. It’s one of the reasons I came to London with Alice. It’s a long story and I don’t know if it’s helpful.”

      “Let us be the judge of that, Dr Evans. Psychiatry, you say, so we could be looking for an unbalanced patient with a grudge.”

      Evans looked shocked, wiped an eye with a sleeve, her chin trembled and eyes filled again. She managed, “I doubt that very much, Inspector, Alice was much loved by her patients⁠—”

      “We have to keep an open mind. Why was she interested in brass rubbing of all things?”

      “It goes back to our student days. Just across from the campus at Nottingham is Wollaton Park with the village of the same name. The church of Wollaton St Leonard contains two splendid fifteenth-century brass effigies of Sir Richard Willoughby and his wife, Lady Anne. Alice got permission from the vicar and equipped herself with butcher’s paper and heelball and made two splendid rubbings, which she had framed and hung in her living room. They make quite an impact.” She paused and looked at the DCI who nodded encouragement. “Which was why when we came to London⁠—”

      “From?

      “South Shields. We took the direct train from Newcastle Central to King’s Cross this morning. We snatched a sandwich and a beer then came straight here. You see, I’m working on a paper about Sir Christopher Wren and his associates, so Alice jumped at the chance of adding another rubbing to the two in her lounge.”

      “So, there was no particular significance to the rubbing?”

      “No, just one she liked. These are all replicas, of course, to prevent damage, but Alice had seen a catalogue of brasses published by the Victoria and Albert Museum, which considers this one of Sir Robert De Bures to be the finest military brass in existence. He died in 1331. I told her it was a big job because it’s life-size, but she wasn’t deterred. Well, it suited me. I left her to it all afternoon while I went off to the British Library.” She dug in her pocket and pulled out a current Reader Pass. Vance gave it a cursory glance and passed it to Shepherd, who immediately handed it back to Evans.

      “Tell me, Dr Evans, did Dr Walker mention any problems of late. Was there anyone who might have wanted to harm her?”

      “Good Lord, no. She was excited about our break in London and didn’t seem to have a care in the world. She was weighing up how best to transport her rubbing back up north or whether to have it framed here in London, since we were planning to stay for a fortnight, there was a chance a framer would oblige her.”

      “I see, and where are you staying?”

      “We were sharing a room—to save on expenses—” she added hastily, “at the Harlingford Hotel.”

      “That’s convenient for the British Library,” Shepherd’s oval face broke into a pleasant smile.

      “Yes, and quite reasonable, too. I expect I’ll have to inform them about – about Alice.”

      “I’ll come with you to do the explaining,” Shepherd offered.

      “Oh, yes, please.”

      “We’ll also inform her next of kin.” Shepherd’s face had taken on a peculiar faraway expression as she stared across at the opposite wall. “That’s odd,” she murmured. “Excuse me a moment.” Vance and Evans both gazed at her with curiosity.

      She wandered across to Dr Sabrina Markham, Head of Forensics and pointed at the same area of wall.

      Vance took advantage of being alone with the witness, “Do you know what Alice was planning to do with her time while you were busy researching Wren in these days?”

      “Not exactly, she did mention seeing places out of the centre, like Greenwich, Kingston and some of the hidden gems she’d found on some Internet sites.”

      “Mmm, I see.”

      But what he was actually seeing was his colleague pointing at a wall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          NEW SCOTLAND YARD, WESTMINSTER, LONDON 2024 AD

        

      

    

    
      Brittany Shepherd’s acute powers of observation surpassed even her incredible gift of intuition. Back at headquarters, she sat opposite Vance and watched him quaff a dram of his favourite tipple: single malt Scotch whisky, of which he was something of a connoisseur. That day, he felt in need of something fortifying, as he said to Shepherd, “Thank God it’s not every day that we get a murder so close to Nelson’s Column. If we don’t find the perpetrator, and fast, we’ll have the top brass down on us like a ton of Portland stone.”

      “I believe the saying is like a ton of bricks, Jacob.”

      He knocked back the rest of his Glenkinchie and glowered, “I’m just trying to stay in keeping with Wren’s architecture, Shep, cut a man some slack.” He peered into the bottom of his glass as if willing more of the smooth, light malt to appear. It had a pleasant rounded flavour with a hint of sweetness and smoke, and he savoured its long finish.

      “Are you sure you don’t want a wee dram, Brit?”

      “No, thanks—another time.” She fixed Vance with her entrancing sapphire-coloured eyes and said, “There’s something that doesn’t feel quite right. I wonder what Amelia Evans is holding back.”

      Vance groaned dramatically and reached for the Glenkinchie; he’d always intended to have another drop anyway. Grumbling about Shepherd’s intuition gave him an excuse. “What makes you think our Geordie lass is not telling us?”

      “It’s just a feeling, Jacob. Cheers!”

      “More to the point, what did you spot in the church that was worth referring to Sabrina Markham?”

      “Oh, that! It was a bit odd, that’s all.”

      “What was?”

      “Did you notice how spotless the floor was, given the number of people walking backwards and forwards during the day?”

      “I can’t say that I did, particularly.”

      “Of course not, men don’t notice that sort of thing. But the point being, it’s evidently cleaned and shone every evening after closing, ready for the next day.”

      “Well?”

      “Well, opposite where Alice died, on the floor, by the wall, there were small pieces of mortar, like crumbs. It jangled, seemed out of keeping with the cleanness, so I asked Sabrina to have her team look into it.”

      “But she’s not got back to you?”

      “Not yet.”

      “You don’t seriously think that Amelia Evans had anything to do with Alice Walker’s death, do you?”

      Shepherd brushed her hand down the back of her short 1920s hairstyle and flashed her even teeth. “You really don’t like it, do you? When I have one of my intuitions.”

      “I don’t have to like them to admit how effective they can be. We’d never have arrested Bethany Tibbett without them. But honestly, Amelia and Alice were close friends. Why would our prof hurt the good doctor?”

      “I didn’t say that she was directly involved in her death, Jacob, but there’s something that doesn’t meet the eye and I want to know what it is. I haven’t finished with Dr Amelia Evans by any means. In fact, I’ve called her in. Good God!” Shepherd leapt in her seat and put her hand on her chest. “Damn it, Jacob!” Vance’s green plastic phone had exploded with its usual stridency, insanely rocking in its cradle until Vance snatched it up. The phone had been a bitter source of contention, not just with Shepherd, over the years. With mule-like indifference, he refused to change it.

      “Vance, speaking.” A female voice came over the line to which he replied, “Hello, Sabrina, yes, she is. Of course, you can, we’ll be in my room. See you soon.” He looked appraisingly at Shepherd. “That was Dr Markham,” he said somewhat pointlessly, “It seems you were right about the church. She’s coming over to explain, so sit tight.”

      “Didn’t she give you any idea?”

      He shook his head, “But we’ll soon find out.”

      As she waited, Shepherd was already formulating theories about how her discovery might be related to Alice Walker’s death. Vance, instead, was silently placing Glenkinchie in a league table of personal preferences. His absolute favourite single malt was Lagavulin, and the cost of anything capable of moving it down the ranking was likely to be prohibitive for a married copper, even one on his pay scale. Is it above or below The Balvenie? he asked himself with Hamletic doubt. They were both smooth and sweet, but perhaps Glenkinchie had a longer finish. He sighed contentedly and resisted the temptation to pour himself another, which was just as well, as a knock resounded at his door.

      “Come in!”

      Dr Sabrina Markham strode in and, remembering whose room it was, greeted Vance first before bestowing a pretty smile on Brittany.

      “You’ve got quite an eye, my girl! That contraption was designed not to be seen! It’s quite remarkable when you think it was constructed in the eighteenth century. But then, the man was a genius.”

      “What are you talking about, Sabrina?” Vance snapped.

      The head of the Scientific Department opened the red folder under her arm and handed them each a photograph. The two were almost identical and showed the rectangular base of the square column open like a drawer.

      “A secret compartment,” Markham said, “but so skilfully constructed that when closed, nothing more than a hairline shows and, you can bet that for centuries even that was invisible owing to the introduction of the slightest trace of mortar. The tiny specks you noticed, Brittany, were from that sealing. It’s astonishing that you spotted them. There’s something extremely disturbing about this device—apart from the fact that it works so efficiently after not being triggered for about three hundred years—and that is, it only responds to the correct application of pressure.” She showed them another photo. “See, these two springs, one on either side, if pressure is applied equally the drawer shoots open. If you press in a single place, it remains stubbornly shut. So, it can’t be opened accidentally.”

      “You’re saying, whoever opened this, knew exactly what they were doing,” Vance said thoughtfully.

      “Yes, that’s what’s disturbing.”

      “Sir Christopher Wren was a genius to make a device that would trigger after 300 years,” Shepherd said.

      “Wrong, my dear,” Dr Markham said, “Wren didn’t build St Martin-in-the-Fields. The architect was one of his protégés, James Gibbs, working to Wren’s design. Obviously, we’ve closed the compartment and resealed it. By the way, we found no useful clues. Whoever opened it wore gloves. The question we need answering is what did the drawer contain?”

      “Indeed.” Vance nodded, and offered a coffee from his ever-available machine.

      The women accepted gladly and Vance decided a coffee was a better idea than another whisky.

      As they sipped the espresso, Vance made the point all three were considering, “There must be a connection between the compartment and Alice Walker’s death.”

      “Probably, Jacob, but it might be something as banal as her being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Let’s say she happened to look around and saw someone take an object or documents out of the compartment, he or she might have wanted to silence her.”

      “It’s possible,” Shepherd said, “but it might be more complex than that. What if someone wants us to chase the wrong suspect?”

      “What do you mean?” Vance was perplexed.

      “Put simply, let’s say that Sabrina shot you, but she puts a lot of effort into making it look like I shot you.”

      “Aw, give it a rest, Brit! It’s simpler than that, for sure. I prefer Sabrina’s theory: wrong place, wrong time.”

      The scientific officer left them to their wrangling, which stopped when another rap came on the door.

      “There’s a woman in reception, a Dr Evans, who says she has an appointment with DCI Shepherd, sir,” the constable said.

      “Bring her to us, Wilkins, will you?”

      Amelia Evans refused a coffee and, sitting opposite Vance across his desk, with Shepherd sitting straight-backed in a chair against the wall to one side, she put both hands in her lap and waited.

      “To your knowledge, did Alice have parents or close relatives?” Shepherd started softly.

      Evans nodded and said, “Both her parents live in South Shields, which was why we moved to the town. She has a sister, Margot, she’s a florist, a few years younger than her.”

      “Can you supply us with her parents’ address, Amelia? We’ll have a bereavement officer sent from the local station.”

      That dealt with, Shepherd changed tone, making her voice deliberately cutting.

      “What aren’t you telling us, Dr Evans?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “It seems to me that you’re holding back information about the true purpose of your visit to London.”

      “Why should I do that? I told you; I’m researching Christopher Wren and his associates.”

      “Oh, come on! Your best friend doesn’t get shot because you’re reading up about how long it took Wren to build St Mary-le-Bow and how much it cost.”

      Evans’ face was a motion picture, passing from surprised to frightened to dubious. It was enough for Shepherd. “You should see your face, it’s a dead giveaway! If we’re going to find Alice’s killer, we’re going to need every scrap of help you can give us.”

      Evans’ face continued its permutations until settling on resolve.

      “Honestly, I haven’t a clue who would want to harm Alice or why. But it’s true that I could have been more forthright about my purpose in London.” Vance and Shepherd exchanged a glance. Evans took a deep breath and she followed the resolute look with, “I’m convinced that Wren, and not only he, left hidden messages within his architecture. Do you know that he and his colleagues were all Freemasons and some dabbled in occult practices? I’ve set myself the task of deciphering those messages as far as possible and getting to the bottom of what he and the others were so determined to keep secret.”

      “Did it occur to you, Dr Evans, that there might well be people today—Freemasons or adventurers—who might go to any lengths to prevent you from doing that?”

      “Oh, good heavens! Are you suggesting that poor Alice was murdered because I’m sticking my nose in where it’s not wanted?”

      “It’s possible,” Vance murmured. “Show Dr Evans the photos, Brit.” DCI Shepherd was still holding the red folder. She handed over the glossy prints.

      After studying them for a while, the scholar looked up and said, “I suppose it makes sense.”

      “What do you mean?” Vance scratched his chin.

      “There’s a rumour in our field that Wren left a cryptic manuscript detailing his architectural ciphers and rituals. Thinking about it, he would not have wanted to leave it to a direct competitor, you know, keeping an eye on posterity and all that. And Sir Christopher was particularly unfortunate, he couldn’t pass it down to his son, William. He was long a source of sadness to his father because he had an incurable mental debility, which made him a permanent burden to those who had to care for him. Poor Billy!” Dr Evans sighed.

      “I seem to remember Sir Christopher had another son,” Shepherd surprised Vance.

      “He did, by his second wife. He was named Christopher, too. But bear in mind that Sir Christopher was long-lived and this son was much younger. Still, the architect made his final will on April 14th, 1713 and left all his property to the younger Christopher, whom he also made his sole executor. He desired him to take particular care that poor Billy should be comfortably maintained and cared for as long as he lived. He clearly intended to set his son Christopher up as a man of independent property and laid out £10,000.00, plus the late Mary Mussard’s marriage portion, for the buying of suitable land.”

      “That was a generous sum in those days,” Vance mused.

      “Yes, and it may be that Sir Christopher left indications to his son about his occult findings that have not come down to us. Could they be the contents of that secret compartment?” Evans’ large brown eyes widened.

      “But haven’t we established that St Martin-in-the-Fields was a James Gibbs church,” Shepherd objected.

      “Indeed, it was, but think, Gibbs was Wren’s disciple. Sir Christopher could have come and gone freely and been allowed to add or subtract any detail he so chose. He could easily have ordered the creation of a secret compartment, only to return later and place its contents inside. He could come occasionally to check that there had been no interference with it.”

      “You seem pretty convinced that the drawer contained the cryptic manuscript you mentioned earlier,” Vance presumed.

      “Which could put you in considerable danger, Amelia,” Shepherd said, “we’ll want you to work closely with us under our protection. Don’t worry, you can still enjoy your time in London. Oh, sorry, that’s insensitive of me!”

      “Let’s begin your cooperation by removing some of my ignorance,” Vance said, passing her a sheet of paper. “Write the names of Wren’s protégés and collaborators. Then a list of London churches he built.”

      “If you don’t mind, I’ll direct you to a website for that, because he built over fifty! But these were his main disciples and Freemason friends.” She wrote several names.

      “Sir Isaac Newton, really!” Vance exclaimed.

      “Oh yes, he was perhaps the most important of them, but not an architect. You know that Wren was also into astronomy, Inspector?”

      “I can see that I’m going to have some swatting up to do. I’ll get our computer wizard to print me off some material. Let’s see if we can fit the pieces of Wren’s puzzle together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          CHALK FARM ROAD AND NEW SCOTLAND YARD, LONDON 2024 AD

        

      

    

    
      Once inside the cluttered and tiny, dingy shop, the man pulled down his black hoodie and greeted the elderly shopkeeper. The white-haired custodian of all things antique must also have been over eighty. Answerable only to himself, Elias Thorne had never contemplated retirement.

      “You must be the Elias Thorne of the sign over the window,” said the newcomer with a smile.

      “In person, what can I do for you?”

      The younger man, in his forties, strode over to the door and spun around the OPEN-CLOSED sign so that the public would read CLOSED. At the same time, he turned the key in the lock and checked that the door wouldn’t open.

      “Here, what do you think you’re playing at?”

      “Listen up, old timer, you have something that interests me and I think we should come to an arrangement.”

      “Oh, yes, and what would that be?” Elias had lived through the Blitz as a child and wasn’t one to be easily intimidated. Besides, the few customers he welcomed into his cranny of a shop were usually friendly and went away happy. In this case, there was something cruel about the steely eyes that scrutinised him that made him feel uncomfortable.

      “Rumour has it that you possess the Parentalia, published in 1750 by Sir Christopher Wren and given in heirloom to his granddaughter, Margaret, by her father, Stephen. I’m willing to pay good money for it.”

      “I don’t know how you know that; the fact is, it’s not for sale,” Elias’ double chin wobbled.

      “I beg to differ,” the stranger said, taking a 9mm pistol from his jacket pocket and slowly and deliberately screwing a silencer into place. “How old are you, mister? At your age, you must have a bucket list. A couple of grand will surely help achieve your dreams.”

      “Listen, young fellow, that document is priceless and worth far more than two thousand pounds.”

      “You don’t understand, that’s what it’s worth to me and that’s what I’m paying; otherwise, before I kill you, I’ll make you suffer slowly. How about starting with a knee-capping?”

      “Steady on, mate, there’s no need for violence. It’s in the safe, just behind that picture. Now you mention it, I could do with a few hundred quid to get away for a bit.”

      “Now you’re talking! Get the document and put it in this satchel so that nobody gets hurt.” He tossed a leather school bag onto the desk.

      Elias Thorne had inherited the Wren papers from his father, but had left school to help in the shop aged thirteen and didn’t have the learning to decipher the handwriting, let alone understand the esoteric contents. Long ago, he’d given up any attempt at understanding it. So, the money would be more useful, and above all, so would the use of his legs! Thorne’s shrewd business mind was unhappy at selling such a valuable document at so low a price, but it looked like he had no choice. He turned and unhooked the dreary painting from the wall, revealing a metal door into which he inserted a key and opened it. Removing a bulky pile of papers tied with a red ribbon, he carefully inserted them into the leather satchel.

      “You’re a bit of a Wren expert and a rascal, Mr Thorne. Isn’t that the carved devil’s head—the one that mysteriously went missing from St Margaret Pattens punishment pew in 1971?”

      The old fellow looked shifty and said, “You won’t mention it to anyone, will you?”

      “You’ll never get nicked for thieving that,” said the executioner, levelling his pistol and taking careful aim. The silenced report sent the bullet right into the centre of the old man’s forehead, and he fell backwards behind his desk. The killer hurried around to ensure that the body could not be seen past the untidy window display, mostly featuring piles of old leather-bound volumes. To be quite sure, he heaved the surprisingly light body farther under the table-cum-desk. Satisfied, he checked the satchel and was certain that Thorne had placed the correct document in it. Lastly, he took the carved devil’s head and, unzipping a black grip, thrust it inside. He pulled up his plain black hood, peered out through the grimy door glass, in serious need of cleaning, spun the sign to OPEN, unlocked the door and stepped casually onto the pavement, keeping his head down in case of cameras.

      Within minutes, he was on his way to the Kip Hotel, an economical B&B in the Hackney area, where he was registered in a false name. He left the grip and satchel in his room, placing the satchel and the pistol in the safe. He used his birth year for the combination, then travelled to the St Giles Hotel, not far from Trafalgar Square, where he was registered as Gordon Blake—his real name.

      Sitting inside his room, he had a cunning idea, but dismissed it as too daring. He sat and thought about it for some time, considering all the implications. He was fairly sure the police would not get on to him for either murder he had committed since he came up from Southampton. Shame about the woman looking straight at him. How was he to know the mechanism would be so noisy?—he hadn’t wanted to kill her.

      The more he thought about his scheme, the more it seemed workable and beneficial. He could turn his double lodgings to his advantage. So, Blake returned to the Kip and retrieved the carved diabolical head. As he walked along the Embankment, he still had time to change his mind, but considered that by walking into the lion’s den, so to speak, he would deflect attention from himself and keep abreast of the police inquiry. Admitting an interest in eighteenth-century philosophy was hardly sufficient to arouse suspicion, or so he thought.

      He walked past the revolving triangular sign that welcomed visitors to New Scotland Yard and entered through to reception.

      “I have an item of stolen property, which is also part of our National Heritage,” he told the female constable at the desk, going on to explain that he had found it in what was little more than a junk shop.

      “How do you know that it’s from St Margaret Pattens church, sir?”

      “Modestly speaking, constable, I’m an expert in eighteenth-century philosophy, which includes the occult. I’m studying for my doctorate at Southampton University.”

      “And you wish to restore the artefact to the church?”

      “Ideally. But I thought it only correct to bring it to the police.”

      “Quite right, sir, now if I can take your details: name, phone, where you’re staying, and the address of the shop where you found the carving.”

      That done, she smiled at him, “I think you’ll receive a call from one of our officers, Mr Blake.”

      He left the building with a deliberately cheerful gait and considered it mission accomplished. Surely, it wouldn’t be long before the police visited Elias Thorne’s premises on Chalk Farm Road and found the body.

      So it was, Gordon Blake’s melodic ringtone sounded in his pocket as he was surveying the exterior of Wren’s St Andrew-by-the-Wardrobe. One last glance to admire the striking deep red brickwork edged with contrasting stone, and he slipped his mobile into his hip pocket with a satisfied smirk. He would have to present himself to a Detective Chief Inspector, well, he’d expect no less. He glanced up at the church tower clock tempus fugit, it was already mid-afternoon.

      Vance awaited his arrival with interest because he had learnt that the fatal bullet had been shot from the same weapon that had killed Alice Walker and, over the years, experience had taught him that there was no such thing as coincidence in his line of work. Wasn’t it too much that there were two Wren researchers operating at the same time on his patch?

      “As an expert on Sir Christopher Wren, it must have been very tempting to keep the carved head for your desk at home, sir. Who would be the wiser? You were smart enough to identify it, after all.”

      The steely eyes fixed Vance and feigned sincerity, “I’m an honest man, Inspector. It’s only right that it goes back to the punishment pew, after all, it’s a Grinling Gibbons piece and part of our nation’s heritage.”

      “That’s public-spirited of you, Mr Blake.”

      “It’s also part of my overriding interest, Inspector. Think of the mentality of pointing the finger of shame at a sinner by forcing him to sit in the punishment pew. I find the eighteenth-century mind fascinating.”

      “Did you know that the elderly gentleman who sold you the carving was murdered this morning—a single bullet to the forehead? You don’t possess a firearm, do you, Mr Blake?” Vance’s eyes penetrated Blake’s.

      “Good Lord! What a question! Why would I shoot that miserable old rascal? No, I don’t. There’s something ironic about him stealing and selling the devil’s head and then going to Hell.”

      “What time did you buy the carving?”

      “I’m quite sure about that; it must have been a little before ten o’clock, because I distinctly heard Big Ben chime the hour as I walked away,” he lied, because he’d heard it chime eleven.

      “I see. Was there anyone else in the shop with you?”

      “No. There was hardly room enough for the two of us in that pigsty. It’s a miracle I spotted the carving—it was half-buried under old magazines.”

      “A man with a sharp eye would have noticed an open safe behind the cash register desk.”

      Blake frowned as if in concentration. “Open safe, no, I seem to recall a dull old painting hanging there. I’m not sure but I think it was supposed to be a view of the river.”

      “Thank you, sir, you’ve been most helpful. Are you planning to leave London?”

      “Not for a month or so, I’ve plenty of research to plough through.”

      “Where are you staying?”

      “At St Giles Hotel, not far from Trafalgar Square.”

      Vance gave his witness a hard stare, “Nonetheless, Mr Blake, I must ask you officially not to leave the city.”

      “Why, am I a suspect, then?”

      “As much as everyone else in London,” Vance laughed. “We’ll be in touch if necessary.”

      Knowing the importance of body language, Blake walked out of Vance’s room with a spring in his step and headed for his bed and breakfast, at last, to read the Parentalia.

      On reflection, he felt that his interview with Vance had gone well. What little suspicion the policeman had demonstrated was only natural in the circumstances. With eager trembling hands, Blake impatiently picked at the knotted red ribbon until he had untied it and lifted the ancient manuscript clear and set it on the desk. There it lay as he gloated over the volume, bound in weathered leather and secured with a brass clasp. Delicately, he turned the pages, yellowed with age, filled with intricate drawings, mysterious symbols, and elaborate ciphers that intertwined architectural principles with esoteric rituals.

      The manuscript opened with an ornately illustrated frontispiece, depicting a majestic phoenix rising from flames, symbolising rebirth and the transformative power of architecture. The Latin motto, Ordo Ab Chao— ‘Order out of Chaos’—was inscribed beneath the illustration.

      With his forefinger, Blake pushed the nosepiece of his spectacles farther up and pored over the detailed blueprints of St. Paul’s Cathedral, which were accompanied by cryptic annotations in a mix of Latin, Greek, and Hebrew. These annotations included coordinates and angles that, when deciphered, Blake believed would reveal hidden chambers and passageways within the cathedral. He sighed; there was much to do and he hadn’t even started on the St Martin’s document yet.

      A section dedicated to Wren’s Great Model of St. Paul’s included sketches and encrypted notes on the spiritual and mystical dimensions of the design. It hinted at the alignment of the cathedral with celestial bodies and sacred geometry. “Ah, now we’re getting somewhere!” Blake said aloud to his grinning reflection in the mirror.

      The manuscript featured complex geometric patterns, each serving as a key to unlock various codes embedded within Wren’s architectural designs. These ciphers suggested what Blake had always suspected, a dual purpose for his buildings: functional structures, but at the same time, vessels of hidden knowledge. Diagrams of frescoes and mosaics were accompanied by notes on their symbolic meanings. Wren’s use of specific motifs, such as the pentagram and the vesica piscis, were detailed as part of a larger occult framework.

      That was enough for now. He removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes with balled fists. Tiredness was catching up with him. He closed the volume almost reverentially, but could not resist a peek at the last few pages.

      The manuscript concluded with a poetic reflection on the eternal quest for knowledge and the role of the architect as a mediator between the material and spiritual realms. Wren’s signature, accompanied by a final enigmatic symbol, marked the end of this cryptic journey through his architectural genius and mystical endeavours.

      Blake sighed with satisfaction, then chuckled at his reflection. To think, he had offered the old rogue two thousand pounds. This document would be worth millions to the right—or wrong—persons. If he could decipher it well enough, he would be the one rolling in millions of pounds! Gordon Blake knew that this was what he was born for and nothing and no one would stand in his way. He glanced at his watch: time to stroll over to the St Giles Hotel for a well-deserved lie down. He locked the Parentalia in the safe and, whistling, took the stairs down to the street.
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