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Chapter 1: A Death on the Podium


[image: ]


The Union Hall in East London, a hulking edifice repurposed from a derelict church, trembled beneath the stomping rhythm of a thousand black boots. The repurposed sanctuary, once echoing with hymns, now vibrated with a different kind of fervour, a primal, unsettling energy. Inside, the air was thick with the acrid bite of cheap tobacco, the fug of unwashed bodies, and the intoxicating, dangerous perfume of radical ideology. Flags bearing lightning bolts and roaring lions, symbols ripped from history and twisted for a darker purpose, adorned the pillars like grotesque saints. A stage, crudely constructed from repurposed scaffolding and draped in Union Jacks, had been erected where once a pulpit stood. Now, the gospel being preached was that of nationalism—sharp, uncompromising, and British to the bone, a twisted sermon of blood and soil.

Detective Alistair “Alec” Wexford stood at the back of the crowd, a lone wolf amidst a ravenous pack. A fedora, pulled low, shadowed his steel-grey eyes, obscuring the sharpness within. At thirty-eight, Alec looked every inch the academic – the faintest whiff of pipe tobacco clinging to his tweed coat, a remnant of his wartime intelligence years in MI6. The echoes of code-breaking and dead drops still resonated within him. Yet, the academic facade was betrayed by the way his gaze dissected the room like a scalpel, missing nothing. He scanned the faces, the posture, the subtle tells that betrayed hidden agendas. His fingers hovered near the pocket of his trench coat, where a notebook, half-filled with coded observations, waited to capture the evening's grim harvest. Each entry was a piece of the puzzle, meticulously documented in his precise, sloping hand.

On stage, the speaker, a man with a face hardened by years of shouting and a voice gravelly from countless rallies, rapped his fist against the podium, rattling the microphone. "England for the English!" he bellowed, his voice amplified into a deafening roar. "And let those who consort with foreign interests be exposed! Let the traitors be brought to light! Let them feel the righteous fury of a nation betrayed!"

The crowd roared back, a single, unified voice of righteous anger. Among them, Alec noted the glint of medals on old uniforms, the proud, vacant stares of men clinging to past glories. He saw the eager glances of young recruits, boys barely out of their teens, seduced by the promise of belonging and purpose. And then there were the upper-class men in tailored suits, standing aloof, their faces carefully neutral. They took notes in expensive leather-bound journals, analysing the crowd’s energy, but never cheering. These were the puppet masters, the strategists, the ones pulling the strings from the shadows.

Then came the star attraction, the man whose presence lent legitimacy and power to the gathering.

“Please welcome Sir Oswald Spence, Undersecretary to the Foreign Office!”

A new man strode onto the stage, his posture stiff and unnatural. He was balding, his red face slick with perspiration under the harsh glare of the makeshift spotlights. He exuded an air of forced composure, a stark contrast to the fervent energy of the crowd. Alec’s brows knit together in a subtle frown. Spence was no known fascist – not publicly, anyway. He was a respected member of the establishment, a man of subtle influence and understated power. His involvement in tonight’s rally was entirely out of character, a confounding piece in an already perplexing puzzle. It was precisely this anomaly that had drawn Alec to this festering pit of nationalistic fervour, slipping in with forged credentials and a gut feeling that something deeply unsettling was about to unfold.

Spence tapped the microphone, a nervous gesture that betrayed his unease. "Ladies and gentlemen," he began, his voice trembling slightly. "I come to you tonight not just as a servant of His Majesty’s government, but as a patriot deeply concerned about the direction of Europe..." He paused, swallowing hard, and forced a smile that didn't reach his eyes.

He reached into his coat, his movements jerky and uncertain. He pulled out a set of handwritten notes, their pages slightly crumpled and stained with what looked like coffee.

“...and it is with grave urgency I bring forth—”

His eyes widened suddenly, as if he had just seen something terrifying, something that had stolen the words from his throat and replaced them with pure, unadulterated fear.

Then, he collapsed.

The crowd gasped, a collective intake of breath that hung heavy in the smoky air. For a moment, they were frozen in shock, unsure whether to help or cheer. The line between loyalty and opportunism blurred, leaving them teetering on the edge of chaos.

Alec moved swiftly, his body a coiled spring unleashed. He flashed his Special Branch pass, the polished silver glinting in the dim light. “Step aside! Clear the stage! Police business!”

Two uniformed constables, looking bewildered but determined, wrestled back the surging crowd, creating a narrow path to the fallen man. Alec knelt beside Spence, his movements precise and efficient. He checked for a pulse, his fingers pressing against the cool skin of the man's neck. There was none. His fingers, trained to find the anomalies, slipped to the collar of Spence's shirt and found something strange: a fine dusting of white powder along the seam. Cyanide, perhaps. The classic method of a desperate man. Or something rarer, something more sophisticated.

A hush fell over the hall, silencing even the most zealous supporters. The announcer, his face pale with panic, returned to the microphone, his voice trembling.

“There’s been an ... incident. Please remain calm. The authorities are on the scene.”

Alec rose, brushing off his coat. He scanned the crowd, his eyes searching for a flicker of guilt, a hint of satisfaction. Then, he looked to the rafters, noting a figure retreating into shadow, moving with a practiced stealth that suggested military training. A snap of the fingers sent one constable in pursuit, a silent order that brooked no argument.

His attention returned to the fallen man, and he noticed the speech notes lying beside Spence’s outstretched hand. He picked them up, his fingers carefully avoiding any contact with the potentially poisoned surface. Spence had written something in the margins – quickly, desperately, perhaps moments before taking the stage.

"Library... forged texts... G.V. — Project ‘Helios’."

Alec’s gut twisted. The coded message, cryptic yet tantalizing, sent a shiver down his spine.

“Sir Godfrey Vale,” he muttered, the name heavy on his tongue.

He recognized the initials. A man of immense wealth, undeniable influence – and dark connections buried beneath layers of diplomacy and philanthropic endeavours. One of Mosley’s more discreet patrons, a man known to dabble in propaganda and the subtle arts of manipulation. A man who understood the power of information, and the corrosive potential of lies.

The plot had thickened, becoming a tangled web of intrigue and deceit. A man had died, sacrificing himself to leave behind a trail of breadcrumbs, a desperate plea for justice from beyond the grave.

And Alec Wexford intended to follow every one of them, even if it led him into the darkest corners of London, and into the heart of a conspiracy that threatened to unravel the very fabric of British society. The hunt had begun.
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Chapter 2: The Manuscript Trail
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The next morning, Alec Wexford sat hunched beneath a soot-smudged skylight in his office above the Everleigh Bookshop, a forgotten corner of Soho that smelled of mildew, ink, and dust – a nostalgic, if not altogether pleasant, aroma that clung to the antiquated volumes crammed floor to ceiling. Outside, the city wheezed, a mechanical beast labouring beneath the oppressive weight of fog and coal smoke, the grimy tendrils seeping into every crack and crevice. Inside, bathed in a weak, filtered light, Alec turned the late Sir Oswald Spence’s crumpled note over and over in his gloved hand, the paper thin and fragile, as if confessing secrets better left buried. He was careful not to smudge the already faded ink.

"Library... forged texts... G.V. — Project ‘Helios’." The words swam before his eyes, simple yet laden with a sinister implication.

G.V. was Sir Godfrey Vale, no doubt. The old fox was always lurking in the shadows of power. The question was: what library? London was littered with them, each a repository of knowledge and, potentially, deception. Finding the right one was like searching for a specific grain of sand on a vast, polluted beach.

He poured a finger of amber whisky into a chipped teacup, the only drinking vessel clean enough to use, and stared at the map pinned to his wall. It was a sprawling cartographical web of intrigue, circles drawn in red ink marking key locations: embassies, printing houses both legitimate and clandestine, bookbinders known for their discreet services, and most recently, a discreet club in Mayfair that doubled as a reading room for select members of the Foreign Office. It was called The Dominion Society. The name itself reeked of privilege and hidden agendas.

Alec rose, the old floorboards groaning beneath his weight. He slid his notes, including the purloined page, into a worn canvas folder, its fabric softened with age and countless clandestine operations. He locked the office door behind him, the click echoing in the silent building. He had to be careful. The air hung thick with the sense of unseen eyes.

By mid-afternoon, he was seated in the hushed reading room of the Dominion Society, a chameleon blending into his surroundings. He was dressed in a tweed coat several shades too brown, and wire-rimmed spectacles perched precariously on his nose, giving him the air of a harmless academic. He had forged a letter of recommendation from a fictional colonial historian, Professor Alistair Finch of the equally fictional University of Wessex, one of many aliases he'd used since the War – a time that had taught him the art of disappearing. A fire burned low in the hearth, casting flickering shadows onto the mahogany shelves. Above it hung a portrait of Queen Victoria, her once-stern eyes now dulled by decades of ash and the lingering scent of old money.

The librarian was a narrow-shouldered man named Mr. Compton, whose posture suggested a lifetime spent hunched over dusty tomes. He spoke with an accent sharpened by privilege and tweed, each syllable clipped and precise. Alec waited, feigning interest in a pamphlet on Mesopotamian irrigation, until the man drifted off to the card catalogue, his back turned and oblivious. Then, with the practiced ease of a seasoned operative, Alec slipped past a brass rope into the Restricted Collection, a sanctum of forbidden knowledge.

The shelves here were arranged like a labyrinth, a deliberate attempt to disorient and deter the uninitiated. The books bore no Dewey labels—only handwritten codes in faded ink, cryptic symbols that seemed to whisper secrets in a forgotten language. Alec searched, his fingers tracing the spines, for anything tied to Germany, diplomacy, or the phrase "Helios." He scanned titles in Latin, German, and French, the silence broken only by the occasional rustle of pages and the distant ticking of a grandfather clock. Nothing turned up. The frustration was a familiar companion.

Until he found a shelf of leather folios, their spines embossed with gold lettering and, most significantly, all marked with the Royal Arms. They were government documents, official records, potentially a treasure trove.

He opened one, his heart quickening slightly.

Minutes from the Anglo-German Economic Dialogue, 1932. The date was significant. The shadow of another war had been looming even then.

Curious, but not damning. He flipped through the pages, scanning for anything out of place.

Then he found a second copy. Identical at first glance.

Then a third. The repetition felt deliberate, unsettling.

Each identical—until he compared them side by side, placing them on the shelf like pieces of a macabre puzzle.

One version meticulously detailed steel tariffs. Another, slightly more ambiguous, included a paragraph about troop placements near Alsace. A third listed an annexed page, carefully inserted and hand-stitched, stamped with the initials “G.V.” in a bold, unmistakable flourish.

Alec’s pulse ticked up a gear. Forged manuscripts. Impeccably done, the paper aged to match the originals, the handwriting mimicking period styles. But the subtle changes, the carefully crafted alterations... it was historical gaslighting on a grand scale—someone was rewriting Britain’s own diplomatic record, altering the course of history itself.

He carefully pocketed one forged page, tucking it into his folio alongside Spence’s note. He needed evidence, something concrete to expose the conspiracy. That was when he heard footsteps. Two sets. Heavy and purposeful. Not the librarian’s hesitant shuffle.

He slipped deeper into the stacks, winding around a corner, his movements as fluid and silent as a shadow. He found refuge between towering volumes on imperial shipping routes, their gilded spines glinting in the dim light. Through a sliver in the shelf, he saw them: a tall man in a fur-collared coat that reeked of expensive cigars, and a younger man with a shock of blond hair, his features sharp and anxious.

They spoke in hushed tones, their voices laced with urgency.

“The Helios documents were to be locked,” the tall one said, his voice a low rumble that barely carried. “Why are they still here?”

“They’re being transcribed for Vale. He’s presenting them to the Berlin envoy next week.”

“Fool. Wexford was at the rally. If he follows the trail—”

Alec held his breath, every muscle tense, his grip tightening on the canvas folder. The other man interjected, his voice higher and more frantic.

“Then we make it end here.”

The taller figure turned, revealing a narrow face with high cheekbones and eyes as cold as glacial ice—Sir Lionel Thorne, a former attaché now working for the Office of Trade. Alec recognized him from a surveillance photo, taken months ago during a stakeout. Thorne was a known associate of Vale, a man with a reputation for ruthlessness. The younger one remained unknown, a dangerous wild card.

Their footsteps receded, the sound swallowed by the oppressive silence of the library.

Alec waited, counting to sixty, before emerging from hiding. He made his way back to the main room, his heart still pounding in his chest. He pretended to consult a map of colonial rail routes, feigning absorbed interest, as he returned the folio to its shelf. He left through the back staircase, each creaking step a hammer blow against the silence, his mind racing.

That evening, Alec met his only remaining government contact—Miriam Clarke, a cryptanalyst with the Signals Directorate, a woman with sharp eyes and an even sharper mind—at a quiet booth in a pub off Fleet Street, a haven of dim lighting and hushed conversations.

She pushed her half-empty












d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
ALEX WEXFORD-

A DETECTIVE STORY VOL 1
voL1 -

MARTIN SWAN





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





