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Prologue - The Face of the Unknown King
The museum was silent and empty. Its dark rooms were filled with the toils of the dead, disparate objects that gathered in the gloom. While the hands that formed them had withered into skeletal remains and crumbled to dust in the soil of ancient Greece, these cold artefacts remained, a legacy left behind by the people of a distant civilisation. 

During the day the museum was always busy, full of visitors contemplatively orbiting the display cases. Perfectly preserved pottery originally crafted for functional usage now served a different purpose, decoratively educating the observer with their cultural and mythological images. Also displayed here were weapons, armour, tablets recording forgotten transactions, wine cups and jewellery, all created from clay, copper, tin or gold, now arranged behind glass and casually waiting for the next thousand years to pass. 

The last visitor of the day had departed over seven hours ago, and now the normally welcoming building had changed in character. Robbed of light, the colours and details which had been preserved for centuries became silhouettes, sending tormented shadows over the walls of the labyrinthine museum. For most, this would be a place to avoid, with enough dark rooms, corners and recesses, inexplicable clicks and bumps to raise the hairs on even the bravest neck. To be locked in here alone could quickly become the stuff of nightmares. 

But on this night any such accidental prisoner would not have be alone.

Walking diffidently down the main 'L' shaped display corridor, past shadowy amphoras and hydrias, the hypothetical captive would gradually become aware of a yellow light radiating from a side door. Approaching the double-door, and looking tentatively into the room within, they would see a single, glass display case at its exact centre. This was the source of the yellow light, its brightness quite brilliant in the otherwise darkened building. 

The illuminated case contained the focal point of the entire museum, the golden burial mask of a Mycenean King, one of only a handful of such masks discovered a hundred years previously. The most famous of these was the Mask of Agamemnon, uncovered at Mycenae by the archaeologist, Heinrick Schliemann. Unlike its more famous cousin, however, this mask was not attributed to any specific noble, and was known only as The Face of the Unknown King. Yet its magnificence was renowned and it was admired world-wide by anyone with a knowledge of ancient history.

The time, talent and quality of metal devoted to the creation of the burial mask was testimony itself to the importance of the wearer. Deep yellow gold depicted the detailed features of the corpse it had once adorned, which even now seemed powerful and regal. This effect was enhanced by the illumination in the display case which had been carefully angled to ensure light poured from the mask, highlighting every feature. Yet as with other examples of this type, time had crushed the buried artefact beneath shifting rock, transforming it into a large, plate shaped disk bearing a fearsome, metallic parody of the human face it had once emulated, although this somehow strengthened the final image, bringing a distorted graciousness to the mask which transcended the centuries it had spent underground. 

Usually any visitor could not fail to be impressed by the Face of the Unknown King, especially now as it shone through the black. But on this particular night not even the mask would have held the interest of our imaginary, nocturnal tourist as they peered into the glowing room. 

Instead, their attention would have be captured by the person standing motionless in front of the display case, staring at the mask with trance-like intensity.

One

Rain streamed down Simon Neltson's office window as he gazed out over the grey town. Outside pedestrians scuttled damply about their business, sprayed first by the clouds and then by the second hand water thrown up by buses and cars. The miserable tableau reflected Neltson's mood perfectly. The next few days were going to be unpleasant. They would see the culmination of a bitter dispute which had tormented his family for over a century, a dispute that he now knew he had lost.

Neltson was in his mid forties and many of those who met him were surprised by his close resemblance to the actor Liam Neeson. He was tall, handsome and charming and his lengthy brown hair flopped around his face giving him a youthful, academic appearance. Usually this was accompanied by an intelligent enthusiasm, which radiated from his deep eyes and infected those to whom he spoke. But today that enthusiasm was tempered, as it had been for the past few weeks, and anxiety lines furrowed his brow.

"Mr Neltson," his PA buzzed over the intercom from the adjoining office, "Ms Morris has arrived."

"Thank you Robert, could you please show her in."

He turned to accept his guest, smoothing his tie, straightening his shirt and smiling to dispel the creases in his forehead. Robert gave his habitual double knock before the entering the office with the visitor, who was an attractive and professional looking young woman.

"Samantha Morris, this is Simon Neltson." Robert introduced the pair as they shook hands, then asked if they wanted coffee or tea before briskly leaving the room. 

"Very efficient," observed Samantha Morris.

"My wife and I think so," Simon replied, "certainly he makes life easier around here. Incidentally, my wife sends her apologies for missing our meeting today. Unfortunately she has to be elsewhere." This was not entirely true. His wife and business partner, Rebecca, had completely forgotten about the appointment and had gone to see their computer supplier in Leeds. Neltson often wondered how someone with such a brilliant mind could also be so chaotically forgetful. It frequently drove him to distraction. "But she has seen your portfolio," he continued, "and like me, was most impressed with your work."

"Thank you," Samantha smiled, "I'm pleased to be involved."

Samantha Morris was a photographer. Her work ranged from corporate publicity to family portraits, and select examples of these had been included in the portfolio she had recently sent the Neltsons. The professionalism demonstrated by her work and its presentation had set her above the other photographers they had contacted, and this competence extended to her appearance now. With her layered, shoulder-length hair and dark, stylish trouser suit she would have not looked out of place in a court or a board room.

Neltson walked with his guest to a group of informal, comfortable chairs at the opposite end of the large office and invited her to take a seat. They made the standard observations about the weather before another double knock signified the arrival of the coffee. After it had been deposited on the coffee table and Robert had once more left the room, Neltson spoke again.

"I'm not sure how much you've been told about the assignment," he began, "so I'll give you some background detail." He stood and walked over to one of the office walls which was adorned with a number of photographs. Samantha leaned forward in her seat to listen.

"This was taken in Greece, in 1876." Neltson indicated to a large black and white picture. It showed a group of men standing on and around an enormous stone gateway, dominated by a carved stone relief of two huge lions facing each other, their front paws raised on a plinth. Neltson pointed to one of the men who, like his companions, wore a bowler hat and an improbably bushy moustache. "My great, great grandfather, Charles Neltson. He was an archaeologist. Part of his career was spent in the company of Heinrick Schliemann, the man who discovered Troy. This photograph shows them outside the Lion Gate at Mycenae. Many of the artefacts you can see in our museum today were found at this site. One of them is the item we would like you to photograph."

Neltson moved to another black and white picture. This time the bowler hat was missing and the moustache had been pruned, but his great, great grandfather was once again clearly visible. Now he was standing next to an immaculately dressed woman in front of a large, country house. In his hands he held the Face of the Unknown King.

"Here Charles has just returned from Greece. His companion is his wife, and they are standing outside Ravenscroft, the family home," Simon explained to Samantha. "I still live there today," he added. "The mask Charles is holding is extremely unusual. Examples of its type were only ever found at Mycenae, and it's one of the most important example of ceremonial burial art in the world today. It currently has pride of place in our collection. We've been privileged to hold it here for so long.

"Unfortunately it is also the focus of a great deal of controversy. I won't bore you with the details Ms. Morris, but this is the reason the mask is being returned to Greece at the end of the week."

Now Samantha perceived a change in Neltson's tone. The obvious passion which had initially accompanied his tale now became underscored with sadness and anger.

"I have been backed into a corner and have left little choice but to return it to Greece," he said. "I consider it ironic that this mask remained crushed in the soil for tens of centuries while no-one gave it two thoughts. Yet ever since my relative painstakingly uncovered it again, there's been nothing but wanton interest in its ownership."

 He suddenly became aware of himself.

"I am sorry Ms. Morris," he smiled, "I can get quite...involved sometimes." He laughed and the atmosphere in the room immediately lifted.

"So you'd like me to photograph the mask, yes?" Samantha asked.

"Indeed. Indeed. What I would actually like is something similar to this," he replied looking at the photograph of his great, great grandparents. "I feel it would book-end our families connection with the mask perfectly." 

Samantha nodded in agreement.

"I have arranged to take the mask back to Ravenscroft in two days time. Hopefully the weather will have improved by then," he said glancing out at the rain. "The forecast says it will be patchy for the next twenty four hours, but it should be fine for the day I have in mind. If you could join my wife and I first thing in the morning we will have a good few hours with the sun at the front of the house."

"Natural lighting," agreed Samantha. "Good."

"In the meantime," Neltson continued, "the museum is relatively quiet at the moment. You could perhaps start with a few shots of the mask here."

"Certainly, Mr Neltson..."

"Simon. Please."

"Certainly Simon," she smiled, "the equipment's in my car."

Fortunately the building's multi-level car park was underground and could be accessed from inside the museum complex, so Samantha's expensive camera equipment did not get soaked by the persistent rain as they fetched it from her car. Neltson then accompanied her around the stairs and winding corridors of the museum, passing guests and guides as they made their way to the room containing the Face of the Unknown King. As they walked he explained how the museum was divided into different sections, each exploring a different aspect of life in Ancient Greece.

 For someone with little interest in the subject area, Samantha was impressed by the collection. Considerable thought had gone into both the appearance and content of the museum. Pottery adorned with satyrs and athletes sat alongside computers, which as Neltson explained, were installed with the most sophisticated interactive databases. 

"After looking at the artefacts, our visitors can use the software to discover how they were created and what they were used for." Neltson was clearly proud. "One recent investment we're very proud of here at The Helladic Experience is a virtual reality unit. It really is quite amazing. Put on a headset and you can stroll around Athens or Cnossus as they were three thousand years ago. It truly is a wonder of modern technology." 

Samantha nodded. "Not like the museums I remember being dragged around as a kid."

They both laughed. 

"So, I guess lot of work's gone into this?" she asked.

"Indeed. Although I have to say it is mainly Rebecca's doing. I merely supplied the antiquities. She was a marketing consultant before we married." 

Neltson thought again of his wife. When they had first met the museum he had recently inherited had been on the point of financial ruin. Although Neltson had continued to build his collection he had neglected both management and marketing, and even the pull of the golden mask was not strong enough to sustain the limping business. But on her arrival Rebecca, and a small army of consultants, had transformed the place from a dwindling, whimsical collection of relics into an essential point of reference for academics, collectors and archaeologists the world over. The injection of technology several years later had also helped tweak the interest of the casual visitor which had continued to surge over the next decade.

"In here, yes?" Samantha broke his train of thought. They had entered the main display corridor on the second floor. The mask was housed alone in the darkened side room she was now approaching. Apart from dramatically emphasising its splendour, isolation meant the artefact was also was easier to secure at night.

His footsteps tapped on the tiled floor as he followed her, keen to glimpse her reaction as she saw the mask for the first time. He was not disappointed. She stopped as she reached the double-doorway to the artificial shrine and saw the burial mask glow from within. Her head nodded with approval.

"Very impressive," she said after a pause.

Samantha spent several hours photographing the mask that day. Different exposures, different lenses, different angles, different lighting. Robert kept her supplied with coffee as she clicked and flashed around the exhibit, and when she had finished Neltson returned with a cheque and thanks and they arranged the second assignment. They agreed to meet at eight o'clock in the morning, the day after tomorrow at Ravenscroft, and she would bring the results of today's shoot for the Simon and his wife to inspect. 

After Samantha had left the museum, Neltson went back to his office to watch the rain.

It was later that afternoon and outside the weather showed little sign of drying. Protected from the elements by the warm air-conditioned building, Robert sifted through a pile of paperwork at his desk. Since the photographer departed there had been no unexpected visitors for his employer, who had remained in his office all afternoon. This had given the younger man a few hours to shift some uninteresting but necessary administration.

A glance at the clock told Robert that the museum's security manger, John Webb, would soon be here to see Neltson. With customary efficiency he felt that a reminder would be appropriate, and rose from his desk to cross the room. But as Robert went to give his signature double knock on Neltson's closed office door, his raised knuckle was stopped by the sound of a voice inside. Realising his employer must be on the telephone, he decided to wait until the call was over rather than interrupt mid-conversation. He was about to sit down again, but something in the tone of the voice filtering through the door caused him to linger a little longer. For such a usually composed person, Simon Neltson sounded extremely agitated. 

Robert was no eavesdropper - this was a pursuit he found most disrespectful - but he nevertheless found himself leaning towards the door. As Neltson was not actually shouting and the solid wooden door was doing a good job of absorbing most of the conversation, Robert could not initially hear word for word whatever drama was unfolding in the office. However, as his ear moved inexorably closer to the door, he caught one fragment of the exchange. 

"...I'll make sure it vanishes without a trace...."

It suddenly dawned on Robert that he was listening in on his employer's private conversation and he was hit by a wave of self disgust. He straightened and returned to his desk, making a concerted effort not to hear anymore of the exchange, as if this would somehow negate his earlier prying. When John Webb arrived five minutes later carrying a large, grey metal case, Robert was tensely typing a letter at his desk and was so resolutely not-listening-in that at first he did not notice the man walk into the room. 

"Alright Rob? Is he in then?" asked Webb, causing the PA to jump slightly.

"Good afternoon Mr Webb," he replied after composing himself, "he's in, but I think he's finishing a call. Do you mind hanging on?"

"OK. Great. No problem." Webb eased himself into one of the chairs ranked by Neltson's office door for waiting visitors to use. He rested the case on the floor beside him. "He'll like this," he said, nodding towards it, "I've just picked it up. One of the most sophisticated security cases you can get, this is. Uses the latest GPS technology."

"GPS," Robert tried to sound interested, "that stands for 'Global Positioning System', no?"

"That's the one. You see, if it gets nicked, you can pin-point it's exact location and track where it goes. All done with satellites. Good stuff." Webb patted the case like a favourite pet. "Good." he said again, his accent betraying a hint of his east London origins.

Webb was in his early fifties with the heavy build of a man who no longer exercised as frequently as he used to. His once solid frame was now softening and the beginnings of a stomach pushed gently against his shirt and hung roundly over his trouser belt. Webb had the duel habit of pushing his glasses back on his nose, even though they were in no danger of falling off, and smoothing his balding head, traits that for some reason irritated Robert. In contrast with his hair free skull, however, the rest of the security manger was generously hirsute. His arms sprouted from under rolled up shirt sleeves, and a greying beard unkemptly disguised his gradually multiplying chins.

Generally, Robert thought, he was a likeable man but unintentionally annoying. He had been with the museum longer than the PA, having retired early from the Metropolitan Police Force. The Neltsons' had hired Webb for his impeccable credentials and he had since provided Simon and Rebecca with some excellent advice on how to protect the artefacts housed at the museum. 

"Well," said Webb after a short wait, "do you think he's finished yet? I can't sit here on my laurels all day, I want to get away early. Go-on, give him a shout."

Robert felt satisfied that enough time had lapsed for the telephone call to have been completed, so he announced Neltson's second visitor of the afternoon over the intercom. The words had barely left his lips when the office door opened and Simon appeared. For a man who had apparently just been arguing he seemed remarkably relaxed, and welcomed Webb with an enthusiastic handshake.

"Good to see you John. Please come in. It looks like your trip was a success." Neltson had seen the case. "Bring us some coffee would you please Robert?" he asked before the two men disappeared into the office. 

Robert saved the document he had been working on and switched on his answerphone. The snippet of conversation he had erroneously overheard soon slipped his mind as he made the latest in a long line of trips that day to the coffee machine.

"Come in. Take a seat," said Neltson. He rubbed his eyes with the thumb and finger of one hand before pulling a chair from under the desk for his guest. 

"You look as if you could use some sleep there," said Webb, observing the other man's apparent fatigue.

"Well, with everything that's been happening I haven't been able to relax much over the last two months," said Simon. He did not mention that he had been prescribed strong medication to help him sleep, or that he had purposefully avoided taking all but a few of the tablets. "But never mind. Let's look at this case, shall we?" he smiled.

Webb cleared a space for the case on Simon's desk before setting the sizeable container down next to the papers and post-stick notes.

The reason Simon needed this security device was straightforward. In order to take the Face of the Unknown King back to his house for the nostalgic photo shoot, his insurers had made him jump through hoops, imposing some extremely rigorous conditions regarding the mask's transportation and overnight storage. At first Simon had thought this would not be a problem as Ravenscroft boasted a large wall safe, was installed with an extremely effective burglar alarm and even had a closed circuit television camera covering the front of the house. But the insurance company had still insisted he hire a security case with GPS capabilities to protect the artefact, even stipulating that the mask could only be removed for the photo shoot itself. Neltson was happy to comply with this, even at great personal expense. Returning the artefact to Ravenscroft one last time was an incontrovertible priority. 

His security manager had been an invaluable help, locating a company that hired such cases and confirming with the insurers that this would meet their requirements. Now Webb was explaining how the case worked and Neltson listened attentively.

 "It can only be opened with this," he said, and held up something that looked like a credit card. "Chapel Technologies only issue one card per case. If you lose this bugger we'll have to pay five hundred quid for them to open the sod for us."

"Don't worry John. It won't leave my sight." Neltson assured him.

Webb fed the card into a slot next to the handle of the otherwise featureless case. There was a soft whirring noise, a light adjacent to the card-slit changed from red to green and the lid clicked open.

Neltson nodded as he examined the case's interior. It was certainly big enough for the mask, padded and plain apart from a small control panel set in the right hand side. "What does this do?" he asked Webb.

"Disconnects the security system," came the answer, "generally with this model they're active all the time - so you're safe as houses. Anyone breaks in it sets off an alarm, although they'd have a job. You could drive a tank over this and it still wouldn't crack. But if it's stolen, all you've got to do is contact Chapel and they'll track it down for you. Good stuff."

"And the power supply?"

"It's fitted with a extended life, low output battery. Lasts for weeks, apparently." Webb closed the case again. Green returned to red and the card was smoothly ejected. He passed it to Neltson with a chuckle. "Remember Simon, sleep with it down your boxer shorts. That way you can be sure to have your hands on it all night."

It was fair to say that Neltson did not share his security manager's sense of humour, but he mustered a polite smile anyway. "Like I say. It won't leave my sight." He replied, thinking momentarily of the telephone conversation he had finished just prior to Webb's arrival. Then Robert arrived with the drinks and the conversation turned to other matters.

Outside the weather was starting to clear.

*

The windmill at Briar Hollow was a picture of rural tranquillity. Amidst the trees and fields the wooden mill looked as functional as the day it was built, and few would have realised that its grain grinding days were a thing of the past. Thomas Hardy would have relocated it in Wessex and written dark tragedies around it. Constable would have picked it out in browns and greens, adding a melancholic miller to lean wistfully against the balcony. Vaughan Williams would have scored it as a gentle breeze motif in a subtle, contrapuntal tone poem. But none of these great artistes would have truly captured the simple beauty of the windmill as it stood alone in the English countryside, private and enigmatic in the late September sun.

"Bollocks."

Inside the mill Jonathan Creek sucked his finger. On the desk in front of him stood a cardboard replica of a theatre stage, complete with lights and curtains. He had just accidentally lanced himself pinning back the drapes, drawing both blood and blue language.

Apart from the occasional telephone call, Jonathan had not contacted another person for four whole days. He had even managed to avoid the boy who nonchalantly delivered the paper every afternoon. Yet this self imposed isolation had passed without him realising. He had been too absorbed in designing a new range of illusions for his employer, the renowned American magician Adam Klaus, to notice the time.

Ripley Mill was quiet and out of the way providing the ideal setting for Jonathan to develop new ideas, the most recent of which he was now testing in the scaled down theatre. Once his finger had stopped dripping, he finished pinning back the curtains to reveal a glass, rectangular fish tank in the centre of the stage. It was currently uninhabited, although Jonathan envisaged a couple of docile sharks in the full sized version. 

Creek lowered his head so he could appreciate the spectacle from the audience's point of view, and picked up a small toy doll from the desk next to the stage. It was female, and therefore represented one of Adam's many Lovely Assistants. Next he put the Lovely Assistant into a black draw string bag and dropped her into the tank with a splash. Cue dramatic music, thought Jonathan as she sank slowly to the bottom. After a few minutes he fished the bag out of the tank and opened it to remove the small, wet doll. 

Only now it was male.

"Adam climbs out of the bag. Assistant is brought back on from the side of the stage. Applause, bows and curtain. Then Adam sleeps with the assistant." Jonathan said to himself.

He sat back in his chair and tapped his teeth with the end of a pencil. The trick was not bad, but it needed some refinement. The mirrors in the tank, for example, would perhaps have to be re-positioned if they were going to use live fish in the water. 

Above him the mill's sails groaned quietly in the autumnal wind and outside birds tunefully lamented the passing of summer. These were the only sounds distracting Jonathan, until the shrill trill of his mobile phone broke his concentration. After a quick rummage amongst the wet dolls and cardboard he located the shrieking phone and put it to his ear.

"Jonathan Creek," he said.

"What the hell do you think you're playing at, Jonathan?" Adam thundered from the ear-piece, causing Creek to wrench the telephone a good twelve inches away from his head. "Don't I keep you busy enough or is it just that you think I'm a complete idiot? No doubt you're proud of your recent crime solving escapades, Jonathan, and probably think you're some sort of amateur Sherlock Holmes, but need I remind you that you are employed exclusively as my creative consultant, a position to which I would be grateful if you would occasionally devote a nominal amount of your god-damn time!"

There was an astonished silence from Jonathan while Adam drew breath.

"Moonlighting, Jonathan," Adam continued with temple-throbbing intensity, "is not an activity of which I approve. Especially when it's done so damn blatantly. It appears that not only are you content with abusing my bank balance, but you're happy to insult my intelligence as well!"

"Have you spent too long on the sun-bed again?" Jonathan finally asked.

"Jocose remarks won't get you out of this one, Jonathan. Frankly you've got a hell of a lot of explaining to do, so I suggest you drop the wisecracks and ..."

"Adam!" Jonathan interrupted the vitriolic tirade, "I haven't got the faintest idea what you're ranting about."

"The evening paper," said Adam after an angry pause, "page fifty seven!" And the call was over.

Jonathan stared incredulously at his mobile for a full five seconds before replacing it on the desk in front of him. He looked at the fish tank again and imagined the satisfaction of lowering Adam into a tank of excited piranhas. His employer was not renowned for his equanimity when angered, but this really was something new. Quite what it was on page fifty seven of the evening paper that had sparked this latest outburst was beyond even Jonathan's abilities to fathom, and so he went downstairs to the kitchen where the recently delivered periodical was lying on the doormat. 

As he picked it up and flicked to the relevant page, everything fell abruptly into place.

"Oh, you're not serious," he said.

"I mean, what in God's name were you thinking?" Now it was Jonathan's temples that were throbbing as he foamed down the phone. "Didn't it even cross your mind that perhaps, just maybe, I wouldn't agree to it? Ever? In a million years?"

"Oh come on Jonathan, you know how quiet it's been recently. I haven't had a single story in almost nine months. I've got a new book to start and bugger all to write about."

Madeline Magellan wandered around her cluttered living room, telephone tucked under her chin, looking at page fifty seven of the newspaper she held in her hand. Of course it had occurred to her that Jonathan would never agree to it. Ever. In a million years. Which is exactly why she had "forgotten" to ask him. 

After all the advert was quite difficult to miss. 

'Up the creek without a paddle?' It announced loudly. 'Are you the victim of an unexplained crime? Are the police unable to assist?' Maddy had liked the quiet sarcasm in that bit. 'Then help is at hand. Contact Creek and Magellan, investigators with a proven track record. Discrete and professional! No stone unturned! No problem too baffling. Call now.'

Maddy smiled as she chucked the newspaper onto a nearby chair. She had anticipated Jonathan's reaction and had her response expertly prepared. "OK, so I'm sorry I forgot to ask you," she lied.

"Forgot to ask me! How could you forget to ask me? My name's plastered all over the bloody thing! And since when have you ever been 'discrete'? That's got to breach trade descriptions for a start! Get them to cancel the advert. Now!"

"No way, I paid for a fortnight."

"A fortnight!" Jonathan's voice went critical. "Tell me you're joking." 

"Look Jonathan, why don't you just calm down and think about this for a minute. People won't know it's you. I didn't use your first name!" 

"Adam seemed to figure it out swiftly enough. Now he thinks I'm Judas's less loyal brother!"

"It's OK, it's alright, I'll talk to Adam," said Maddy soothingly, "I'll tell him you knew nothing about it, and that if anyone does contact me..."

"If anyone even considers responding to anything as badly worded as this, they really are in trouble. 'Up the creek without a paddle.' Makes you sound like you're on the hunt for distressed canoeists." 

But despite the sharp remarks Jonathan's voice had lost its edge and Maddy could feel him starting to calm down. 

"Look," he went on after a pause, "I'm sorry things have been quiet for you but I'm actually quite busy. Curiously enough, I don't spend my days waiting for the next corpse to turn up in yet another hermetically sealed room!"

"That's fine," Maddy purred down the phone. "Look, Jonathan, all I wanted to do was let people know that we...sorry, that I...am interested in helping to solve any unusual problems that might have affected them. I only used your name to give the whole thing a more...you know, professional quality." Repentance and flattery, she thought, the winning formula.

"Mmm. Well just so long as you know if anyone is desperate enough to contact you that..."

"...that you're busy and haven't got time? That's really not a problem, Jonathan, after all I was an investigative crime writer long before I met you so I probably won't need your help anyway." Before he had a chance to respond she added. "Anyway, let's forget about all that. How are you? I haven't seen you in ages! Why don't we meet up for dinner one evening next week. This great little place has just opened down the road from me. Tell you what, I'll treat you to apologise for landing you in it with Adam."

Jonathan thought about it for a minute. He was still annoyed about her presumptuous use of his name in the advert, but at the same time this was just another example of the audacious, mischievous side to her character which he really quite admired. It was also true that they had not seen each other for a few weeks and that he could do with a break from trying to invent new and ingenious ways of making Adam look like the Second Coming.

"Jonathan?"

"OK. Look, I'm sorry I got annoyed just then. I guess Adam wound me up. You know what he's like when his brain gets warm. Hopefully I'll have finished the designs for his new show by next week. I've still got quite a few routines to sort out," he looked at the fish tank again, "but that should keep him happy. 

"About the other," he added sheepishly, "yes, I'd love to go for a meal. That would be really great. Thanks."

Maddy smiled to herself again as they agreed a date. If Jonathan had realised quite how well anticipated their conversation had been he would have added 'devious' to her list of qualities. As she had expected he had gone from angry to apologetic in less than five minutes. Plus the advert was still set to run for another two weeks, during which time she would talk him into helping her with any interesting responses.

And best of all she had persuaded him leave his tinkering and come out for a meal.

"Game, set and match," she said after he had hung up. 

*

"It's impossible! I just can't see how it happened!" 

Simon Neltson looked at the wet paperwork on the desk in front of him. Water was flowing over the article he had been drafting for the museum's monthly journal and words written just moments before were slowly dissolving into inky streams. It was only when cold liquid started to drip over the edge of the desk and onto his trousers that he reacted, quickly pushing his chair away from the small waterfall. 

"It's just impossible," his wife repeated.

Despite having sat down opposite him just seconds before, Rebecca Neltson had somehow managed to knock a full glass of drinking water all over his desk. 

She had returned from her business trip on the early train this morning and had then spent several hours with their accountant, finalising the terms she had agreed with the computer supplier in Leeds. After a visit to the local shopping centre at lunchtime she had finally found an hour to discuss the forthcoming photo shoot with her husband. Simon had initially been looking forward to this, but now he was more concerned about his lost work. The article, entitled 'The Role of the Chorus in Greek Tragedy - A New Perspective', had taken several hours to write and now his efforts were illegible. 

He cursed himself for not using the computer.

Rebecca was making a vain attempt to soak up the water with an already sodden tissue. "I can't see how that happened. I just went to pick it up and..." she paused, noticing the wet essay's rapidly dissolving text. "Can you still read that?" she asked.

"It wouldn't seem so," Neltson replied sarcastically, "today of all days this just had to happen."

"Be fair Simon! It was an accident," protested Rebecca.

"Yesterday you missed the photographer's visit, today you ruin a morning's work..." 

"We've had this discussion for God's sake. I had to go to Leeds to finalise the new equipment for the museum..."

Simon leapt from his chair. "We both arranged to meet Morris, not just me. Things are bad enough without your ineptitude to contend with," he snapped. But he already realised his overreaction. Rebecca's impromptu visit yesterday had probably done more for the museum in one day than he had done in months, and her absence had certainly not harmed the meeting with Samantha Morris. Suddenly embarrassed by his childish tantrum he sat down again and put his face in his hands.

"I'm sorry, Rebecca. I shouldn't have...This whole thing is...Oh, I don't know." He looked up at her. "Of course you were right to go to Leeds. I just can't think straight at the moment. Look, after this week everything will be fine."

"The sooner that thing goes back to Greece the better," she replied firmly, "then perhaps we can all get back to normal." Rebecca resumed her efforts to mop up the water and her husband joined in, taking a box of tissues from his office draw. Simon had always been obsessed with the golden mask, more so than any other object at the museum or in his private collection at home. The reason for this fixation, she suspected, was the incessant debate surrounding its ownership. Neltson was a principled man and the suggestion that the mask could have been obtained less than honourably filled him with anger, and eventually the constant allegations about his family's integrity had taken its toll on his patience.

One man in particular was responsible for fuelling this controversy.

Professor Justus Vurt had a great, great grandfather who was also at Mycenae in the 1870s. Like Charles Neltson he had also been an archaeologist. While the expedition to Greece had seemed successful for all concerned, when the two men returned to England problems started to surface. Justus Vurt's predecessor suddenly claimed that he owned the area of the dig where Charles Neltson had unearthed the Face of the Unknown King, and that it was therefore his family who truly owned the treasure. Charles steadfastly denied this accusation and so a rancorous argument developed which quickly got out of hand. The ensuing battle had lasted decades occasionally spilling into the law courts, and had been inherited by Simon Neltson along with the museum. 

It was only now that the wrangling was coming to an end. Five weeks previously an exasperated Neltson had decided to send the mask back to Greece, arranging to return it to the National Archaeological Museum in Athens as a gift. Greece had always expressed an interest in the mask's return, to the point of making several enquiries about it, and Simon had used this to his advantage, checkmating Vurt whom he knew could never expect to wrestle the mask back from its country of origin. 

Justus Vurt, however, was about to start a new court action which he was convinced would result in him winning legal ownership of the mask.  He had therefore been enraged by Neltson's decision and had been threatening all manner of retribution for the past month. He had made numerous vociferous phone calls to the couple accompanied by several abusive letters and on two occasions had even turned up at the Neltson's home.

Throughout all this Neltson had stood by his decision, although the threats coupled with the imminent departure of the mask itself had resulted in marked change in the man's temperament. Rebecca had observed both mood swings and increasingly erratic behaviour from her husband, culminating in his insistence on taking the artefact back to Ravenscroft, an act she found completely unfathomable.

The desk was now dry, and Rebecca watched Simon as he threw the remains of the saturated article into the bin where it landed wetly. He seemed to have quickly shaken his anger and regained his self-control. "Look," he said, "honestly, I'm sorry. The article can easily be rewritten. It was extremely incompetent anyway. Tell me. How did you get on in town?" 

"Quite well I suppose," said Rebecca, "I eventually found a birthday present for Mother, then went to the car wash and posted those letters on the way back here."

"What did you get her?" 

"Oh nothing special. You know how difficult she is to buy for these days. It must be her age. I found her a crystal cut-glass vase...a Waterford...oh, and some vouchers so she can choose a dress or something."

Simon winced. "We, ah...we got her a Waterford vase for Christmas."

"Damn it," she sighed, "my memory's like a sieve at the moment!. Maybe this whole thing has got to me as well." This had been her last opportunity to buy something before her mother's birthday at the weekend.  

"You can always take it back and exchange it tomorrow." Neltson suggested.

"OK," she nodded, "I'll go back to the shop after the photographer's finished. Just remind me to take the receipt home." 

As the afternoon passed the atmosphere between them became more comfortable. Rebecca listened as Simon explained the arrangements he had made with Samantha Morris, recounted his meeting with John Webb and outlined the plan to hand the Face of the Unknown King back to a delegate from the museum in Athens. 

With his mood improving Neltson felt himself starting to agree with his wife's earlier sentiment. It would be good to get back to normal. Or rather, he said to himself, it would be good to be able to pretend everything was normal. The events of the past few months had left him in a lingering state of depressed frustration. It was only now, thanks to the arrangements he had recently made, that things would hopefully start to change for the better.

Of course, those arrangements were not perfect. It had been necessary for him to instigate them without anyone else knowing. Robert and Webb, even Rebecca were all completely unaware.

The arrangements were certainly not perfect. 

But then in an perfect world, he thought, the mask would not be returning to Greece.

Two

The time had come for the Face of the Unknown King to return to Ravenscroft. 

The museum had once again closed for the evening and visitors, staff and cleaners had all departed after another busy day. In response to news of the mask being returned to Greece, the last few weeks had seen admissions treble as people flocked to see the golden artefact one last time. On days like today the sheer volume of aficionados meant that the museum took longer to empty and staff were later leaving. 

Earlier that afternoon, not long after the accident with the water, Neltson had asked Webb to join Rebecca and himself in the office for an informal briefing. 

"This whole process is best done by the book," he had said, "I'm not going to give the insurance company anything to complain about. John will stay and help with things here this evening as we agreed," he told Rebecca before turning to Webb. "If you can deal with the burglar alarm and lock up after we've left, John, I would be very grateful."

Simon had insisted all along that they should be the last to leave the museum as he wanted to minimise disruption to visitors and other members of staff. It was also true that he wanted as few people as possible to see him take the mask. Part of him still felt as if he had lost a long battle, and he wanted to keep the moment as private as possible.

Resourceful Robert had been the last to go home that evening, wishing them well as he went. After the PA had left the office Simon picked up the grey security case and Rebecca collected her handbag and a pile of paperwork to read at home. They turned off the office lights and locked the door after them before setting off down the corridor to meet Webb in the museum.

"I find this place really unsettling when it's empty," said Rebecca as the couple walked through the deserted building.

"Actually, I always feel safe around ancient things," replied Simon, "they've been on this earth, unchanged for millennia. They've seen more than we ever shall in our transient lives. Don't you find that reassuring?"

They entered the main display corridor and approached the mask-room. 

Something in Neltson dreaded entering that room this evening. He knew that the usual fanfare of golden light would no longer announce the mask as he walked through the double-door. He also realised that the full effect of its splendour could never again be felt in his museum.

These maudlin thoughts were interrupted by Webb, who had heard their footsteps approaching. "Nearly finished in here," he called, " just a few more minutes. This display case is a bugger to dismantle, where did we get it again? Bloody DIY shop?" 

Neltson walked hesitantly up to the door. Within the room the glass display case lay in pieces on the floor alongside the now redundant light fittings. For years they had set the face on fire for countless visitors, now their burning had been extinguished. Looking at the artefact itself still standing on its plinth, Simon's pessimism momentarily transformed it into nothing more than a bent piece of metal. He shook the image out of his eyes. Of course it was just as impressive as it had always been. 

It would be worth the trouble.

"Let's get this over with shall we?" he said, setting the GPS case down on the tiled floor.

After arranging the glass in a neat pile to be dealt with at a later date, the three turned their attention to the mask. Rebecca and Webb watched as Neltson produced the security card from his wallet and fed it into the case. Obediently the light changed hue and the lid clicked open. Next he fished a pair of cotton gloves from his coat pocket, slipping them onto his hands. "To protect the metal from the oils in my skin," he explained. 

Carefully he lifted the mask from the plinth, pausing for a minute to savour the moment. Then he placed the Face of the Unknown King into the well padded security case.

"Right," he said, closing the case and returning the card to his wallet, "shall we go?"

The three walked back through the empty rooms and corridors, making polite conversation as they headed for the foyer and the lift that would take them down into the car park. As they did so Webb periodically stopped to shut doors, check locks and turn off lights. 

For the museum owner in his melodramatic state of mind, it felt as if this mundane routine symbolised the building dying behind him as he left with the heart of the collection in his hands.

They reached the lift and waited a short while for it to arrive before descending to level three where Rebecca had parked the vehicle after her lunchtime trip to town. Sliding smoothly apart the lift doors opened directly into the parking bay, revealing it to be completely empty apart from the couple's blue 600 series Rover. After a quick rummage in her bag Rebecca produced the car keys, pressing the remote to disable the alarm before opening the boot. While her husband gently set the security case down in the trunk, she noticed the white plastic bags on the back seat of the car and started rummaging through the paperwork she had brought with her from the office upstairs.

"Damn," she said, not for the first time that day, "I can't find the receipt."

"Receipt?" asked Webb.

"I bought something from town today that I've got to exchange," she explained, indicating to the bags on the back seat. "Have you got it Simon?"

"No," said Neltson, "surely it was amongst that paper work you picked up."

"Well it's not, is it! I must've left it in the office or something." 

Webb seemed to sense the approaching argument. Digging a packet of cigarettes out of his shirt pocket he judiciously interrupted the querulous couple.

"Tell you what," he said, "you go and look for it. I'll stay by the car and have a fag. I've been dying for one for ages. You will insist on no smoking in the museum!" He chuckled before extracting both cigarette and lighter from the nearly empty packet. 

"Right then," Simon shut the boot and Rebecca switched the alarm back on before passing him the keys. "We'll try not to be too long!" he finished, glancing at Rebecca angrily.

"You look for it then," snapped his wife thrusting the paperwork at him as they disappeared into the lift leaving Webb to blissfully fill his lungs with nicotine. Less than a minute later the lift doors opened again and Neltson emerged brandishing the offending receipt.

"God, that was quick!" said Webb looking at his barely smoked cigarette.

"It was on the floor in the foyer," said Neltson tersely wafting the slip of paper and looking pointedly at his wife.

"It must have slipped out of my paperwork when we were waiting for the lift," retorted Rebecca.

Webb exhaled a cloud of smoke. "Married life! I'm glad I'm not sharing the car with you pair this evening!" He laughed again, leaning back on the car and drawing on his cigarette. 

Hell suddenly broke loose. 

The car burst into life, slicing the air with an ear-splitting, oscillating shriek. Rebecca dropped her papers to cover her ears. Webb flew into the air wearing the expression of a man who had unexpectedly sat on something very sharp. "What the..?" he spluttered, spitting his cigarette a good six feet across the car park.

Neltson silenced the deafening car alarm with a deft flick of the remote. Nerve shredding but rapidly fading echoes discordantly bounced around the empty car park. Now it was his turn to chuckle.

"They're nothing if not sensitive these days" he smiled, "are you alright John?"

 "Bloody hell! And I thought these were bad for your health!" said the security manager retrieving his fallen cigarette, and they all laughed.

After helping Rebecca gather her papers and checking they still had the receipt for the vase, Simon shook Webb by the hand. "Thanks again for your help John. Don't stay too late." He said.

"Not likely. Soon as I'm done I'm on that bus home for a stiff drink. My heart's still breaking records here!" They exchanged a final laugh before Neltson climbed into the car and turned the key in the ignition. With a wave Webb headed back to the lift and the dark museum above.

"At least that helped make a difficult evening more interesting!" said Rebecca as they drove up the spiral ramp towards the exit. 

Simon looked at her and smiled. 

"Let's get this mask home," he said.

Without daytime traffic to congest the roads, the thirty mile drive passed quickly and a red glow in the clear night sky was soon the only reminder of the urban sprawl they had just left behind. Dual carriageway soon gave way to narrow lanes which wound darkly through the countryside proffering a variety of startled animals at irregular intervals. Fortunately Neltson was a careful driver and they all survived their moment in the headlights as the couple drove home to Ravenscroft. 

Conventional chatter accompanied by reassuringly ordered concertos drifting from the radio helped pass the journey, and when the conversation dried at one point to make way for Bach, Rebecca yawned lethargically.

"You must be tired," said Simon.

"It's been a long day," she replied. "Mind you, when was the last time you got a good seven hours? You'll look ten years older on those photos if you don't sleep well tonight."

Just half an hour after leaving the museum the car approached Ravenscroft which was located a mile away from the small village of Upper Heyforth.

Neltson turned into the gravel drive which wound up through woods to the front of the building. The house loomed blockishly through the dark as they approached. It was a solitary building, large but not grandiose and set in its own land complete with a river running past the back of the house. An estate agent would no doubt describe the six bedroom house as 'an elegant early Georgian property standing in a charming secluded situation.' The front of the building was bisected by a deep brick porch sheltering the front door. This was symmetrically framed by five, high rectangular windows, one either side and three above the entrance.  Ravenscroft had been owned by the Neltson family from the time it was constructed, and apart from some recent internal modernisation had hardly changed in all that time. 

"I must check to see if the camera's working," said Simon, parking the car on the large expanse of gravel at the front of the house. "I'll put this in the garage tomorrow when it's light," he added silencing the engine and lifting the handbrake.

Rebecca collected her paperwork and the notorious vase from the back seat. Simon opened the boot and reverentially removed the security case. After locking the car they headed for the front door and Rebecca shivered in the porch as her husband dug around in his pockets for the house keys.

"God, it's certainly autumn!" she said.

Once inside Neltson flicked on the lights while Rebecca dashed up the stairs to disable the burglar alarm. This was a recent addition to the house which rather than triggering a bell or siren - pretty useless in such an isolated location - sent a message via the telephone line to an external security company who in turn alerted the local police. After her earlier mishaps that day the last thing Rebecca wanted was a carload of eager police officers screeching up the drive. 

By the time she had keyed in the code and come downstairs again, Simon had already put the case into the large wall safe in his study. 

The study was in some ways an extension of the museum. Alongside a desk, the safe and shelves of dusty books, the large windowless room was filled with select remnants of Ancient Greece. Simon sometimes rotated objects between his public and private collection, although there were several artefacts that never left the museum. The Face of the Unknown King had been one such item as until now insurance requirements had restricted the mask's travel arrangements. 

"You'll be pleased to hear the camera's working," Neltson said as he jumbled the combination lock on the safe door.

Rebecca looked at the shelf unit at the side of his desk which housed a monitor and video recorder. These were linked to the camera mounted discretely outside which covered the drive and the front of the house. Anyone approaching tripped a sensor which activated the video recorder capturing their activities on tape. The device was even fitted with a night-filter so that nocturnal guests would not go unseen. Currently a small light was flashing on the machine and the tape was rolling, indicating the system had been triggered by their arrival minutes earlier.

Simon rewound the tape and pressed 'play'. On the monitor the crystal clear image, complete with a small readout displaying the time of day, showed the Rover driving up to the house before the couple got out and passed out of sight into the covered porch. 

"Perfect," he said resetting the machine and ushering her out of the room.

Security was only slightly less of an obsession for Simon than Greece, thought Rebecca. She sometimes wondered if as a school boy he had kept a guard dog in his sandwich box. But with the mask in the safe, the camera working and the door to the study now locked he started to relax again, and after making them both a drink, they spent the next half hour catching up with the late news on television. 

"I think I could sleep for a decade," Rebecca said finally, signalling it was time for bed.

After checking the front door was locked they headed upstairs. Their en-suite room was the only part of the house not fitted with an alarm sensor. This meant that before they went to bed, they could set the alarm and leave it on until morning without worrying about triggering a surprise visit from the police.

It was nearly midnight by the time Rebecca finally climbed under the sheets of their double bed. As she started to drift in and out of sleep she watched as her husband emerged from the bathroom with a tumbler of water and a small glass bottle. He set these on the bedside cabinet before checking his wallet to ensure the swipe card was safely inside. Convinced it was, he shut the wallet in a draw in the bedside unit. 

He then unscrewed the lid from the bottle and shook a sleeping tablet onto his open palm. For a long moment he looked at it resentfully.

"I hate taking these things," he finally said, and knocked it back with a swig of water.

With the light finally out Neltson felt chemical tiredness talking hold, but without the tablet he knew he would have spent the night like so many other nights this last month, awake and fretting about the mask. 

"At least it's finally home," he said to himself. 

And this was his final thought of the day.

*

Early morning. A full moon hung low in the dark sky. Sinuous white mist clung to hollows and seeped from the trees surrounding the house, incandescent with white light leeched from the moon. At the top of the drive the black bulk of Ravenscroft sat like a tomb in its own necropolis, its pallid brickwork as cold in appearance as it was to the touch. 

Four dull chimes sounded through the night from the direction of Upper Heyforth. The church bell promoted a solitary bark from a far-off dog before near-hush resumed. Ambient noise was once more gently emphasised by the still of the night. The steady burbling from the nearby river. The occasional call of a young tawny owl, exploring life as an adult in the nearby wood. The rustling and snapping of foliage by small, unseen creatures. All familiar sounds around Ravenscroft as nature went about its business in the dark. 

Suddenly the nocturnal fauna froze, sensitive ears pricked in alarm. 

Something was walking through the woods. 

It seemed to drift between the sycamores and oaks without a sound, passing like an apparition through a dense bank of mist before emerging from the trees and onto the drive. Then it started towards the house, accompanied only by the soft crunch of gravel underfoot. 

Nearing the building it stopped for a second. 

Then it approached the front door.

*

Dawn chorus piped from the trees, trumpeting the start of a new day for all those willing to listen as sun streamed from the clear blue sky. The arrival of daylight had transformed Ravenscroft, warming the stone and chasing away baleful shadows to reveal the house at its best. 

Inside, Simon Neltson was unlocking the door to his study. 

He had woken with a splitting headache just over an hour ago. At first he had blamed this on the sleeping tablet, but when moments later Rebecca groaned into life also suffering with a headache, he decided their joint condition must be stress related.

A cup of tea and two pain killers later he was feeling much more alive. Rebecca had just climbed out of the shower and was choosing clothes for the morning's photo shoot with the mask. Samantha Morris was due in just under an hour and so he was going to spend a few quiet minutes trying to re-write 'The Role of the Chorus in Greek Tragedy - A New Perspective'. Fortunately he had been mentally developing the article for sometime, so despite loosing the first draft to Rebecca's glass of water, the essence of the hypothesis was still firmly rooted in his mind.

He sat down behind his desk with a pad and pen. Barely a sentence had been written, however, when Rebecca walked into the room. She was wearing a long-line charcoal skirt with a matching jacket that perfectly complemented her tall frame and short dark hair. Holding her palms upwards she performed a graceful pirouette in front of the desk, completing the routine with a bow.

"Well," she asked, "will this do?"

"I think it looks extremely appropriate," Simon nodded, "it'll really..."

He broke off mid-sentence. Out of the corner of his eye he had just noticed something puzzling.  The light was once again methodically blinking on the video recorder. "Didn't I reset that last night?" he asked his wife.

"Yes, I stood here and watched you do it." Rebecca walked around the desk to look at the machine. "Has the post been delivered yet?" she asked. "He could have set it going again."

Simon shook his head without replying. He stopped, then rewound the tape, glancing at his wife from under a furrowed brow before pressing the play button on the machine.

The monitor lit up. The digital readout in the corner of the screen reported the time as three minutes past four. Although it should have been dark outside at this time, the night filter rendered the image as clear as day. 

And it showed someone walking up the drive towards the house. 

Whoever it was moved with an assured lack of urgency. Dressed in black from head to foot their features were hidden by a balaclava mask, their hands covered by gloves. Nearing the house the figure paused to remove a small torch from a pocket. They switched it on before disappearing out of sight into the porch. 

"Who the hell is that?" said Neltson, struggling to take in what he was seeing. 

Rebecca had disappeared from the office and he heard her vigorously rattling the front door. "Thank God. It's still locked," she called from the hall 

Nothing happened on the tape for a long time. Whatever the intruder was doing in the porch was out of the watchful gaze of the camera. Leaning forward Neltson scrutinised the monitor with darting eyes, running one hand repeatedly though his hair. 

Seconds passed slowly.

Rebecca returned to stand behind her husband. "Wind it forward," she urged. 

A shaking finger stabbed the control. Time accelerated, minutes speeded and the counter reached four twenty five.

Finally there was movement on the tape.

Simon halted the fast forward with another jab at the machine. Rebecca leaned over the back of his chair peering fixedly at the screen as normal time resumed.

What they saw next was beyond belief.

The black clad figure had emerged from the porch. 

The clarity and brightness of the picture left no doubt as to what was held in their hands.

Simon leaped from his chair and scrambled across the room to the wall safe, rummaging in his pocket for his wallet which he then threw at Rebecca.

"Find the card. Quickly!"

He twisted the combination lock back and forth and wrenched the safe door open. The case was still sitting on the shelf. The red light next to the handle was still glowing. 

Snatching it from the safe he crashed it down on the desk sending papers flying.

Wide eyed, Rebecca passed the security card to her ashen faced husband. He took it from her and fed it into the case. 

Mechanisms whirred. The light changed from red to green. The lock clicked. 

For a long moment he could not move.

"Open it!" Rebecca's voice was verging on the hysterical

His head swimming Simon lifted the lid, and confirmed the madness of what they had already seen on the video tape.

The case was empty.

On the monitor screen the figure walked away, carrying the Face of the Unknown King.

*

"I'm sorry love, you can't come in here."

Samantha Morris looked up at the police officer through the open window of her red sports coupe. 

"I've actually got an appointment with Mr and Mrs Neltson. They do live here, yes?" she asked.

The constable fished out a pocket book and casually flicked though it. Locating the relevant page he read something to himself then looked down at the young woman. Then he flipped the book shut and returned it to his pocket in a well rehearsed manoeuvre.

"Samantha Morris?" he asked.

"Yes."

"If you could please make your way up the drive to the house. Detective Inspector Flint is waiting for you."

Samantha had gone to a great deal of trouble to ensure she reached Ravenscroft on time. She had set her alarm nearly two hours early in anticipation of the long drive to the country house and had arrived at her destination with ten minutes to spare. Knowing the importance of the assignment to her clients she had not wished to hinder proceedings by being late. The presence of the police officer, and the fact he had flagged her down as she pulled into the drive, had been a surprise. But discovering that a senior detective had been waiting for her to arrive now turned that surprise into concern. 

"Really, and why is that exactly?" she asked.

"You are here to photograph a mask, Ms Morris?" the police officer asked.

"Yes."

Glancing around the man crouched down so his face was level with Samantha's. His manner instantly changed from authoritarian to conspiratorial.

"Well, if you ask me, love," he said, "it's all a bit strange. This mask thing's been stolen. Seems there was a break in last night."

"You're serious?" asked Samantha. "Did anyone get hurt?"

"That's the really weird thing," came the reply, "apparently the thief managed to get in and out of the house without a trace. Didn't even set the burglar alarm going." He glanced around again then straightened up. "I'll radio DI Flint, let her know you're here," he said.

Rebecca Neltson had called the police the instant her husband had opened the case and found the mask gone. Simon however had been virtually incapable of thought let alone action, and for some time sat glassy eyed behind the desk staring numbly at the empty container. Then turning to the video recorder he rewound the tape and re-played the departure of the mysterious intruder, only to repeat the process and watch the whole thing again as if he could not really register what he was seeing.  

"That's just impossible," he muttered as the figure disappeared into the night for the third time.

A distressed Rebecca had fetched them both a glass of nerve soothing whisky. "Just the thought of someone in our house, without us even knowing," she shuddered. "And why did neither of us hear anything? I know our room's at the back of the house, but even so..." 

Sirens and blue lights heralded the arrival of the police moments later. A tall woman with blonde hair tied in an officious looking bun, wearing a long brown coat and a no-nonsense expression had been the first to emerge from one of the squad cars and introduce herself. Detective Inspector Caroline Flint had then listened as the couple reiterated the mornings events and watched as Simon, who was now coming out of his dazed state of shock, re-played the burglary on tape.

"Well, whoever our friend is certainly did their homework," observed the DI. "The balaclava suggests they knew about the camera, and they obviously knew where the mask would be and how to acquire it."

Sending one of her deputies to find the Neltson's kitchen and make some coffee, Flint had then accompanied the couple into the more informal of two sitting rooms, leaving scenes of crime officers to start their methodical business of dusting for unfamiliar prints in the hall and study. 

"Could either of you tell me the approximate value of this mask?" she asked after removing her cape like coat and sitting down opposite them.

Rebecca had been ready for this question and handed the DI some papers.

"Insurance details," she explained, "the most recent evaluation is on the front."

Flint looked coolly at the amount on the page, suppressing the desire to utter an expletive.

"Money's not the issue here." Neltson's usually expressive voice was flat.

"Right," Flint looked up at him, "so you would say the issue is...what, sir?"

"The mask was supposed to be handed over to Greece tomorrow. It was a gift...and although contacts have been signed, there was no profit involved." Rebecca explained on her husbands behalf. 

"They were going to want it back at some point anyway, you've only got to look at the controversy over the Elgin Marbles to know that." Simon added. "Giving it back now...well it was supposed to solve a lot of problems." 

The DI nodded and flicked quickly through the insurance papers. "How many people knew you were bringing the mask here?" she asked the couple.

"I didn't make a secret of it," replied Simon with a shrug. "Most people knew. But we went to extreme lengths to ensure that it was protected using the best security equip..." he suddenly broke as the incredulity of the situation overtook him. "I mean, what is going on?" he exploded. "This is just not happening! How the hell did he get into our house? How the hell did he get into my safe? I'm going to sue the manufacturers of that bloody case. And what happened to the burglar alarm for Christ's sake?" 

Rebecca placed a consolatory hand on his shoulder. A single tear ran down her cheek.

"Mr Neltson," DI Flint said calmly, "I realise this is an...unusual situation, but rest assured I will be investigating every possible angle. Now, I will have our people examine the case and the burglar alarm to ascertain whether they are functioning properly. In the meantime it is very important that I get as clear a picture as possible of what has happened here." She paused to let the sedimentary tension in the room settle. "Right," she continued, "you said just now, 'how the hell did he get into our house'. Do you suspect who might be responsible for this burglary?"

Simon sighed and pushed the hair out of his eyes. "I suggest you contact Professor Justus Vurt," he said wearily. "For the last month he's been making idle threats about getting his hands on the mask. I've even got letters to prove it. I would be very surprised, Detective Inspector, if he couldn't help you with your enquiries."

It was at this point that Flint's radio crackled and announced the arrival of Samantha Morris. Neltson had already explained that they were expecting her, and that she would have some professional photographs of the mask which might be useful to the police. 

One of the other officers appeared at the door a few minutes later with Samantha, who looked confused and concerned. She barley recognised the person who rose from the sofa to greet her as she walked into the living room. The attractive, enthusiastic version of Simon Neltson she had met two days previously had gone and a hollow, tired looking man now stood in his place.

"Ms Morris," he said, "I can't apologise enough for this. Please come in. This is Detective Inspector Flint and of course you haven't met my wife, Rebecca." The elegantly dressed woman on the sofa tried to muster a smile, although her eyes betrayed the fact she had recently been crying.

The DI also rose from her seat. "Yes, do come in Ms Morris. I won't keep you long. You'll have been told what's happened here?" Samantha nodded and looked uneasily at the Neltsons. "And I've been told you have some pictures. Of the mask."

The photographer's confusion disappeared and her face relaxed into a smile of relief. "Sorry," she said, "for a minute I thought you might think I had something to do with...so stupid of me. You just want the photographs from the other day, yes?"

"So I have a better idea of what I'm looking for," nodded the police woman.

From her attaché case Samantha produced a file of photographs and fanned them out on the coffee table. The mask stared two dimensionally up at them in a dozen different styles, black and white adding dignity, colour adding splendour. "These are just a few examples," she explained picking out a portrait of the dead man. With quiet pride she admired the way negative exposure had infused the face with an unnatural, ethereal life which glowered from the paper. "If there's anything else I can do to help..." she added obligingly.

Flint took the younger woman's details in case they needed to speak again. That would be all for now, she told her, and so after expressing her sympathy to Simon and Rebecca, Samantha returned to her car. 

Driving away from the house she glanced at her rear view mirror. 

Ravenscroft stood there defiantly, surrounded by police cars, swarming with blue uniforms.

Something very strange happened there, she decided with a shudder. The sooner she was back in her studio the better.

The next few hours blurred in a stream of telephone calls, questions and revelation.

After Samantha had departed, Neltson telephoned John Webb who was stunned by the news and offered to get a taxi over to the house. Simon was grateful for the support, but suggested it would be more productive for the security manager to contact Chapel Technologies, the firm who had supplied the case. "I want some answers from them," he said.

Flint had then resumed her discussion with the couple, only to be called out of the room by a scenes of crime officer. 

"Sorry to interrupt ma'am," he said, "but something's turned up. Whoever that is on the tape is bloody good. There's not a print in the house, no sign of any locks being forced and the case seems to be working fine, although I'll have to get that confirmed. I've also checked with the company who monitor the house. Apparently their computer shows the burglar alarm was switched on at just before midnight and switched off at about half six, so everything's in order there. The motion detectors are all working perfectly as well." He pointed to a couple of small white boxes mounted high on the wall, which blinked a yellow light with every gesture they made. "How anyone moved around in here without setting it off... but I think I've just found proof that somehow they did."

"What is it then?" asked Flint impatiently.

The verbose SOCO led her over to the study and squatting pointed to an area on the door frame next to the lock. Squinting, the Detective Inspector leaned forward to examine the frame. Caught on tiny splinter of wood protruding slightly from the surface were a number of tiny black fibres. "Now, we'll have to run the usual checks," he said, "but I'm willing to bet those are from our friend's gloves. Probably snagged there while he was working on the lock."

 "Wasn't as meticulous as we thought then," Flint smiled coldly, "although let's make sure they're not from anyone in the house before we jump to any conclusions."

She repeated this to the Neltsons moments later. 

"Check every item of clothing we own if you have to," replied Rebecca, "anything that helps has got to be worth it."

Finally managing to pick up where she had left off, Flint now resumed her dissection of the previous evening's events, running through a checklist of questions she had prepared in her mind. "Remind me, Mr Neltson, once you were in the house you put the case in the safe and Mrs Neltson went upstairs to switch off the burglar alarm before it activated."

"Correct."

"Why that way around in particular?"

"Sorry?"

"Let me rephrase that. Was there any particular reason why you, personally, had to put the case in the safe instead of dealing with the alarm?" Flint took a mouthful of her rapidly cooling coffee.

It was Rebecca who answered. "Yes. I don't know the combination to the safe," she said.

"The combination is known only by yourself, Mr Neltson?"

He nodded. "Yes. Yes it is. But it didn't stop that bastard from getting into it, did it?"

Flint nodded and continued her checklist. The couple had not seen anyone suspicious lurking around the house, neither had they received any strange post or telephone calls - other than from this man Vurt. When Neltson produced the correspondence in question she had to agree the letters were incriminating. Yet this alone was not enough to convict Vurt in her own mind, something Neltson seemed to be trying to persuade her to do at every opportunity. 

She was just about to raise this issue with him when her mobile phone rang.

 "DI Flint," she answered. And then, after a short while, "OK, thanks."

Wearing an enlightened expression she put the phone down on the coffee table and looked directly at Neltson. That was a very timely phone call, she thought. "Some news you'll be interested to hear, no doubt," she said. "That was my colleague, Detective Sergeant Livingston. He's been to pay Justus Vurt a visit."

Simon looked at his wife confidently before turning back to Flint.

"Please appreciate that I do not reach definitive conclusions based on one call," continued the DI. "However, Professor Vurt appears not to be at home. Of course that might be coincidence. But what's even more interesting is the fact he's not been seen for a couple of days. Vanished without a trace. Just like your mask, Mr Neltson."

Neltson nodded. "Detective Inspector," he said evenly, "I can guarantee that when you find that man you will find my mask."

"You seem extremely certain of that," said Flint.

"I am," he replied simply. "So I suggest you start looking."

*

Light from the television screen flickered on the walls of the dark room. The dancing blue glow reflected in the eyes of the person who sat alone, watching as an even-toned news reporter informed viewers of the day's events. Most passed without interest, but when the image behind the reporter was replaced by a golden metallic face, the watcher leaned forward in the chair and reaching for the remote control increased the volume.

"Next this evening, a story worthy of the X-Files. Police investigating a burglary at the home of museum owner Simon Neltson, were tonight at a loss to explain how the incident took place."

Cut to video footage.

"The burglar, caught here on a security camera, broke into the Neltson's house early this morning and stole a unique, three thousand year old Athenian mask. Foiling a house alarm, the burglar passed through two locked doors before removing the mask from a sealed wall safe."

Cut back to reporter.

"Despite a small amount of forensic evidence found inside the house, the identity of the thief seems as mysterious as their almost supernatural abilities. Speaking earlier, a police spokeswoman said that while no explanation was immediately forthcoming, the incident would be clarified in due course. The mask was to be returned to Greece at the end of the week. Mr Neltson is said to be distraught by its disappearance."

The report over, the volume was decreased again and the watcher leaned back smiling.

On the table next to the television lay the Face of the Unknown King. 

Three

Two of the most accurate but useless observations in the English language were currently plaguing Jonathan Creek. 

"The phone you have called has not responded. It may respond it you try again." 

He had now listened to this message, delivered adamantly by a dalekesque woman, eight times in the last half hour. Contacting Maddy was proving difficult. She was not at home and her mobile phone was either off or out of range. Typical really as he urgently needed to confirm the arrangements for this evening's Meal of Forgiveness. 

When last week she had offered to take him out, he had been working so hard at being fractious that even though they had arranged a date he had forgotten to confirm the time and place. Since then he had become immersed in immersing Adam again, and it was only after checking his diary just now that his mistake had hit home, a few hours before they were presumably due to meet. 

He hung up and hit redial.

"The phone you have called has not responded. It may respond it you try again." 

An increasingly exasperated Jonathan was starting to disbelieve the second observation which clearly employed a broad definition of the word "may", extending it to include the word "won't". He thought for a moment. If she was not at home and her mobile was switched off then she could be in a meeting. And if she was in a meeting it was probably with Barry Opper, her publisher. After all, her new book was due out soon, based on the situations they had investigated over the past few years, and they might be having a last minute conference about its launch.

Following a quick searching for Barry's direct line on his mobile's memory, Jonathan pressed 'dial' and was relieved to receive an almost instantaneous reply.

"Hi Barry, it's Jonathan. Sorry to bother you, but is she around?" he asked. 

"Jonathan, how are you?" came the delighted reply. "She's not here I'm afraid. What's the problem?"

"Bit embarrassing really. We're supposed to be going out for this meal tonight. I wasn't quite sure where we were supposed to be meeting."

"Ah yes, I'm looking forward to it Jonathan." 

Not the response Jonathan was expecting. His brow creased in confusion.

"We're all meeting seven," Barry continued, "at that pub...oh, what's it called now? The Nun's Trumpet, or something. It's the one on Main Street, anyway."

We? thought Jonathan, but what he said was; "Right. Excellent. So just to recap then, that's you, me and..." he left his sentence purposefully hanging.

"Oh, I think there's about ten of us. It should be great. Maddy's thrilled, and you have to admit it's all quite exciting..."

 But Jonathan was not listening anymore. Ten! The woman never ceased to astonish him. Just when he finally thought he had at last worked her out, she went and pulled a completely new stunt. Like not telling him about the advert. Or, even better, inviting him out for a meal and suggesting it would be an intimate evening for two by way of an apology for not telling him about the advert but without telling him about the reams of other people she had also invited out for the same meal.

Besides, she knew he did not exactly relish evenings out with her acquaintances.

Jonathan's reasons for this were not purely antisocial. They were motivated by the predictable way such occasions always developed, and this was summed up nicely by what had happened the last time they went out with her 'friends'. It had been a portentous social function thrown at a hotel to celebrate the launch of some woman's book. Maddy had introduced him to the author in question, a frightening pitbull terrier of a woman who naturally, like everyone always did, had enquired after Jonathan's profession.

"I work for Adam Klaus, the magician..." he had started to reply, knowing the end result of this fatal admission before he had even started to speak.

"Oh how charmingly Bohemian," the pitbull had boomed. "Mr Crake is a magician." She announced loudly, waving her arms like a demented tour guide to capture the attention of other guests.

"Actually it's 'Creek', and I'm not really a..." he desperately tried to interject. But it was far, far too late. Everyone in earshot had been alerted by her barking and flocked to catch a glimpse of the 'charming bohemian'.

"Mr Crake here is a magician," she repeated when she had gathered a small audience. "Now then Mr Crake, do give us a nice little trick."

The masses loomed forward expectantly. 

And Maddy had smiled innocently from within the champagne glasses and vol-au-vents. 

Eventually Jonathan obliged, performing a swift vanishing act involving himself and the nearest exit. This had left him in trouble with Maddy, but at least he had retained his sanity. 

"Why don't you pretend you're an accountant or something," she had snapped afterwards.

"What, and have everyone giving me their tax returns? No thanks. What do I know about personal finance anyway?" Jonathan had replied.

"Jonathan?" Barry said. 

Jonathan suddenly realised he had no idea what Barry had been talking about for the past two minutes. For one hideous moment he struggled to think of something appropriately vague to say in response. 

"Sorry Barry, didn't quite get that. I think the phone's playing up." He inwardly squirmed.

"That's OK Jonathan. I just said 'we'll see you this evening then.'"

"Right. Yeah. Definitely."

After saying goodbye, Jonathan went downstairs to the kitchen and made himself a coffee, his brain whirring. A straight forward night out had suddenly become complicated. On the one hand he could spend the evening plucking coins from peoples' nostrils and guessing which card - tediously, someone always had a pack of cards on them - one of his fellow diners had randomly selected. 

On the other hand he could just not go.

Except then, thought Jonathan, he would not get to see Maddy. 

*

Sunlight filtered through the gap in the curtains sending bright shafts of light through the dust that hung in the air. In the middle of the room stood a double bed, swathed in mountains of sheets and duvet. Amidst the bedclothes Maddy Magellan lay peacefully sleeping, her mouth upturned slightly in a contented smile. Clothes lay strewn around the room, haphazardly abandoned the night before, and when Jonathan nudged the door open and crept in holding two steaming mugs of tea, he had to pick his way through the fallen garments to get to the bed.

Unlike her he had woken early. Knowing she was not a morning person and had been late in the night before, he had been as quiet as possible when making the drinks downstairs. Now he sat down on the side of the bed, causing the mattress to creak. Buried in the sheets Maddy did not stir, and so as softly as possible he said her name.

Her eyes slowly opened, and blinking tiredly she looked at him.

"Morning," he said and smiled down at her, "I've brought you some tea."

"Thanks Jonathan," she said returning the smile, "just leave it..."

Her expression suddenly darkened.

"Hang on a minute. Where the bloody hell did you come from?" Maddy sat bolt upright in bed with a yell. "And where were you last night, you bastard!?" 

Jonathan fished something out of his shirt pocket and dangled it on the end of his finger. "I came around early to explain," he said. "I found these in your front door lock and let myself in." 

Thunderously, Maddy snatched her keys back. 

"You should be more careful really. It wasn't that long ago you were burgled," he added. "Anyway good curry was it? Must have been a heavy night to leave those keys in the door like that."

"You really are one of the most pompous..." Maddy stopped again and shook her head "Wait a second, how do you know we went for a curry? That was a last minute change of plan!"

Wrinkling his nose, Jonathan looked uncomfortable and found something to stare at in his mug of tea.

"Oh for God's sake, don't be so prudish! We all do it!" snapped Maddy as she realised. "So I might have had a mild curry, but..."

"Mild!" Jonathan cut in. "When I walked in here just now the duvet was practically wrapped around the light bulb!"

"Look. At least the most exciting thing I've ever eaten didn't have wings and fly into my mouth by mistake." Again she shook her head incredulously. "I can't actually believe I'm having this conversation. I'm sitting here, at the crack of bloody dawn by the looks of it, yet again defending my digestive system against your vitamin-enhanced smugness. And you still haven't told me where you were last night. Barry told me you were definitely coming."

Jonathan shuffled on the bed. "Adam called at the last minute..."

"Don't give me that, Jonathan. You couldn't lie straight on a ruler," this from the expert, thought Maddy, but she was not going to let him get away with it. "Don't you know how rude it is to just not-turn-up to a dinner invitation?"

"Certainly no more impolite than inviting someone out to a pre-arranged shindig under the pretence that it's a cosy meal for two."

Maddy looked at him and slumped back against the pillows.

"Barry didn't tell you then?"

"Tell me what?"

Her vehemence immediately vanished. "Oh God. Jonathan, I'm sorry. No wonder you thought I had..." she sighed and shook her head. "Look. Barry arranged a meal to surprise me yesterday evening. I told him you and I were supposed to be having dinner, but he just said 'bring him too'. I spent all afternoon trying to call you on my mobile before realising it was on the blink, but then when Barry told me he'd spoken to you during the day I thought he'd filled you in!"

Probably he did and I wasn't listening, thought Jonathan, but he decided it would be sensible not to share the fact.

"Never mind," he smiled, "these things happen."

Maddy asked Jonathan to go and make some breakfast while she got dressed. He took his tea down to the kitchen, his faith in her once more restored, and started hunting through cupboards for bread and cereal. Pinned to her notice board he spotted the infamous advert, and directly beneath it a couple of phone number written on a scrap of paper, but he was too pre-occupied to pay them much attention. 

Arranging bowls and plates on the kitchen table he tried to recall his conversation with Barry the day before. One sentence in particular kept coming back to him, "...Maddy's thrilled, and you have to admit it's all quite exciting..." but after that his mind had mooched off at a tangent and he could remember nothing more. Barry's comment, combined with his surprise meal, was starting to puzzle Jonathan, and so he asked Maddy directly about it when she came down for breakfast.

"Well, it's nothing definite," she said munching on a piece of toast, "but you know my new book, the one about the stuff you've solved?"

"Yes," said Jonathan cautiously.

"Well Barry sent a manuscript to a producer friend of his. Apparently this guy's managed to sell the idea to an independent television company who could develop it into a series - a sort of 'based on true life' drama kind-of-thing. Barry heard the news the other day and arranged the meal to celebrate." 

She saw Jonathan's eyes beginning to get wider in the way they usually did just before he said...

"You are joking, surely! A television series! Adam's going to just love it if..."

"Woah! Hang on a minute will you! Obviously if they went with the idea they would have to completely change people's identities. Like I say, nothing's definite. In fact I'm waiting for some feedback from this friend of Barry's. The programme makers want to suggest some changes before anything goes ahead, apparently."

Pacified, Jonathan had to agree that for Maddy at least this was good news. Congratulating her he went to drop some more bread in the toaster. "So, how was the meal?" he asked as the bread began to brown.

"You missed out actually, it was really good. I'll have to take you there sometime." There was a slight pause, and she turned in her chair to face Jonathan. "Except," she said wearing a quizzical expression, "you know that sensation you get, that someone's watching you? I had that feeling in the restaurant last night."

"I know. I've seen the way you eat. I'm amazed you didn't attract a crowd." Jonathan chuckled to himself but stopped when he caught her stony gaze. "Sorry," he smiled weakly, "couldn't resist that."

Shrugging Maddy reached for her tea. "Oh, it was probably nothing anyway. Being the centre of attention like that. Most likely went to my head." She looked at the crumbs on her plate. "Is that toast nearly done then?"

Over the second round they caught up with each other lives. It had been nearly two weeks since they had last seen each other, so there was plenty to talk about. Jonathan regaled Maddy with Adam's latest amorous shenanigans which, were it not for the absence of a trouserless vicar, could easily be mistaken for the plot of a West End farce. Then he went on to tell her about the new routines he had been engrossed in for the last fourteen days.

"...ideally I'd like to have a slimy, groping octopus in the tank. I'm just worried the stage-hands won't notice the difference and fish it out instead of Adam." 

Maddy smiled. 

"Anyway," Jonathan continued, glancing subtly at the notice board. "No doubt you've been busy. I expect the phone hasn't stopped ringing." 

It took Maddy a moment to realise he was referring to the advert and tried to make her answer sound convincing. "Actually it might surprise you to know, Jonathan, that I've had lots of very interesting calls from people prepared to pay lots of money for my help. Lots of money. But as you made it blatantly clear that you're not interested..."

"Hardly any, then."

"Two," she admitted reluctantly, "and one was to order a deep-pan with extra anchovies." Noticing a flicker of superciliousness passing over Jonathan's face she smiled inwardly, and picking up her plate meandered over to the sink. With a sprinkling of indifference she added; "Good job the other was such a blinder, I suppose," before turning on the taps.

Even with her back to him she could tell his expression had changed. Jonathan would now be unsuccessfully trying to work out the meaning to this deliberately enticing comment, but would avoid responding for a few moments to maintain the illusion of casual disinterest. 

A few moments passed.

"Interesting call was it then?" he asked disinterestedly.

Told you, thought Maddy to herself. "Very, actually," she replied. "But like I say, you wouldn't want to know."

Jonathan's natural curiosity finally got the better of him and he took a deep breath. "OK!" he yielded. "I'm sorry I ever doubted you. And yes, I would like to hear about it." 

 The taps were turned off and Maddy returned to the table. Realising that the games were over and she was now being serious, Jonathan leaned forward to listen.

"Well, it's a strange one," she said. "Yesterday I got a call from one of the museums in town. Have you ever heard of 'The Helladic Experience'?" 

Jonathan shook his head.

"It's a collection of old Greek stuff, but that doesn't matter. The point is that last week the owners had a three thousand year old relic stolen from their house. The burglar was caught on camera, but somehow managed to get through two sealed doors and into a wall safe like a hot knife through butter. Just to make things really complicated they also managed to fool several alarm systems into thinking they didn't exist, and left hardly any forensic evidence..."

And so Jonathan listened intently as Maddy recounted her story.

*

It was twenty four hours before Jonathan and Maddy sat down to breakfast. Sitting at his desk in the museum offices, Robert looked at the open newspaper in front of him and took another mouthful of coffee. 

After the theft the atmosphere at the museum had become unbearable. Gossip among the staff was rife, Mr Neltson had hardly been seen and now Mrs Neltson was in the middle of yet another heated exchange with representatives from the Greek museum in the office next door. Mercifully the press had only been interested on the day of the burglary, and had subsequently left the couple more or less alone.

Robert was a proactive person and being able to offer only verbal support to his employers had become frustrating. Wondering how he could do something practical to help he had been half-heartedly flipping through the newspaper during his morning break, only to stumble across something pertinent in the classifieds.

This might be the answer, he thought, and read the advert again.

'Up the creek without a paddle?' Admittedly this did not sound terribly professional, but coupled with the 'proven track record' of solving 'unexplained crime' it had been enough to get him interested. The name 'Magellan' also had a familiar ring to it. Robert vaguely remember reading a book called 'Courage and Conviction' by an investigative crime writer several years previously. Presumably it was no accident that the author shared a surname with the person in this advert. 

For a while he thought carefully. The police had discovered nothing conclusive so far, so surely a third person's perception of events could do no harm. At the same time, however, he did not want to go behind his employer's back. But his mind was made up when he heard Rebecca's anguished tones leaking from next door. Things sounded as if they were getting increasingly unpleasant with the representative he had diverted to her phone ten minutes earlier. 

It was time to act.

Decisively he placed the mug back on the desk, lifted the handset of his telephone and dialled the number in the advert.

*

Another chunk of Simon Neltson's sagacity dissolved as he put the telephone receiver back on its hook. It was five days since the Face of the Unknown King had been stolen. Ever since then tempestuous waters had heaved at the crumbling foundations of his sanity, but he had forced himself to stay rational and expended tremendous effort remaining calm. But this latest news was too much, sending panicked thoughts rolling and crashing around his head. 

After the theft he had returned to work just once, but had found the looks he got from his staff unbearable. Naturally the police had conducted interviews around the museum, and this seemed to have cast him in a suspicious light with his employees. Robert and Webb were the supportive exceptions, but this was not enough to boost his morale. Remaining at home was the only way to distance himself from the misgivings that radiated from those around him, even though the house was constant reminder of what had happened. While Rebecca had continued to go to work, handling the negative publicity the theft had generated and liasing with the angry officials from Athens and the insurance company, Simon had wandered aimlessly around the empty rooms at Ravenscroft. 

Elegantly decorated walls witnessed his pacing as they had also witnessed the recent theft. On both subjects they remained silent. Yet their testimony would have been invaluable, thought Simon. No-one else had a plausible explanation as to how the intruder took the mask. 

John Webb had arranged for technicians from Chapel Technologies to test the GPS case, but like the police they found it to be in perfect working order. Neltson had also listened while the security company who monitored the house alarm once more confirmed the system was operating as it should be, and had been functioning all night without being triggered or deactivated. Despite blatant evidence to the contrary, both companies were confident their products had not been tampered with, although neither could explain how they had so obviously failed to protect the mask.

The police investigation had been equally inconclusive. For several hours after the theft, they combed the house for any evidence which might reveal the identify of the burglar or the means by which they stole the mask. The tiny fibres on the study doorframe had been a solitary breakthrough in this respect. Subsequent analysis of the videotape using the latest digital enhancement technology had produced the observation that the suspect was "probably male", but this was hardly a radical inference. 

Now, thought Neltson incredulously, there was this latest news to content with.

Justus Vurt had been released.

Neltson's initial unerring certainty that Vurt was responsible, fuelled by his apparent disappearance, had suffered its first major knock three days after the theft when the telephone had rung during dinner. After taking the call Rebecca had returned to the table and pushed her still steaming plate to one side. "That was the police," she said quietly, "Vurt's turned up. He's been in Scotland since before the burglary." There was a stunned silence from across the room. "There is some good news though," she added, "they've taken him in for questioning...about those letter he sent us." Her eyes had flicked up to gage Simon's reaction, but there had been none.

And now, barely twelve hours later they had released Vurt without charge.

"His alibi is a valid one," Caroline Flint had said on the telephone moments before, "he travelled to Inverness on the train and spent several days there, doing nothing. Unusual behaviour but completely verifiable."

"But I know he did it." Neltson had snapped.

"Unfortunately you cannot substantiate that, sir," replied the Detective Inspector. "Despite the incriminating letters, proof of intent is not enough when the suspect can show beyond reasonable doubt that they were several hundred miles away at the time of the offence. Besides, we would still have to discover where he acquired his excellent lock breaking skills. Opening a safe to which only one person know the combination is a talent, I'm sure you agree..."

"Then he had help," interrupted Neltson, "you've read those letters '...the mask is mine by right, it will never return to Greece...', don't tell me the man doesn't have the wit to hire a professional to do the job..."

Now it was Flint who interrupted. "Mr Neltson. Professor Vurt has never denied writing those letters and we are still considering several avenues of enquiry relating to his actions and intent. You can rest assured we shall be keeping a vigilant eye on him over the next few days. In the meantime you will be pleased to hear that we are leaving all our options open." 

The word 'all' was given menacing emphasis.

Nauseous, Simon now stood in the hall his hand still resting on the phone. That last sentence had implied more than he liked to think. Justus Vurt had duped that pompous, overconfident woman, so was she now turning her attentions towards him?

Shaking the stupor from his body, Simon made his way up the wooden stairs to his bedroom at the back of the house. Standing before the high rectangular window he stared down the garden at the river that sped past below. Sunlight flashed on the bubbling water and Neltson turned away, shaking his head as he ambled into the bathroom to try and refresh his thoughts. 

Walking to the sink he turned on the cold tap and breathing slowly closed his eyes. Cupped hands splashed his face with sharp, invigorating water and he relished the moment before opening his eyes again. Staring back at him from the mirrored cabinet above the sink was a dripping, unshaven mess with lank, greasy hair. Neltson blinked at the image in revulsion and opened the cabinet to find his razor.

The first thing he noticed on the shelf inside was a small glass bottle. Picking it up he shut the cabinet door, a though forming in the back of his mind.

Sleeping tables.

Revelation warmed him slowly from the feet upwards escaping from his mouth in a burst of laughter. On the night of the theft he had taken a tablet at midnight, Rebecca had seen him do it. His doctor had told him they guaranteed at least five hours sleep, yet the burglary had taken place only four hours later. 

Midday sun poured through the bathroom window and in the mirror Neltson's face came alive with light that glinted from the droplets clinging to his skin.

The pills were his alibi.

At that moment the phone started to ring in the bedroom, so he patted his face dry with a towel and went to answer it, pill bottle still in one hand.

"Hello?" he said.

"Mr Neltson. Sorry to bother you. My name's Madeline Magellan. You won't know me but I've just had a call from Robert Farrow your PA, who suggested I give you a ring. I understand you've been on the receiving end of a rather unfortunate burglary and wondered if I could help at all."

"Robert?" Neltson was surprised. "Why did Robert contact you? Are you a counsellor or something?" 

The woman on the phone laughed. "No. No, nothing like that. Mr Farrow saw an advert of mine in the paper. I'm an investigator, basically. I usually look into miscarriages of justice, but I've also help solve a fair few...shall we say 'unusual' crimes. And yours certainly sounds unusual if you don't mind me saying, Mr Neltson. How did it happen again? The burglar broke into a security case which was locked in your safe..."

Neltson sat down on the bed. "That's the merest gist of it Ms Magellan. Look, I really don't think..."

"Obviously there will be much more too it than Robert told me," she continued unwavering, "which is why I think it would be useful if I came round. Get the whole story from you. For a start you can tell me about...what did your PA say his name was? Justice Vurt?"

With a sigh Neltson corrected her mistake "Justus, Ms Magellan." For a moment he considered declining her bombastic offer of help but looking at the bottle in his hand he hesitated. Finding the pills had triggered a new hope, displacing the concerns he harboured about becoming a suspect. All he now needed was to prove Vurt's involvement, and it seemed as if Robert had provided him with the means to do so.  "Maybe you can help me," he said after a pause. "I don't know how, Ms Magellan, but Vurt broke into my house and stole an invaluable artefact. He's now managed to persuade the police he was in Scotland at the time and they believe him. If you are as good as you say, you can prove he's lying and tell me how he did it. Do this Ms Magellan and you will make me a very happy man."

For such a monumental request the woman seemed completely unfazed and replied without missing a beat. "Fine. Glad to have a crack at it," she said. "Now when do you want to meet? This afternoon at the museum any good for you?"

*

The lift doors slid open and Maddy walked into the reception area of the museum, a mobile phone clamped to her ear and a scowl on her face. Despite several attempts had been no reply from Jonathan on either his home number or his mobile. Typical really as she urgently needed to confirm the arrangements for this evening's Meal of Forgiveness, which she would have to cancel in lieu of Barry's surprise. But now there were other matters to attend with, so she disappeared the phone into the copious black bag slung over her shoulder and took stock of her surroundings.

'The Helladic Experience' had not been difficult to find, it was one of the only museums in this part of town and for a change had been well sign posted. Once inside, Maddy had not anticipated the place would feel as modern as it actually did. The word 'museum' tended to conjure up images of fusty rooms full of dust and bored school children, and her expectations for a collection of elderly pots and swords had not been high. Yet for an old building the place had been carefully designed and had a polished ambience contemporary enough to satisfy even the most jaded nineties visitor. 

Opposite the lift a sophisticated looking bank of tills staffed by two slick and smiling assistants  regulated entry to the museum itself, while to her right Maddy noticed a stylish looking eatery and the obligatory gift shop. "Mustn't forget to buy a tea towel", she muttered to herself as she wandered over to the two sets of white teeth which beamed from behind the till desk.

"Can we help at all?" asked one set of immaculate dentures.

"The museum is open until six today," added her counterpart needlessly.

Maddy inwardly sighed and suppressed the urge to ask for a burger with cheese to go. Instead she introduced herself and asked the enamel sisters where she could find Simon Neltson.

"Are you the police again?" came the reply.

"No," Maddy said patiently, "but I am here about the theft."

"The offices are on your right," smiled the first set of teeth, illustrating the fact by holding up her right hand nicely. "I'll let his PA know you're here," she said before turning her attention to the man who had just arrived behind Maddy. "Can we helped at all?" she sing-songed.

"Thanks," said Maddy heading for the offices on her left. "Don't forget to floss," she hissed under her breath. 

Sitting on one of the comfortable chairs in Neltson's office ten minutes later, Maddy dug around in her bag. Introductions had been and gone and now it was down to business, just as soon as she found a notepad and pen. "Sorry about this," she smiled at the couple sitting opposite her, " I know they're in here somewhere."

The Neltson's, like their museum, were the exact opposite of Maddy's expectations. The man Robert had introduced as Simon Neltson was a million miles away from the bearded, sandal-toed cardigan wearer she envisaged. Dressed in beige trousers and a casual brown jacket the tall man was actually quite handsome, and she felt herself flush slightly has he took her hand.

"Pleased to meet you Ms Magellan," he said, deep blue eyes smiling, "I've only just arrived myself. Come and meet my wife." 

Rebecca Neltson was less obviously attractive yet still subtly beautiful. Short dark hair framed her expressive face which was softened with a hint of make-up. She too was tall, but dressed more formally than her husband and Maddy sensed within her a quiet capability.

"Simon tells me you're a private investigator," Rebecca said enquiringly.

Finally, after much rummaging Maddy located the elusive items and set her bag on the chair next to her. "Sort of," she said, flicking through her pad to find a blank page before looking up at the other woman. "Well, no actually. Just the investigator bit. I'm more a crime writer really. But don't let that put you off," she saw the couple glance at each other. "I won't go running to the press with any juicy details," she laughed. Just get them made into a television series, she thought to herself. 

"But you did say earlier that you have looked into this sort of thing before?" asked Simon. "You see, while I appreciate Robert contacting you, I must admit to being slightly hesitant. I don't mean to offend, but we know nothing of your credentials." 

The bag was once again called into action and from within Maddy produced a handful of books and plopped them on the coffee table. On top of the pile was a copy of 'Jonathan Creek - Murders that Baffled the World' she had recently used for proof reading. "That one is about to be published," she said, "Jonathan's my silent partner. Very good at thinking around corners."

"I stand corrected, Ms Magellan," Simon capitulated, his hands raised in submission. "Rebecca and I would be very interested to hear your opinion about what's happened. The mask was extremely important to me. Vurt has to be brought to justice." 

For the first time Maddy felt something angry bubbling beneath his veil of composure.

"On top of everything else the Archaeological Museum in Greece are now threatening legal action. They feel we've been...negligent." Rebecca added, glancing anxiously at her husband who hung his head despondently. Clearly this was news to him.

Maddy could not help feel sympathy for the couple. "It's not good," she said, before checking her notes again. "Do you have a recent picture of the mask?"

"Certainly." Rebecca handed her a folder containing some of the photographs Samantha had left behind. Maddy fished out a glossy colour portrait of the Face of the Unknown King and inspected it for a second.

"Blimey. Wasn't blessed, was he?" she snorted. "What happened? Sat on by an elephant?" 

She cringed to herself as the quip provoked a fleeting scowl from Neltson. But he broke it with a smile and explained how the crushing had occurred after burial. "Fascinating," Maddy responded convincingly, "who'd have thought it."

For the next hour she heard it all. The history of the golden mask's discovery, the subsequent feud with the Vurt family and the plan to return it to Greece. Rebecca and Simon went on to describe every aspect of the night preceding the theft and all that had happened since. Throughout Maddy scribbled notes pausing only to ask for certain minor details to be reiterated. After all, she had learned from Jonathan that every scrap of information was crucial. Finally, Simon told her how Vurt's release had prompted his own realisation about the sleeping tablets. These last facts were new to Rebecca too, and they both listened with interest. 

Eventually every fact had been imparted and expectancy exuded from the couple.

"Well!" Maddy leaned back on the chair, shaking her wrist and looking at the reams of notes she had produced. "It's certainly got me stumped..." 

Frowns came from across the room.

"...for the time being anyway." She added hastily. "So. Just to sum up, the security case could only be opened by the card which was in your wallet, Mr Neltson. And the case was in a safe which, again, only you can open. The safe was in the study, which was locked. In your house, which was locked. The burglar alarm was on all night and didn't even squeak, and both of you slept through the whole thing. Which was caught on video."

"What I don't understand," said Rebecca, "is how they managed it so quickly. The video shows the burglar was in the house for about twenty minutes. Is that enough time to pick two locks, open the safe and the case, then put everything back the way it was? Can a person do that? Surely it's just not physically possible? It's so...well, ghostly."

Simon crossed the room to a shelf of books on the far wall, running his finger up and down the spines before locating the tome he wanted and easing it out from between its siblings. "There's nothing ghostly about Vurt," he said to his wife as he handed Maddy the dusty volume. "I don't expect you to read such trite nonsense, Ms Magellan...but remember that face."

Taking the book, laboriously titled 'A Juxtaposition of Ancient and Contemporary Social Structure', Maddy studied the photograph of the author on the back. The pinched features of a man in his mid-fifties sneered at her from the cover, small black eyes glaring with emotionless intelligence. Everything about Professor Vurt was pointed; his ears, his chin, and his nose, all accentuated by slicked back hair plastered firmly to his head. 

More haughty academic than criminal genius, Maddy thought. 

"Even on paper he oozes contempt." said Simon sitting down next to her. Out of the corner of her eye Maddy noticed his smooth, square jaw, and her nostrils caught just a suggestion of his subtle after-shave... 

Quickly snapping out of it she returned the book to him. 

"Quite," she agreed superficially. "OK. Let's think about this logically. Say that somehow he did get to the mask. How did he know not to take the case?"

 "I don't follow," frowned Neltson.

"Well, the fact he left it behind suggests he must have known it was fitted with this satellite tracking gizmo."

"Not necessarily. He might have left the case so he didn't have to dispose of it later," Simon suggested. 

"Good point," agreed Maddy, "but then I suppose there's the question of how he knew it was in the safe."

"That's true," Rebecca shuddered. "It's almost as if he was watching us the whole time!" 

Inspiration hit Maddy suddenly and she flipped back through her notes. "Mr Neltson, you woke up with a headache that morning, yes?"

"We both did" replied Simon, "why, do you think it's significant?"

Maddy leaned forward. "Well," she said slowly, "it's just an idea, but what if Vurt was already in the house when you got home. He could have been hiding somewhere and seen you put the case in the safe." 

Worried glances exchanged between husband and wife. This was clearly a new one to them, thought Maddy proudly, tapping her chin contemplatively before continuing. 

"Then he waited until you went to bed, and knocked you out with some sort of gas under the bedroom door - that's why you both had headaches in the morning!" She sprung from her seat and started pacing around the office, bristling with exited energy as her theory took shape. "That gave him the next few hours to pick the locks, open the case with the card from your wallet before putting everything back the way it was!"

"Except that doesn't explain the burglar alarm," said Jonathan, "or how he got into the safe. Or the video for that matter. Plus he was in Scotland at the time..."

"Yes, yes, yes, I know! That's exactly what they said. I just got carried away." Maddy admitted. "I felt like a right idiot, bounding around all confident like that. I'm amazed they didn't kick me out!" She sat down at the kitchen table despondently. "As it happens I managed to persuade them that I needed to watch this video tape and have a gander at their house before I could reach any solid conclusions." Staring at the table she added; "Actually, I'm going over there this afternoon. I thought you might like to join me."

The anticipated protest from Jonathan never came, and she looked up at him before realising he had probably never even heard her. Staring into the middle distance he rocked gently back and forth, in the detached, meditative way that showed he was thinking deeply, and she could almost hear facts turning over in his head as details were kneaded for clues. That distant look meant that there would be no trouble in persuading him to take a trip to the country with her. He was already captivated by the challenge.

Jonathan did not notice the affectionate smile that warmed Maddy's face as she quietly watched him deliberating.

Four

Tree sparrows and chaffinches sang daintily from the hedges as old Josh trundled steadily down the lane on his bike. The creaking machine, which had lasted him a lifetime, now facilitated his weekly trip to the river where he spent several hours watching the sunrise and easing fish from the cold waters. With a cloth cap rested on his head, pipe clamped firmly between his teeth and three fresh rainbow trout in his knapsack, Josh embodied a dying breed of rural gent, an archetype increasingly relegated to clichéd works of fiction. But with his rod on his back and his tobacco in his lungs, this was a fact of which he was blissfully unaware.

Josh was a poacher. This was no secret locally, but his profession was knowingly ignored by everyone in Upper Heyforth where his trivial pilfering had acquired a legendary charm. Each crafty trip to the river resulted in three perfect fish, like the ones in his rucksack now, but anyone mean-spirited enough to report him would find their claims hard to substantiate. Two thirds of the evidence would be cleaned and eaten within the hour. The final third was passed slyly to the pub landlord in exchange for several pints of mild, a tradition so well established that the man did not have the heart to tell Josh he loathed trout.

The sound of the car engine had been competing with the sparrows for sometime now, and was gradually getting louder. But Josh's hearing was past its best. Pedalling gently along he occupied the time wondering whether his wife would grill their trout, or perhaps fry it for a change. So it was certainly a surprise when the Volvo appeared from around a crook in the lane, large, on the wrong side of the road and heading directly at him. Cursing Josh swerved to his left, catching a fleeting glimpse of wide, startled eyes and a mass of brown curly hair in the passenger seat before he sailed gracefully into the hedge with a leafy crash.

"Refresh my memory," bellowed Jonathan still clinging to the dashboard. "Did you actually ever take a driving test?"

"Several," replied Maddy casually, glancing in her mirror. "Passed on the fifth. Look, don't worry, he's fine. I saw him climbing out of the ditch."

"Well that certainly makes me feel much better," Jonathan snapped sarcastically. "And no doubt he's delighted at the prospect of spending the next fortnight plucking brambles from his buttocks!"

"Oh shut up and look at the map," said Maddy. "We should be there soon."

Jonathan relaxed his grip on the car and retrieved the atlas from the foot-well in front of him. "About a mile to go I think," he said after scanning the relevant page, "with any luck you should be able to floor a few more elderly cyclists before we arrive." 

Maddy ignored this. "So," she said breezily, "any theories then? How did this guy manage to steal something which was...un-stealable?"

Creek gave her one last disproving stare before finally relaxing in his seat. "I'd rather wait until we've seen the place," he said. "There's so much that doesn't add up it's difficult to know where to start. Those doors, for example. It just doesn't make sense at all."

"What doesn't, the fact he managed to unlock them?" asked Maddy.

"No, unlocking them isn't an issue. Any experienced picker could get into the house, if there were no bolts. But why lock the doors again on the way out? Unless he had a key it's a hell of a lot of effort..." Jonathan trailed off.

"Maybe the burglar was gloating...showing off...'look how clever I've been', that kind of thing. It sounds exactly like the sort of stunt this Vurt character would pull, especially as he's been after the mask for so long." Maddy suggested.

"But Vurt was in Scotland. That's one fact we know for certain. You said the police have got credit card receipts and hotel witnesses to confirm it. Pretty difficult to fake all that."

Maddy could not argue with this. Neltson had told her the police had found all this and more to prove his rival was north of the border, and as she already knew, a man could not be in two places at once. 

"Of course," Jonathan went on, "that doesn't stop Vurt hiring someone to do the job. But it still doesn't explain why they locked the doors again, or how they got around the burglar alarm!" He stared out of the window deep in thought and silence filled the car.

"John Webb!" Maddy sparked suddenly. "Their security manager. Of course, that must be it. I mean, who else would have a better idea of how these things work?" She had yet to meet Webb, and although Neltson had spoken very highly of him, the former policeman was suddenly top of her list of visits.

"Not the old 'dodgy ex-copper' theory," smirked Jonathan. "Just because he knows about security doesn't mean he can trick a burglar alarm into thinking he doesn't exist. And didn't Neltson say that the equipment was checked by other professionals? They would've known if Webb had  tampered with it." He checked the map again. "Anyway, why would Webb agree to help Vurt steal the mask in the first place?" He glanced up from the map at the hedgerows zipping past the car window. "This is where..." he began.

"Alright! Let it drop will you. There's no need to be so bloody condescending," Maddy cut in as Webb slid down her list a notch or two. As much as she liked Jonathan he could be intensely smug at times, a fact made doubly irritating when he was right about something. "It was only an idea for God's sake!" 

"Right." Jonathan nodded. "I was actually about to tell you this is where we turn off. We've passed it now. Never mind though." 

For the second time that morning the map shot off his lap as Maddy slammed on the brakes.

One hasty U-turn later and the Volvo turned into the drive approaching Ravenscroft. Gravel crunched beneath the tyres as they neared the angular building, and Jonathan peered into the trees that surrounded the house. Light filtered through the outer branches, while deeper in the woods thick canopies of leaves absorbed the daylight and shadows covered the murky floor. 

Parking the car close to the front door Maddy gave the horn a quick pap. "May as well let them know we're here," she said before climbing out. Stillness instantly hit her, and despite the brightness of the day there was a definite chill in the air which Maddy hoped was only autumnal. It was as if the countryside around Ravenscroft was holding its breath, silenced by the burglary and biding time, waiting for something else to happen. She shivered. 

There was a slam behind her as Jonathan closed the passenger door. The noise echoed from the front of the building causing something within the nearby trees to squawk and flap in alarm. Maddy jumped at the unexpected commotion and turned to admonish Jonathan. Before she could speak, however, the front door opened and Simon Neltson stepped out into the porch with a wave and a smile. 

"Good day to you both," he beamed with alacrity, striding across the drive to meet them, "I trust you found us without any difficulty?" He took Maddy's hand in a gesture of welcome and her mild misgivings about the place instantly vaporised.

"No thanks to my incompetent navigator," she replied, "he couldn't find his way out of a map factory." She followed the humourless gag with a fit of snorting laughter which Jonathan found curiously over the top.

"Anyway," she said calming down again, "Simon Neltson, this is Jonathan Creek."

"Delighted. Delighted." Neltson enthused amidst another bout of handshaking. "I've been reading all about you, Mr Creek," he said, "I'm looking forward to hearing what you make of my problem. I trust Ms Magellan..." he broke off and turned back to Maddy, "...look, hopefully we can dispense with formalities at least?" 

Maddy nodded, smiling. 

Neltson continued, "I trust Maddy's filled you in on the details of our meeting yesterday."

"There were a couple of things she didn't mention," replied Jonathan dryly, noticing Maddy's gaze absently meander over Neltson's back, "but I think I've got the general idea now, having seen your layout...the house and everything, that is." He smiled politely. 

"Excellent, Mr Creek. Anything you can offer by way of elucidation is most welcome. How the most up-to-date technology has been thwarted in this way is stupefying, and merely trying to accept the fact it was stolen at all is driving Rebecca and I insane. Now we've got the Greek museum baying for blood and threatening to initiate legal proceedings against us...the whole situation is just spiralling out of control! That's why we are desperate to hear your analysis," said Neltson, smiling again. 

Jonathan noticed the strange, shiny glaze over Neltson's eyes. The man was clearly exhausted, plundering dwindling reserves of energy in an attempt to appear normal but conversely acting with a frenetic intensity which betrayed his absolute fatigue.

"You were going to show us the tape of the intruder?" asked Maddy, "and then if we can have a look around..."

"Certainly," said Neltson. "Come. I'll show you in, introduce you to Rebecca." He crunched back over to the porch and into the house, closely followed by Maddy. Jonathan remained behind for a moment, scrutinising the front of the building before looking back down the drive with a pensive frown. Then he followed the others inside.

Despite his observations, one thing had escaped his attention.

Deep within the trees surrounding Ravenscroft, a man stood watching the house.

Ten minutes later Neltson was pressing play on the video machine in his study. 

"The police have got the original, but this copy is just as clear," he said.

Gentle whirring from the tape machine was the only sound in the silent room as four pale faces stared at the screen, watching the drama unfold before them. After the dark visitor had departed carrying the mask Neltson leaned forward and calmly stopped the tape. 

"Goodness!" Maddy exclaimed, but failed to find words to follow.

"I still can't watch that without feeling...I don't know, violated. The fact someone got into our house so easily..." Rebecca sighed. "This whole thing has been one long nightmare - it just doesn't seem real." 

Three pairs of eyes turned simultaneously towards Jonathan, who suddenly felt extremely self-conscious. Before making any of his ideas public he still wanted to examine the house in more detail.  "I don't suppose there's any chance of some tea," he smiled awkwardly, hoping to buy some more time. "I'm parched."

"Excellent idea," Simon agreed, "I'll put the kettle on and you three go and sit down. Then you can tell us what you think, Mr Creek." 

Rebecca escorted Maddy out of the study and into the sitting room while Simon headed for the kitchen. Jonathan lingered behind while the two women disappeared into the other room, and started to examine the hallway. From the front entrance there was a choice of several internal doors, including the one to the study on the left, a passageway to the kitchen, and stairs which climbed the side of the hall to the landing. The area itself was a mixture of wood and stone, furnished with several old-looking chairs, an Elizabethan chest and numerous pieces of Greek paraphernalia. Curiously the hotchpotch of furnishings worked comfortably together, giving the place an unconventional but stylish quality.

Jonathan paced over to the main entrance, opening the solid wooden door and walking outside. Standing on the drive he scanned the inside of the porch, which was about two metres deep and wide enough for a plant pot on either side of the door. His thoughts drifted back to the tape they had just watched, and he glanced up to the side of the house where the small camera was mounted on the wall.

There was sudden 'crack' behind him. 

Jonathan spun around on the gravel with a start, just in time to see a flock of birds rise from the boughs and swoop and dip about the sky, disturbed by something in the woods below. Otherwise the landscape was still. Probably an animal snapping a twig, he thought to himself before heading for the front door.

Inside once more, Jonathan turned his attention to the alarm sensors. He counted two in the lobby, and walking across to the study door noticed a third covering the inside of the room. All were mounted high on the wall, out of reach to anyone without a ladder. Looking up again at the detectors in the hall, Jonathan thought carefully. With his arms by his sides, he stood frozen on the spot for a number of seconds. Then, little by little, he pushed his left foot forward by barely half an inch. 

The sensors did not respond. 

Still looking up at the little white units, he now edged his right foot forward, his body almost imperceptibly swaying as he compensated for the movement.

Tiny lights on the detectors blinked, registering the motion.

He repeated the test twice, trying each time to move slower than the last. On each occasion he had travelled less than an inch before the sensors caught him in the act. Finally dispensing with the living statue routine, Jonathan's head lolled to one side as he thoughtfully considered the implications of what he had just demonstrated.

While Jonathan carried out his experiment with the sensors, Maddy and Rebecca conversed politely and waited for the tea to arrive. The informal sitting room, the site of Caroline Flint's first encounter with the couple, seemed to be the only part of the house where Ancient Greece had not encroached. Aside from the furniture and a large stone fireplace, the room was refreshingly plain, with only a handful of small paintings decorating the walls. Maddy looked at each picture closely moving from one to another as she chatted. Finally she stopped by a portrait of a woman draped in white, reclining on a billowy bed.

"Who's this," she asked her host.

Rebecca brightened at the question. "Desdemona. From 'Othello'," she replied, joining Maddy by the picture, "I played her while I was a student at University - amateur dramatics society's summer season," she explained.

Looking closely Maddy realised that rather than slumbering, the woman in the picture was in fact dead. "Cheerful experience was it?" she asked.

"Actually we had a tremendous time. Got fantastic reviews," smiled Rebecca fondly. "I still enjoy a trip to the theatre when there's a Shakespeare on, although my husband isn't so keen." 

"I wouldn't say that," Simon had suddenly materialised in the doorway bearing a tray of cups and a tea pot. "He was a superb writer, but I feel even he borrowed from the true classics." Setting the tray on the coffee table, he wandered over to join the two women. "Certainly 'Othello' and 'Hamlet' are excellent works, but for truly towering tragedy I feel few compare with 'Oedipus' or 'Antigone'."

"I don't know. Coronation Street does it for me every time," said Maddy, and they laughed.

At this point Jonathan appeared in the room, having followed Simon and the tea tray, and caught Maddy smiling at Neltson again with an ever-so-slight coquettishness. He was amazed that Rebecca did not seem to mind, although he supposed it was quite possible she had not noticed anything. 

He coughed and shot Maddy a disapproving look.

"Oh, hello Jonathan," she said pleasantly, "we were just talking about 'Othello'. It's a play about jealousy you know."

"Really," said Jonathan as flatly as possible, "I've just been checking out those alarm sensors."

"Take a seat, Mr Creek," Neltson ushered him over to the three piece suite, "please have some tea and tell us what you've found."

The four sat down and tea was duly poured. Jonathan looked at the semicircle of hopeful faces and sat forward in his chair to address them.

"Cards on the table," he told the tense trio, "I'm not entirely sure how the mask was stolen. On one hand, we've got a number of fairly convincing facts. Problem is, when stitched together they don't make sense and can't explain how the burglary took place. At the end of the day, it can only mean that the facts are wrong, or there's more to them then we first thought."

"Everything we've told you is true though, Mr Creek," said Rebecca. "And you've seen the evidence for yourself."

"But that doesn't necessarily mean that there isn't another layer to all of this, one that's been cleverly hidden among the other details," Jonathan replied earnestly. "Look at what we know for certain," he explained. "For example, no-one could have possibly got past that burglar alarm. People can pick locks and break into safes fairly conventionally. I expect they could even get into the case with a bit of clever electronics, or something. Yet the people who monitor your house alarm can incontrovertibly verify the alarm was on all night, and that it hadn't been tampered with. No-one could trick those three movement detectors into thinking they didn't exist, so like it or not we've got to accept it's a reality. 

"But then there's fact number two, the tape," he continued, "which places the burglary at around four in the morning, when the alarm was definitely on. So you're left with two irrefutable pieces of evidence which just can't fit together. Conclusion? Either they're wrong, or something important is missing."

"You really think so?" asked Rebecca. 

"Logically there has to be..." began Creek.

"Because however impossible something seems, there has to be a rational explanation," finished Maddy who smiled at Jonathan. 

There was a sigh from Neltson who had been sitting with his head bowed, quietly listening to the conversation. Now he spoke, and his voice was strangely calm. "While I respect your faith in reason, from where I sit the facts are nothing but madness." he said, and raising his head looked directly at Jonathan. "Do you believe in divine justice, Mr Creek? Because maybe Vurt was correct all along. Perhaps the mask was his by right and now I'm being punished."

"Simon, please," Rebecca implored, but he went on.

"Deus ex machina, Mr Creek -'The God from the Machine'. A plot device often used in Greek theatre. Deities would swoop from on high, resolving impossible situations and ending earthly turmoil. I can't help think that's what has happened here. What other explanation is there? The God's have finally intervened. Zeus has ended in my infernal feuding with Vurt, descending from Olympus to take the mask from me." Neltson's words were heavy with anger and irony.

"Mr Neltson," now it was Maddy who spoke. "If Professor Vurt stole the mask, I promise we will find out how. Have you got copies of the letters he sent you? If we could see them they might give us some clues as to how he did it, don't you agree Jonathan?" She looked at Creek hopefully.

"Mmm," was Jonathan's only reply.

"I'll get them from the study," said Rebecca. "We appreciate everything you're doing for us," she looked at Maddy and Jonathan with a sad smile before leaving the room.

Neltson looked at his guests. "That's certainly very true," he nodded, "the mask meant a lot to me in terms of both heritage and pride. Now I have a promise with the National Archaeological Museum in Athens to honour, and every day that passes makes me look worse."

At that moment there was a knock on the front door. Simon started to rise from his seat, but stopped when he heard Rebecca answer it on her way back from the study. After talking in the hallway for a moment, she re-appeared in the sitting room with the new visitor and a bundle of papers in her hand.

"Simon," she said, "Detective Inspector Flint is here again, she'd like to go over a few points with us."

Neltson glanced jadedly at the doorway where the severe looking woman stood alongside Rebecca, swathed in her now familiar brown coat. 

"You have visitors already I see, Mr Neltson," the woman intoned.

"Gosh," said Maddy standing up and grinning at Flint, "I can see why they made you DI. Sharp as a whistle! Come on Jonathan, let's give them some peace." She took the letters from Rebecca and smiled sympathetically. "We'll let you know how we get on," she said before bounding out of the room, beaming at the police woman on her way past.

Jonathan stood and glanced awkwardly at Simon and Rebecca before shuffling after Maddy. Neltson heard the front door close and looked vacantly at the four cups of tea which sat steaming and untouched on the tray before him. 

Flint meandered over to stand above him. "Just a few details I would like you to reiterate for me, Mr Neltson," she said. "Then perhaps you could tell me exactly who your acerbic friend was."

*

"Well! Talk about being cut short" A disgruntled Maddy started the engine and turned the car around in the drive. "We can't have been there twenty minutes."

"Long enough for a lot of things," said Jonathan quietly. "Anyway, why does he remind me of someone?" he chewed his bottom lip and stared out of the passenger window as they drove away from Ravenscroft. "Some actor, I just can't place it..."

"Can't say I noticed really," replied Maddy.

Jonathan looked at her sceptically. "Come off it, I've never seen anything less subtle. All those batting eyelid and coquettish smiles. I was half expecting you to pounce on him there and then," he remarked frostily. "And what was all that rubbish about 'Othello' for God's sake? What happened, did you suddenly pass GCSE English while I was out of the room?"

"Struck a nerve have we, Jonathan?" Maddy looked him with a raised eyebrow. "She was once in the play, that's all. I just incidentally mentioned it happened to be about jealousy..."

"Obviously implying that I'm in some way jealous of your blatant salivating!"

"Did I say that?" Mock innocence exuded from behind the steering wheel. "Mind you, he is quite good looking, you have to admit."

 "And completely obsessed with dead Greeks," said Jonathan. "I don't think he opened his mouth without dropping one in somewhere."

"OK, you may have a point there," Maddy conceded, "all that gibbering about gods in machines! Really quite disturbing. Although to be fair," she added, "he doesn't look like he's slept in weeks. He's probably very stressed."

Several miles passed in silence. Jonathan thumbed through the small pile of letters Maddy had dumped on his lap. She had been right to ask for them, although he doubted they would yield anything worthwhile. He decided to avoid motion sickness and read them later, and shut them in the glove compartment for safe keeping.

"Jeff Bridges!" said Maddy suddenly.

"No."

"Harrison Ford?"

"No," replied Jonathan after a moments thought and the silence resumed for a bit.

"Right, plan of action," Maddy said in due course, "After we've been shopping I'll make us something to eat, and we can think about contacting this Vurt character. Then I'll take you to the museum, you can have a look around and we'll have a chat with John Webb. I wouldn't mind speaking to that photographer as well. What was her name...Samantha something? I've got it written down."

No response from the passenger seat.

"Oh, come on, Jonathan! Surely you've not still sulking because I happened to smile at another bloke," she said loftily.

"Actually I was thinking about the burglary," came the reply.

Maddy could not help feel a little disappointed about this, but she did not let it show. "Why, what did you find at the house," she asked matter-of-factly. "Something you didn't mention earlier?"

"There wasn't anything to find, as far as I could see, which is probably a clue in itself," said Jonathan. "No burglar could be that scrupulous in that amount of time. You can't tell me the only evidence they left behind were those fibres on the doorway. I'm sorry, there would have to be something else. Finger prints, shoe prints, anything. And that still leaves the video. And that bloody burglar alarm."

"Well," smiled Maddy, "I have to say I'm surprised. You're taking a lot of interest in this reply to my 'badly worded' advert. I wasn't sure whether..."

...you'd be interested, she was about to finish, but Jonathan cut her short.

"Weather," he exclaimed. "That could be very important..."

"Weather?" spluttered Maddy. "What's Michael Fish got to do with anything?" 

"Maybe nothing. But there again, it could help clarify the timing of all this," he said, and there was a short pause. "Rebecca Neltson was away the night before the burglary, yes?" 

Maddy had arrived at a junction leading to the supermarket, and leaning forward on the wheel peering left and right waiting for a gap in the traffic. She was used to Jonathan's habit of changing the conversation mid-sentence, and so answered without questioning him.

"Up in Leeds I think. Why?" 

"Well it might not be anything, but depending on what the weather was like while she was away...it might offer one explanation as to how this whole thing was done." 

Maddy looked at him in awe, a dozen questions on her lips. But to her disappointment she saw his face crumple. He had apparently been extrapolating aloud and had obviously just flattened one of this own theories in a matter of seconds.

"Actually no, it's doesn't work," he stated categorically. 

"What doesn't?"  Maddy began to feel gradually more exasperated. 

"The idea I just had," said Jonathan. "Look, forget I spoke. Sorry!"

"Brilliant," Maddy grumbled, turning her attention back to the road. "So much for Mr Lateral Thinking. Next time I'll bring Sooty with me. For someone that doesn't speak he makes a lot more sense than you do. And he's got a more impressive wand."

"Look, all I'm saying," replied Jonathan, rising to the bait, "is that there is a way you could explain this 'impossible' burglary, but it just doesn't tie up all the loose ends."

"Try me!" said Maddy, and went for a gap in the traffic.

"Mrs Neltson. The night before the burglary I understand you were in Leeds." 

"That's right," Rebecca answered Flint, "I've already told you, I was up there..."

"Securing a deal with a computer manufacturer. Yes, don't worry we've checked it out." Flint had not sat down since her unexpected arrival. Instead she padded the length of the fireplace, directing prudently premeditated questions at her quarry. "So you, Mr Neltson, were here on your own?" she continued.

"Of course," answered the slumped figure from the sofa.

"The question was largely rhetorical, but thank you for your acquiescence." She smiled, but if ever a smile could be delivered without warmth Caroline Flint had perfected the technique, contorting her rigid mouth into a frosty 'U' before continuing her barbed questioning. "So, what time would you have arrived home that night, Mr Neltson?"

"Late," came the answer, "I was the last to leave the museum."

"Ah, I see," pace, pace, pace. "And you wouldn't have used the burglar alarm when you got home that night?" A brief pause. "Another rhetorical question, Mr Neltson. I know you didn't. I've already checked with the monitoring agency."

"Detective, where is this leading exactly?" Simon's patience was starting to wear thin.

"I'm endeavouring to clarify the facts." Flint ran her finger along the mantelpiece then inspected it casually as if checking for dust. "So you were last to leave the museum that evening, Mr Neltson, and you did not use the burglar alarm when you got home. Were you also, perhaps, the first to arrive at the museum the next morning?"

With his head cocked to one side Simon looked up at the police woman. "Is that another rhetorical question Detective, or am I required to provide an answer?"

"An answer would be splendid. "

"In that case, yes. I was first to arrive at the museum. I haven't been sleeping well, and that morning was no exception. But irrespective of that, I usually try and arrive before the rest of the staff...it sets a good example."

"A precedent I adhere to myself," Flit nodded.

By now Neltson was starting to feel antagonistic. He stood suddenly and walked over to the fireplace, blocking the woman's monotonous trudging. Eye contact exchanged as territories were flouted. 

"What are you implying exactly?" asked Simon, flushed with anger.

"I am implying nothing, Mr Neltson." She gave the mantelpiece three sharp taps with her finger. "But let us assume, hypothetically, that you wanted to keep the mask, despite your arrangement with Greece. What would be the best way of achieving this?" Flint's enquiry was laced with faux puzzlement.

Simon did not respond.

"Hypothetically, Mr Neltson, the more cynical observer might suggest that someone in your situation could have taken the mask home the night before it was 'stolen', put on a little performance for the security camera in the middle of the night and returned the mask to the museum the next morning.

"Hypothetically, Mr Neltson," she continued, "our sceptical bystander could perhaps propose, mistakenly of course, that upon returning home with the mask the second evening, you could have removed it from the security case and hidden it while your wife deactivated the burglar alarm upstairs, fed your pre-taped antics in the video machine and acted righteously surprised the next morning upon 'discovering' the tape of the theft."

Stunned silence radiated from the opposite end of the fireplace as Neltson struggled to comprehend what the DI was insinuating.

"And with incriminating letters suggesting an 'arch-rival' was prepared to attempt anything to retrieve the mask, this theoretical individual would assume he had a perfect alibi." Flint said, and fixed him with a stony glare.

Circling around the supermarket car park, Maddy tried to take in what she was hearing while searching for an empty space. 

"So let's get this straight," she said, narrowly avoiding a couple with a shopping trolley. "You're saying the tape could have been made the night before the burglary, a mock-up job by Neltson which he then played the morning after the mask was supposedly stolen to give the impression it had been nicked during the night."

"But like I say, it doesn't square up." Jonathan replied. "What if someone had arrived at the museum earlier than him that morning - before he had returned the mask - and found it missing? Also, he would have to rely on the weather being the same both nights so the tape was accurate. OK, so it's not the first thing someone's going to check, but it would be one hell of a risk if one night was different from the next..."

Rebecca watched her husband stare at Flint, unsure as to what he might do next. 

The tightly strung moment passed in complete silence.

Then, incredibly, Simon smiled. "Hypothetically, Detective Inspector," he mocked, "a police officer worthy of their rank would check their facts in such a situation. They would realise, of course, that it was impossible for 'such a person' to fake the tape the night before the burglary."

Flint raised her eyebrows. "And why would that be, exactly?" she asked.

"I just told you I didn't sleep well the night before the theft. I woke up at three thirty in the morning and couldn't get back to sleep again," his eyes burned angrily. "So, I lay in bed and for the next hour and a half listened to the rain before getting up at five."

Silence from Flint.

"So where was the rain on the tape?" Neltson crashed his fist down on the mantle piece and finally unleashed his fury. "You stand here with your supercilious 'hypothesis' and 'rhetorical questions' without even checking the damn facts!  It rained intermittently all night but any idiot can see there's no rain on the tape! Check with the Met office if you doubt my humble word," he seethed. "How dare you stand in my house and accuse me of stealing my own property," he bawled, "when the bastard that did take it has clearly pulled the wool well and truly over your gullible eyes."

"Mr Neltson, if that is the impression you got from my manner then I can only apolo..."

"Save it!" Neltson spat. "The one time I took the mask from the museum two people, including my wife, saw me seal it in a security case which I didn't open again until the next morning, by which time Vurt had somehow broken into my house and taken it. I wish to God I had been awake that night instead, I curse myself for taking that bloody tablet."

"Mr Neltson," Flint repeated and Neltson could feel the chastened DI squirming inside. "I told you we are keeping a vigilant eye on Professor Vurt, and that is exactly what we are doing. In the meantime I apologise if my manner seemed accusatory. I assure you, I am only doing my duty and exploring the avenues of enquiry open to me." 

"Very well," the glow faded from Simon's eyes to be replaced again by exhaustion. "If you have any sensible, genuine, productive questions for us, ask them. If not then I would be grateful if you would stop playing games and leave. I need to get some rest." Returning to the sofa Neltson wilted into the cushions. "The evidence must be there," he sighed, "do your job and find it!"

A short while later DI Flint left the house, heading back to her hypothetical drawing board.

*

Maddy stood by the delicatessen shelf, attracting disdainful glares from her fellow shoppers as she talked on her mobile with a man from the Met office. She had called them ten minutes earlier requesting a weather report for the night before the burglary, and had been surprised by the swift response. Next to her Jonathan listened to the conversation, inspecting the list of ingredients on the jar of olives she had just put into the trolley.

"Right, thanks for that," Maddy beeped the call to an end. "Wow. Didn't expect them to get back to me that quickly!" she said to Jonathan. "Seems it did rain that night and was clear as a bell on the night of the burglary. So much for that theory then. Must be something to do with the burglar alarm after all!"

"Perhaps," he said, and went to put the olives back on the shelf. 

"Give me those," Maddy snatched the jar from Jonathan and returned it to the trolley. He had already criticised her first choice of lettuce replacing it with an organic one, and she was starting to regret offering to make him lunch. "Remind me not to come shopping with you again," she said, "are you always this fussy about your ingredients?" 

"It's very important," Jonathan protested, "if you want eat food dripping in pesticide that's fine. Just don't come running to me when toxic residue starts building up in your fatty deposits."

"Oh brilliant! So not only am I a sad, lascivious flirt, but now I've got fatty deposits as well!" Maddy snapped and Jonathan fumbled uneasily for something to say. "Oh never mind," she said shaking her head despairingly. "Go and choose some wine, you irritating person. Get a nice Robola - something light to go with the feta salad. I'll meet you by the eggs." She dropped her phone in her bag and trundled the trolley in the direction of the Home Baking section, making a mental note to get him back for the 'fatty deposits' comment.

"Make sure you get free-range," he called as he disappeared down the aisle. 

Picturing the jar of olives sailing across the supermarket and smacking him on the head, Maddy slalomed her way through the other customers. They had hit a busy patch, and the place was an odd mix of business people and frustrated parents, the latter trying to control the hordes of children that dangled hyperactively from arms, legs and trolleys. Finally arriving at her destination, Maddy was dismayed to find a variety of free-range choices. Knowing she was bound to pick the wrong one she decided to wait for Jonathan, and glanced in the direction of Wines and Spirits. Creek was no where to be seen, and as she scoured the shoppers for the familiar tangle of brown hair, she found herself accidentally looking directly into the eyes of a man standing a few metres away.

He was in his forties, thick set with cropped black hair and dressed as if in between business meetings. A wire basket hung awkwardly from one arm, empty apart from a bag of tomatoes and a pot of yoghurt. Maddy smiled politely at him, but the unexpected eye contact had caused him to jump slightly, and he hastily turned his attention to the shelf in front of him. Bemused, Maddy watched as he grabbed a tub of Hundreds-and-Thousands, looking at them in mild surprise before hastily depositing them in his basket, turning and striding resolutely away.

At that moment Jonathan reappeared clutching two bottles of wine which he placed carefully into the trolley. "Here we go," he said. "I got a couple. Should do the trick."

"Did you see that?" Maddy asked, gazing after the Hundreds-and-Thousands man who was already nowhere to be seen. Distracted, she reached for half a dozen free-range eggs. "It was really weird, there was this man just now..." 

"Actually, I usually get these." Jonathan intervened, selecting an alternative carton and handing it to Maddy. "Sorry," he added.

"What the...I was getting free-range!" she protested.

"I know, but there are different types of free-range farming..." Jonathan began.

"Oh yes, of course. How silly of me!" Maddy said sardonically. "Look what it says," she stared at the label on the box. "'The chicken that laid these eggs resided in its own en-suite coop complete with gym, swimming pool and resplendent views of the countryside.'" Dumping the carton in her trolley she rolled her eyes in despair.

"Do we need anything else," Jonathan asked carefully.

After a quick audit of the trolley's contents, Maddy shook her head. "No, I think that's everything," she said. "Unless, of course, there any items in there that offend your ethical sensibilities," she added.

Struggling through the cavernous supermarket to the busy cash registers, Maddy mulled over her experience with the short haired man. It gradually dawned on her that she recognised him from somewhere, but despite wracking her brains, could not put a place to the face. As the shortest till-queue was still quite long, she had plenty of time to recount the incident to Jonathan as they waited pay.

"And then when he realised I was looking at him, he grabbed some Hundreds-and-Thousands and just buggered off," she said. "That's when you came back."

 "Perhaps he had a cake that urgently needed decorating," suggested Jonathan light-heartedly. "I don't know, maybe you're just getting paranoid. What with the restaurant yesterday, this today..."

"Bloody hell, Jonathan! That's exactly it!" exclaimed Maddy. "The restaurant! That's where I've seen him before. He was in there last night!" Craning her neck she began to search for the man in the heaving congregation of consumers. "I told you I thought I was being watched."

"It could just be a coincidence," Jonathan tried to reassure her. "You both live in the same area, go to the same places, probably use the same supermarket..."

"Why did he react the way he did then?" Maddy stopped looking for the stranger and turned to Jonathan. "He'd been sprung, that's why! And then there's the stuff in his basket; tomatoes from Fruit and Veg and yoghurt from Dairy Produce." She held up her lettuce and feta cheese respectively. "Kind of suggests he was following us around the shop, doesn't it?"

Impressed with Maddy's display of tangential thinking, Jonathan agreed with her conclusion. He was about to say as much when he remembered the incident at Ravenscroft. The snap in the woods that had disturbed his inspection of the porch, and which he had initially assumed to be animal-related, suddenly adopted very different undertones and he felt his neck prickle.

"Maybe not just the shop," he said.

Maddy listened with rising trepidation as he shared his experience with her, her eyes moving around the surrounding faces as he spoke, scrutinising people as they filled their trolleys with well practised proficiency. Hundreds-and-Thousands was nowhere to be seen. Maddy wondered if he had fled the store after being rumbled, or whether he had simply become a customer again and was still watching her from among the shelves and shoppers, hidden in the normality of the supermarket. 

The reality was simple. For no apparent reason, this stranger had taken an abnormal interest in her activities. 

And whatever this implied was deeply disturbing.

"Jonathan," she asked quietly, "what in God's name is going on?" 

Five

Maddy and Jonathan spent the next hour staked out in the supermarket car-park, vigilantly staring at the shop's doorway for any sign of the mysterious stalker. As time slowly passed it became increasingly obvious that he had taken off after the encounter in Home Baking and was now probably long gone. Over their lengthy, wasted wait Maddy had gone though a range of emotions; anger at not recognising the man from the restaurant sooner, unease at the fact she was being followed and finally confusion as to why she was being followed in the first place. 

Just to substantiate her suspicions she had also phoned the restaurant, explained the situation and described the man in question. The staff were able to confirm that someone of that description had eaten there last night, but was one of several people who turned up without a reservation and paid in cash. Conclusive as this seemed to be, it still did not proffer any suggestion of Hundreds-and-Thousand's motive or identity. 

"Right. I think we can safely say he's scarpered, the bastard." Maddy looked at her watch. "I don't suppose you've got any theories have you?" she asked Jonathan.

"None that are immediately obvious," he admitted. "Is there anyway he could be connected with this mask business?"

"I can't see how!" Maddy wracked her brain. "I first saw him in the restaurant, right? At that point the only ones who knew I was helping the Neltsons were the few people I met at the museum. And he definitely wasn't one of them. Anyway, just because I saw him for the first time last night doesn't mean he hasn't been at it for a while!" 

"I wonder if he followed you home last night?" Jonathan said.

Maddy was not sure about this, although logically she supposed he would have done. Assuming he had been in the woods at Ravenscroft, he had pursued her to the last three places she had visited which implied he was keeping a close eye on her movements. Furthermore, the restaurant had said he left minutes after her own party had departed last night, which was surely one coincidence too many. 

"Why wouldn't he, he's chased me everywhere else over the past twenty four hours!" she said.

"In which case," Jonathan continued, "perhaps we can narrow down his motives. If his intentions were physical or aggressive, he could have got into your house at any point during the night, what with those keys in the lock like that." 

Although he hoped this would set her mind at rest, the observation had the exact opposite effect.

 "How do we know he didn't," Maddy gasped, the whites of her eyes expanding in horror. "He could have been all around my house without me knowing! I mean god almighty, you managed to get in, make tea and walk right into the bedroom without me waking up. That weirdo could have done anything. Maybe he spent the night trying on my underwear, or going through my laundry basket. Ugh! I think I'm going to be sick," she shuddered, her voice heavy with panic.

"But as far as we know he didn't, which suggests there might be another reason to all this." Jonathan smiled gently, trying not to show his own unease. "Look. You're OK now, isn't that the main thing? Now we know this is going on, we can do something about it."

"Too right. If I see that sod again..." Nausea was gradually replaced by anger and she attacked the condensation on the windscreen in front of her, vigorously clearing a patch of glass before starting the car. "God, you hear about people being stalked all the time. You just never think it will happen to you! I tell you this much, he's picked the wrong person!" She revved the engine and pulled away, circumnavigating the car park and heading for the exit.

Soon the supermarket was far behind them and Maddy seemed to relax. "Thanks Jonathan," she said appreciatively. "You were really supportive back there."

"That's OK," Jonathan replied, feeling his face burn at the compliment. "I've been there before - the whole 'stalker' business. Adam had someone infatuated with him for ages. Used to phone him up all hours of the day and night, follow him around, send him obsessive letters...you know the sort of thing. You've got to be sympathetic. That kind of carry-on can ruin someone's life." He paused before adding; "It didn't do Adam any favours either."

Maddy smiled.

"Seriously though," Jonathan continued, "what do we do now? Aren't you going to call the police or something?"

"Let's worry about that later," she replied. "He's bound to turn up again, and when he does we'll be ready for him. I think we should concentrate on the mask for now. One mystery at a time, right?" Delayed by the unexpected turn of events at the supermarket, Maddy suggested they alter their plans, head for the museum and eat at hers afterwards. "They've got a café-thing there, I'll buy you a cake to keep you going," she promised. "I want to talk to John Webb about Neltson's security arrangements - it's got to be something to do with the burglar alarm, maybe he can give us some technical pointers." 

Deciding it would be best to call ahead and let Webb know they would be arriving, Maddy started to rummage in her bag for the mobile phone leaving one hand and half of her attention to deal with the intrusive business of driving.

Jonathan felt his grip tighten on the passenger seat as her devotion to the highway code was temporarily sidelined. "Erm, anything I can do to help, perhaps?" he suggested nervously.

*

Even in sleep, Simon Neltson was a restless man. 

Rebecca sat by the bedroom window and watched her husband, prostrate on the bed. His last flicker of energy had been expended during his sparring with Flint. After she had sloped off, lack of rest and raging anxiety about the theft had finally taken its toll. Pallid and sickly, he had barely been able to pull himself up the stairs. Dry-swallowing a sleeping tablet "just to make sure," he had then collapsed, exhausted onto the bed. Fully dressed he now lay on the sheets, hands rested corpse-like on his chest, rising and falling with each slow breath. Rippling eyelids betrayed his dreams and occasionally his head would shake in sudden urgency.

Rebecca knew that his delirium would be dominated by a static golden face.

Rising from her seat she moved over to the bed and carefully placed a piece of paper on the bedside cabinet for Simon to find when he awoke. 'Gone to work. Will call you later. R.' it said. She needed to get out of the house, occupy her mind with something other than the burglary. In any case, work was not stopped by misfortune and someone needed to ensure the museum continued to run smoothly. As Simon needed to build his strength again, the onus was on her.

Taking one final, lingering glance at her sleeping husband Rebecca departed, leaving him to tussle with tumultuous dreams.

*

John Webb welcomed Jonathan and Maddy into his small office and shut the door. The room was smaller than the Neltson's office Maddy had seen yesterday, and considerably less tidy. His desk was piled with security magazines and reports and his file system seemed to consist of a heap of paperwork on the floor next to an empty filing cabinet. Behind the desk a dog-eared Gantt chart dated 1998 clung to the wall, its colourful task bars overwritten by layers of scrawling aide memoirs.

Apologetic about the mess, the security manager dug a couple of chairs from beneath coats and paperwork and genially invited his guests to sit down. "Don't often get visitors in here, but don't be deceived by the chaos I know exactly where everything is!" he chuckled. He wheeled his own chair from around the back of the desk and set it so the three sat in a circle. "Now then," he said, "it's Ms Magellan, isn't it. Simon told me about you after your visit yesterday. Bit of an expert at the old crime solving, so I hear. Good stuff." 

"Thanks," Maddy smiled, impressed by his sincerity. "And this is..."

"Jonathan Creek," finished Webb reaching across to shake Jonathan's hand. "Simon showed me the book. You're technical adviser to a magician then?" 

"Yes," Jonathan replied, half expecting the traditional derisive remark to follow. What would it be, he wondered. A quip about rabbits and hats, or something pithy about sawing women in half.

Instead Webb nodded his head in interest. "Good stuff," he said again. "I have to say, you've got an unusual CV for this sort of thing, but if it works...I know some of my colleagues in the force can be sniffy about these things," the security manager explained. "But just because something is unconventional doesn't mean you should dismiss it. Look at the Yorkshire Ripper. Wouldn't have been caught at all if it hadn't been for that psychic!" 

"Right," Jonathan agreed, inwardly disagreeing. 

"Anyway," Webb looked at the couple. "How can I help you?"

"Well," Maddy had dug her pad and pen out again and now perched on the edge of her chair. "We wanted to pick your brains about how that burglar could have got around all that security. You know about these things. Is there some sort of technical gadgetry which they could have used to fool that alarm?"

Webb pushed his glasses back on his nose and stroked his beard thoughtfully. 

"I've been wracking them," he admitted, "but just can't see how this was done. You've seen the tape, yes?" Maddy nodded. "That burglar arrived empty handed. Even if the equipment existed to somehow jam that alarm, it would have to be big enough to see on the tape, unless they were bloody James Bond and had hi-tech underpants, or something!"

Maddy smiled.

"Another thing." Webb continued. "They couldn't have picked the locks."

"Why?" asked Maddy.

"Well the SOCOs would have had the locks to pieces straight away. Doesn't matter how good you are, if you pick a lock you leave scratches and metallic residue in the mechanism from all the scraping around. But as far as I know, the only forensic evidence they found were those threads on the study door. Nothing in the locks."

"So you're saying the burglar had a key?" Maddy was surprised.

Webb shrugged. "Perhaps," he said. "But then even though it looks like they did, how would anyone get hold of the keys in the first place? In all my years in the force I never saw anything like it.  Simon was so bloody careful about all this, you'd have had more chance stealing the Crown Jewels. Sealed in a security case, in that safe, in a locked house fitted with a burglar alarm...what could possibly go wrong?"

"Something did," said Jonathan quietly.

"What do you know about Justus Vurt?" Maddy asked.

"Apart from the fact he's a pain in the arse?" Webb replied and again stoked his beard as if teasing information from beneath the hair. "Odd character. Obsessive, I'd say. Really kicked up a stink when he found out Simon was shipping golden boy back to Greece. Phone-calls, letters...the full works. Turned up at the house a few times as well." 

"Perhaps he was sussing the place out," suggested Maddy.

"That assumes he knew for certain the mask was going to be there," Jonathan pointed out. 

"Anyway, he was munching haggis when the mask was stolen," said Webb. "I've looked at it from every angle. Even if the guy had help, you've still got the problem of how the hell it was done! But there again Vurt's pretty intelligent...he's a professor isn't he? So I suppose he's quite capable of pulling the wool."

"And in the meantime the police start suspecting Simon," said Maddy. "They turned up again when we were there earlier."

Webb sucked air through his teeth. "Can't see it myself. He's an honest bloke."

Maddy thought carefully about how to phrase her next comment. "You could perhaps see why the police would suspect him though," she said. "He suggested taking the mask back to the house, he was the only one with the combination to the safe..."

"Sure," Webb nodded, "all that's obvious. I just don't think he would have done it!"

The conversation ground to a halt. 

"Let's look at it again," Jonathan broke the silence. "Objectively, there is only one certainty in all of this; the fact the burglar alarm was on for six hours from midnight. So whatever else the evidence suggests, we know that the mask couldn't have been stolen at four in the morning."

"But the tape shows the time," said Maddy.

"Yes, but think about what we were saying earlier," replied Jonathan. "One way of explaining this, is that the tape is wrong. We ruled out the possibility of it being staged by Simon the night before, but what if there was a second way of faking it?"

"Don't follow you I'm afraid," Webb admitted. 

Maddy thought she understood what Jonathan was suggesting. "How do we know the time on the tape is correct?" she said. "He could have changed it!"

"Well yes," Jonathan agreed tentatively. "Although you can tell he didn't because..."

Before he could continue there was a double knock on the door. "Come in, Robert" called Webb with a smile, and sure enough the PA stuck his head into the room.

"Sorry to interrupt Mr Webb," he apologised, "but Mrs Neltson has just arrived. I told her Ms Magellan and Mr Creek were here, and she said she would like to see them."

"Thanks Robert," said Webb. "Shall we all go," he suggested to Maddy and Jonathan, "her office is more organised than this one. We can carry on our chat in comfort!"

Rebecca looked up from the pile of paperwork she was sorting on the desk as Robert directed Maddy, John and Jonathan into the office. "Hello," she said. "Sorry to interrupt your meeting, but I really wanted to apologise for earlier. I had no idea DI Flint was going to turn up like that. That woman really doesn't know when to stop."

"How are things?" Maddy asked sympathetically.

Rebecca sighed deeply. "Simon's exhausted. He took a sleeping tablet and I've left him at home resting. Flint more or less accused him of faking the security tape to steal the mask, would you believe? Have you ever heard anything as ridiculous?"

"Seriously?" said Maddy. "Well, that really is ludicrous, isn't it?" She glanced at Jonathan, indicating he should keep quiet.

"Quite," said Rebecca. "Simon put her in her place for now, but she seems determined to pin the blame on him. She just doesn't give up, it's verging on harassment. Vurt's the one she needs to bother, not my husband." She shook her head angrily. "I know he didn't do it. How could he have done anyway? I was with him from the moment he put the mask in the case until we went to bed at midnight..." her eyes began to shine with moisture. 

"I can vouch for that, at least until you left the museum," said John. "I was with the mask the whole time." He said to Jonathan and Maddy.

"I'm sorry," Rebecca swallowed tearfully. "It's like peering into a maelstrom, knowing you're about to fall in and being completely unable to do anything about it..."

Maddy gently put her hand on the other woman's shoulder. "It'll be OK," she said and turned to Jonathan. "Why don't you look go and have a look around the museum," she suggested. "I'm sure Mr Webb will show you what's what." She smiled radiantly at the security manager who nodded in response.

 "Good idea," said Webb. " Don't worry mate, it's not too boring. There are some great bits and pieces on display. I'll show you the pottery, and if you're lucky you might see a really nice set of jugs." This was followed by booming laughter as he ushered Creek towards the door.

Move over Bernard Manning, thought Jonathan although he was quietly glad to get away from the office. He was never quite sure how to handle emotional people, and for once he was pleased Maddy had made a decision for him. 

After they had gone Rebecca mustered a smile. "Apologies for John's sense of humour," she said.  "I think his boorishness can be attributed to his days in the police. I think he sometimes misses the camaraderie."

"Those crazy boys in blue," scoffed Maddy derisively. "Anyway...I thought it would be better to have a quiet chat, just you and me. I'm sure this whole thing must have been a terrible strain."

"Thank you," Rebecca smiled appreciatively. "Sometimes you doubt your own sanity, you know." She went back over to the desk and started shuffling paperwork. "I'm grateful for this place though. There's so much to be done, it takes your mind off things."

"Right," Maddy nodded. "Look, I know you've been through this before, but would you mind just going over what happened when you got home - the night of the burglary?"

"Surely," Rebecca stopped her tidying while she thought. "I turned the burglar alarm off, then Simon re-set the video machine. Then we watched television for a while, Simon made something to drink and we went to bed at midnight." She looked at Maddy and shrugged. "It's so mundane, it's easy to remember," she said.

Maddy had by now spent considerable time with Jonathan. As they had gone from case to case, his lateral thinking had started to rub off on her, and she had started to discern things she would not have normally noticed. Thinking back to the conversation Robert had interrupted minutes earlier, something in Rebecca's description of the evening's events started to ring bells.

"This might sound strange, but can you remember what sort of drink it was?" she asked. 

"Coffee, I think," Rebecca thought for a moment. "Yes, it was coffee."

"And you went to sleep quite quickly afterwards?" Maddy muttered, to herself more than Rebecca. Upon noticing the other woman looking at her expectantly, she elucidated; "Sorry, just thinking aloud. Coffee keeps me awake for hours, usually!" 

"It was decaffeinated," smiled Rebecca. "Anything else and I've been up until dawn," realising what she had just said, her smile faded. "God, if only I had been awake..." She turned her attention back to busily organising the business papers. "Anyway, plenty to do here. As you can see," she explained. "My husband is not an ordered man. Usually it drive's me wild, but for once I'm grateful for the work."

She picked up a large bundle of neatly stacked spreadsheets. "Could you get the top draw please," she said to Maddy, nodding towards the filing cabinet in the corner. As she did so, the sheets on the top of the pile in her arms started to slip, and before either of the women could do anything about it, the top half of the bundle cascaded onto the floor.

"Damn it," yelled Rebecca. Exasperated, she allowed the rest of the papers to follow the others and tears welled in her eyes once more. "I'm so bloody clumsy. They took me ages to organise!" Clutching her forehead, she stood looking helplessly at the mess on the floor.

Maddy winced. "Come on, I'll give you a hand," she said kindly, and squatting down by the desk started to gather the fallen papers. A number of sheets had slid under the two inch gap between the bottom of the desk's draw units and the carpet, and reaching under, Maddy started to pull them out. The dust under the desk was thick and she pulled a face. "Ugh! I hope there are no spiders under here," she said. "I never have liked creatures with long spindly legs. Perhaps that's why I don't get on with supermodels."

Rebecca smiled at the comment, and rubbed her eyes to clear them.

"Right, I think that's it." Maddy ran her hand across the floor under the desk, checking for any stray sheets. As she did, her fingers brushed over something which felt like a small piece of paper loosely stuck to the carpet. "Oh, hang on," she said. "I think you've got a sweet wrapper under here."

Retrieving the scrap, Maddy saw it was actually the torn half of a yellow post-stick note. Carpet fibres clung to the sticky strip which had held it to the floor, and turning the small scrap in her hands, Maddy noticed a hand-written line of capital letters squeezed across the opposite side. "Karen Talsoi," she read and glanced up at Rebecca. "That's an unusual name. Greek is it?"

Rebecca looked up from collecting the fallen papers. When she saw the scrap of yellow paper in Maddy's hand her eyes widened in what looked like shock. "What?" she said quickly, her eyes never leaving the torn note.

"The name on this," Maddy said, puzzled by her reaction. "Karen Talsoi..?"

"Goodness, I thought I'd thrown that away weeks ago!" Rebecca abandoned the paper collecting and walked over to the desk. Visibly shaken she reached for the glass which sat on the work top and took a mouthful of water.

Maddy followed her around the furniture to show her the paper and noticed the small waste paper bin on the opposite side of the desk from where she had found the note. "Must have missed the bin," she observed. "Are you alright Mrs Neltson?"

"Fine. Absolutely fine," came response.

"Does this name mean something to you?" Maddy persisted, showing her the paper. "Do you know Karen?"

"I don't, Ms Magellan," Rebecca seemed unnecessarily adamant. "God, I'd completely forgotten about it until now, and when you picked it up everything just..." she stopped to composed herself. "A couple of weeks ago I was here, in the office, on my own. The phone rang - who ever it was must have had Simon's direct line. I answered and a woman asked for my husband. I explained he wasn't here and offered to take a message but all she said was 'Tell him Karen Talsoi called'. I thought she must have been a business contact, or something, and made a note of her name. Anyway I forgot about it, and when I eventually remembered I figured Simon wasn't in the mood for messages, what with the mask and everything. So I tore it up and threw it away."

Nothing strange about that, thought Maddy, so why the histrionics?

But Rebecca continued. "She was obviously someone he knew because she didn't leave a number. I never mentioned it to him because I assumed she'd call back and it eventually slipped my mind." She looked Maddy in the eye. "Ms Magellan. I've never heard of her before, and Simon's never mentioned her name...but she obviously knows him! You don't suppose she might have something to do with all of this?"

Everything Maddy had learned so far about Neltson suddenly lurched into a completely different perspective with this one implication. He was after all a charming, good looking, wealthy man. "Mrs Neltson," she said slowly. "Are you saying you think your husband might be having an affair with this character?"

"I don't know..." Both Rebecca's hands suddenly shot up to her mouth in alarm. "There's something else," she said. "You know how he's been suffering from insomnia recently?" Maddy nodded. "Well, a couple of times he's left the house in the middle of the night. He told me he was going to the museum to do some work. Maybe he wasn't going to the museum at all. Maybe he was meeting this woman!"

"Look," Maddy tried to reassure her. "She was probably a disgruntled visitor ringing to complain." This did not allay Rebecca's frown, so Maddy tried again. "Or perhaps she's from the Greek museum...dealing with the handover?"

"No. I know all the people involved in Athens." Came the reply. "There's no-one of that name there at all."

"OK. Then ask him when you go home." Maddy said, absently sliding the scrap of paper into her pocket. "I'm sure there's a completely rational explanation behind it all."

"Yes." Rebecca relaxed again. "Yes, there will be. You're right. Look I'm sorry about all this. I'm so jumpy at the moment. For a minute there I just suspected the worst. I even wondered if Flint might have a point about Simon." She looked resignedly at the scattering of paper still spread across the floor. "I'm just so sick of all this," she sighed.

"Let's get this cleared up," said Maddy. "Then go home and talk to your husband about Ms Talsoi - and get that cleared up as well."

A short time later a knock on the office door signified Jonathan's tour was at an end. The ribald security manager had kept it punctual, walking with Creek to the still empty room where the mask had been housed. After a few questions about the artefact Jonathan suggested they head back, and now they stood with Maddy and Rebecca in the main office.

Maddy was eager to share her various discoveries with Jonathan, and looking at her watch said it was time they headed for home. 

"When do you think you'll have some answers for us," Rebecca asked Jonathan.

"Well, I've still got to read those letters. Haven't had a chance yet," came the evasive reply.

"But you've got some ideas."

"All I know is that someone has twisted the reality of all of this, and in doing so has found an extremely effective way of sheltering the truth."

"Well if you can't figure it out we'll give Paul Daniels a buzz," Webb chortled. 

Jonathan gave him a tight smile.

"Right," Maddy jumped in. "Shall we be off, Jonathan?" She headed for the office door.

"Well I hope you came by car," said Webb glancing out of the window. Clear skies had been replaced by grey clouds which were starting to spit rain. "Looks like it will get worse too. Guess which idiot forgot his umbrella today. I'll get soaked waiting for that bus."

"You don't have a car then?" asked Maddy. 

"Not at the moment, there's no need really. I only live a couple of miles away." He patted his ample stomach. "I should walk it really - help shift this. But you know what it's like!"

As they talked, they had moved out of the office and were now standing by Robert's desk. The PA clicked busily at his keyboard.

"Oh, something I meant to ask you," Maddy turned to Rebecca and Webb. "Do either of you know a man in his forties, tallish, quite sturdy looking with cropped black hair and a liking for cake decorations."

"Doesn't ring any bells," replied Rebecca. "Why?"

"Nothing really. I've just seen him around a few times," she tried to play it down. "We saw him in a supermarket earlier today and he was acting strangely...when he noticed I'd seen him he took off and vanished without a trace. I just wondered if he sounded familiar at all."

While she talked the clicking from the computer suddenly stopped. Jonathan was the only one to notice this, and glanced at Robert. The PA was staring at his computer screen, wearing the expression of a man who had just been winded. 

"Are you OK?" Jonathan asked.

"What..?" Robert snapped out of it. "Oh yes, sorry, I just made a typo, that's all." He smiled at Jonathan before resuming his typing. Now the young man appeared troubled, thought Jonathan, stumbling repeatedly over words and having to frequently delete mistakes. Even after they had said their goodbyes to Webb and Rebecca and were leaving the office, the PA still seemed side-tracked. Jonathan looked back at him as he walked through the door, and for a second their eyes met before Robert quickly returned his attention to the VDU.

Descending in the lift to the car park he mentioned it to Maddy.

"I might be wrong, but I think that PA knows something about the guy who's following you."

"How come?" she asked.

"When you mentioned it before he seemed distracted."

"Why didn't he say something about it then? He was probably just put-off by us talking." Maddy dismissed the idea. "Anyway, how did you get on with Webb?"

Jonathan shrugged as the lift doors opened and they trudged over to the Volvo. "About as comprehensive a guide to Ancient Greece you could expect to get from an ex-policeman really," he replied. "With a few dire puns thrown in for good measure. Nothing new about the burglary though."

"Well," said Maddy smugly. "I had a much more interesting time..."

"Ms Magellan," a voice called from behind them. Turning, they saw Robert emerging from the stairwell next to the lift. Slightly out of breath, he had obviously wanted to catch them before they left, and now walked briskly over to meet them. 

Jonathan looked at Maddy with raised eyebrows and a 'told you so' expression.

"Ms Magellan," Robert repeated, quietly this time and accompanied by an anxious glance over his shoulder. "Sorry to bother you, but I didn't want to say anything back there. It was what you said about the man in the supermarket..."

 "What? Do you know him?" Maddy asked excitedly.

"No, I'm sorry it's nothing like that. It was what you said about him vanishing without a trace." He looked around again, and his voice dropped another notch in volume. "The day before the burglary, I overheard Mr Neltson talking on the phone to someone. He sounded agitated. I didn't catch most of what he said because I didn't mean to listen in. But what I did hear...well it was quite worrying."

"What did he say?" Maddy frowned.

Robert took a deep breath. "He said;  'I'll make sure it vanishes without a trace.'"

Stunned silence allowed the revelation to sink in.

"You're serious?" asked Jonathan finally. 

Robert gave a single nod of his head, his eyes flashing between Jonathan and Maddy as if seeking vindication for his confession.

"Why didn't you say something earlier?" Maddy was confounded.

"Listening in to your employer's private conversation is hardly something you want to broadcast," said Robert defensively. "Anyway, you know exactly what it implies. I didn't want to land Mr Neltson in trouble with the police, so I'd tried to forget about it. But when you said the exact same words just now...it was too much, I had to say something."

"Bloody hell!" exclaimed Maddy, looking at Jonathan who blinked back long-faced. "Well, this really has been a day for coincidences," she said. 

None of them working in Neltson's favour, she added to herself.

*

Wine glugged pleasantly as Maddy drained the bottle into her glass. She sat at her kitchen table, chin resting comfortably in one hand, watching while Jonathan cleared away the remains of the meal she had prepared them. It had been late when they finally got home from the museum. Already bruised with rain clouds, the sky was starting to darken as afternoon drew to a close and Maddy had been glad to shut the day outside.

"So then," she asked. "How was the Greek salad?"

"Excellent, actually," Jonathan complemented, bending over the bin to scrape some superfluous lettuce from his plate. "Very appropriate too. Although I think I'll start to worry if you start quoting Socrates at me!"

Maddy looked at him, head cocked to one side. "Shall we do it then?" she smiled.

Jonathan froze mid-scrape, still bent over the bin. His hair flopped over his face, hiding what ever expression had settled there, and there was a long pause while he struggled for an apposite response. "Sorry?" he asked finally, without looking up.

"Shall we do it? Go through the burglary, now we've had something to eat?" she replied innocently. "You've got to have some ideas now, surely."

"Oh right!" The scraping continued with renewed vigour. "No that's fine. But only if you promise to look at that letter afterwards," he said nodding towards at the notice board.

Tacked to the board was an unopened letter, marked with the insignia of the television company who were considering her manuscript. It had arrived second post and had been waiting for Maddy on the door mat when they got home. Despite her excitement, hunger had taken precedence and she had pinned the enveloped there while preparing dinner. More truthfully, however, potential disappointment meant she wanted to put off the inevitable for as long as possible.

"First thing's first," she said. "I want to put a line through this mask-thing before I go to bed." 

Jonathan left the washing up and returned to the table. "OK," he said. "Show me that piece of paper again."

Maddy fished out the note she had discovered under the desk and passed it to Jonathan, who looked at it closely. "You're going to tell me it's not really a name, aren't you? You're going to say Karen Talsoi's an anagram, or a pneumatic or something." she said.

"Well, it's nearly an anagram of 'liar on skates', but I can't see how that's relevant...oh, and it's 'mnemonic'." Jonathan corrected her. "No, it looks like an ordinary name to me. But you say she didn't leave a contact number..." he frowned. 

"Which suggests he must know who she is. Right?"

"Perhaps," said Jonathan. "You know, there's something familiar about that name. I'm sure I've seen it before, but it seems...wrong somehow." He wafted the paper absently. "It's probably so obvious I just can't see it yet..."

"Well it doesn't ring any bells with me," admitted Maddy. "Look. Let's assume the worst about Simon Neltson," she said. "Say that he's having an affair with this Karen...I mean, all those late night 'trips to the museum' Rebecca mentioned. Let's be honest, he was probably getting his leg-over! And let's say Karen helped him steal the mask. How did they do it?" She paused. "You said something earlier about there being another way of faking the tape. You were talking about changing the time display on the video, weren't you?"

"Hypothetically," replied Jonathan. "OK then. Worst case scenario based on everything we know." He put the scrap of paper down and folded his arms on the table, leaning forward to talk to Maddy. "Logically the solution to this has to be something to do with the timing. We know the burglar alarm went on at midnight, which according to Rebecca is also the time they went to bed. After twelve o'clock, nobody could have moved around in the house without turning the alarm off or triggering it, but again we know that neither of those things happened. In all of this the burglar alarm is indubitably correct, no question about it. So what if Rebecca was wrong about the time they went to bed?"

Maddy looked blankly at him.

Jonathan tried to clarify it. "What if she was fooled into thinking she had gone to bed later than she actually had?"

Maddy straightened in her chair as the suggestion took hold. "Seriously! He could do that?"

"It would be extremely easy with a bit of preparation," he explained. "The morning of the theft, Rebecca's still in Leeds and Simon's alone at home. Before leaving for work, he changes all the clocks in the house so they're half an hour fast. Later that night, when the couple get home, Rebecca's already tired and doesn't notice the clocks are wrong. But there's more, because to make absolutely sure the plan works Simon has to ensure she goes to sleep at a certain time. Again, quite simple to achieve...he just makes her a coffee and spikes it with a sleeping tablet."

"That's why she went to sleep so quickly, I told you I thought that was odd!" Maddy was pleased with her observation.

"Exactly," continued Jonathan. "Anyway, they go to bed. She's getting more tired by the minute. Simon pretends to put the burglar alarm on and gets ready for bed himself, faffing around with the tablets to buy some time. Meanwhile Rebecca drifts off, and what's the last thing she sees before going to sleep? Probably a clock in the bedroom showing the time to be midnight, when it's really eleven thirty.

"So now Simon's got half an hour to play with. He nips back down stairs, takes the case out of the safe and removes the mask. This is where his lover, Karen Talsoi, comes into it. He changes the time on the video recorder so it reads four in the morning and makes a quick phone call to Karen, who's waiting in the woods with a mobile phone. She walks up to the house, is let inside by Simon, and waits around for a while to make it look like the burglar's spending time picking locks and so forth. After she's left with the mask, Simon just has time to put everything back as it was, re-setting the clocks before switching the alarm on for real at midnight. Next morning you've got a tape of the burglary apparently taking place at four in the morning when in reality no-one could have possibly taken it then without triggering the alarm. A perfect, impossible crime."

Speechless, Maddy could only sit and blink as Jonathan carried on.

"As for the snippet of conversation Robert overheard, it was probably Neltson reassuring Talsoi; 'Don't worry, I'll make sure it vanishes without a trace...' that sort of thing. All she has to do is get dressed up - using a bit of careful padding to disguise the fact she's a woman - and do her bit for camera. That would makes the forensic evidence easy to explain too; while she was in the house she accidentally brushed against the door frame leaving a couple of threads on a splinter, which the police found the next day but which couldn't be matched with any of the clothes in the house."

Maddy was dazed. "That's absolutely...that's brilliant, Jonathan," she said. "Of course, that has to be it! Simon is so obsessed with the mask, that's exactly the sort of thing he would do to hang on to it, roping in some tart he's picked up along the way to help!"

"Actually," said Jonathan, "it's complete bollocks. A worst case scenario, remember? Ignoring Neltson's motives or any affairs he may or may not be having, it still doesn't fit the facts. Or take into account our low-profile friend Justus Vurt."

"No...hang on a minute, let me get this straight. You're saying that not one iota of what you just said ever happened?" Maddy took a steadying swig of wine. "For crying out loud! Why not?"

"It's down to the weather again, I'm afraid."

"Good God, you're beginning to sound like bloody British Rail!" Maddy moaned. "What is it this time? Wrong type of leaves? Too much wind and rain?"

"No, that's the whole point! There was no wind or rain...apart from some low lying mist it was a clear night. Isn't that what the Met office told you?" 

"Yes," Maddy concurred. "But what does that prove?"

"Look." Jonathan said patiently. "You've got a clear night, and at that time of September a large full moon, which would be shining brightly, right? At four in the morning, the moon would have been low in the sky behind the house. Now, it wasn't that obvious admittedly, but I noticed on the video that the house casts a faint shadow down the drive - without that vision enhancement I probably wouldn't have noticed it at all. If the recording had been made before midnight, the moon would be high in the sky. You just wouldn't get the shadow." He leaned back on his seat. "Anyway, aside from all that, if Rebecca was wearing a watch, she would probably realise the clocks in the house were wrong. It would be a hell of a risk for Neltson to take!"

Maddy looked at Jonathan coolly. "Right. So we're back to square one. Again!" With a deep sigh she emptied her glass before standing, wandering over to the counter and picking up the bundle of Vurt's letters Jonathan had brought in from the car. He had been looking through them while she prepared dinner, and now she wafted them at him. "Are you saying Neltson didn't steal the mask and this guy did?"

Jonathan took the letters and picked one he had been reading earlier. "It depends how seriously you take the threats," he said leafing through the pages to find an appropriate example. "Listen to this; 'You and your family are reprehensible in the worst sense of the word...you have bankrupt me with your fabrications in court...I will see you suffer...The mask is mine by right, it will never return to Greece.'"

"Sounds pretty damning to me!" Maddy opened the fridge, removed the second bottle of wine and attacked it with a cork screw. 

"Yes, but the police obviously didn't think so. Anyway, is it any less dubious than Neltson telling someone he would make sure it vanished without a trace?" Jonathan frowned to himself. "Assuming he was talking about the mask..."

"Right. First thing tomorrow we track down the Prof." Filling her glass again, Maddy sat down and looked at the post stick note on the table. "Then I say we find this Karen person. I bet she knows something. Actually, there's a phone directory by the telephone, Jonathan. We could see if she's listed in that."

Taking the 'we' to mean him, Jonathan located the book, found the T section and ran a finger down the list of names. "Talton, Talridge, Tamas..." he shook his head. "No Talsoi. But she might not be local." He snapped the book shut.

Maddy sighed in despair. "Oh, bugger it then," she said. "I'm fed up with the whole thing now." Picking up her wine and removing the letter from the notice board, she trudged through into the front room. "Come on," she said, "I'll read this, see if we're going to be made into a series!"

Jonathan rose to follow her, taking one last look at the name on the yellow scrap of paper before leaving the kitchen, irritated at his inability to resolve exactly why it seemed so familiar.

Water sprinkled from the night sky, saturating the empty street outside Maddy's house. Orange light from street lamps cast sickly reflections on the wet pavements and on the damp fringe of parked cars that lined the road. Dry inside their houses, the owners of the empty vehicles wound down after another day of doing whatever it was they did. Mostly their activities were hidden behind closed drapes, but a few houses offered illuminated snapshots of life inside to anyone who happened to pass. As she had not yet closed her front room curtains, Maddy's was one such house, and as she sat on the sofa reading her letter she was clearly visible from outside. 

Across the street from her house, and a short way down the road, sat one car that was not empty. Away from the pools of light created by the street lamps the battered Astra was parked in shadow, while inside the single occupant occasionally cleared portholes in the condensation which fogged the windscreen. On the empty passenger seat sat a brand new copy of 'Courage and Conviction', Maddy's grey face staring contemplatively from the photo on the back.

Inside the real Maddy read her letter, unaware she was being watched. 

Suddenly there was movement inside the house as Jonathan appeared in the front room and walked across to the window. Hastily leaning across the passenger sear, the watcher shrank from sight as Creek peered out into the dark street, looking up and down the road before shutting Maddy's curtains. The watcher waited to ensure there was no danger of being seen, then sat up once more and patiently resumed the game.

"I'd have thought you'd have shut those earlier," lectured Jonathan. "After today you really don't know who could be peering in at you!" He turned to face Maddy. "There are some seriously warped people out there," he said. "He could be some voyeuristic fetishist who gets kicks from watching people shopping, or..." 

"Will you shut up?" Maddy snapped. "It's bad enough the fact he's out there somewhere, without having to listen to your cod psychology." She returned her attention to the letter and sipped at her wine.

Sitting, Jonathan watched her read and tried to gauge the nature of the letter's content from her expression. After what seemed like an eternity she eventually reached the end of the three page document and looked up impassively as if trying to decide how to react.

"Good news?" Jonathan asked.

 "Not sure really," she answered, and Jonathan thought he detected a slight slur to her voice. "They're interested, but they want to, how do they put it...'refocus the project for their target audience.'"

"Well you did say they would change the names."

"Oh, they're certainly doing that," her response was dangerously calm. "You, for example, are going to be called Nathan Cove. Apparently it's 'thrusting and dynamic'."

Jonathan felt his face beginning to twitch into a smile.

"And listen to this," Maddy continued, "although they liked the concept of a magician's assistant, they don't think audiences will buy into the idea. Evidently they see you more as a...let me get this right," she flipped through the letter. "Ah yes. 'A police officer with an alcohol problem and a string of broken relationships, who lives life on the edge, solving crimes using unorthodox methods.'"

Jonathan cleared his throat. "Not very true to life then?" he said and quickly covered his mouth with his hand.

"No." Maddy noticed his stifled amusement and smoke started to seep metaphorically from her ears. "Have you ever heard anything so ridiculous. I thought the whole reason for them liking the thing was the fact it's based on real life. I didn't expect them to turn it into 'The Professionals'!" She drained her glass and slammed it down on the coffee table.

Jonathan desperately tried to sympathise. "Talk about dumbing down," he said. "Any stupider, you'd have to water it regularly and turn it to the light. I mean, 'Nathan Cove!' Where did that come from? Sounds like a coastal inlet!" He paused to suppress his smile again before adding; "And what have they done to you?"

Maddy narrowed her eyes. "Oh, I bet you're just loving this aren't you!" she glowered before reading from the letter again. "'We see the 'journalist' character being replaced by a range of Cove's female companions, each portrayed by a different glamorous actress each week.' So basically, Jonathan, what they're saying is that they want to replace me with a string of enormous breasted bimbos who jump into bed with you at every opportunity. What do you say to that?" 

She looked at him expectantly, and in that moment Jonathan realised that if he gave the incorrect answer things could get seriously unpleasant. He finally buried the desire the laugh, and mustering all the sincerity he could replied; "Proves just how far removed from reality television can get, doesn't it really." 

Despite his genuine attempt at empathy, he instantly realised this had been The Wrong Thing To Say - although he could not quite work out why.

"Well thank you very much," Maddy seethed. "You really are an absolute and utter bastard, Jonathan. I bet you'd just love that, wouldn't you! To see yourself shacked up with Miss Implants 1999, rummaging around in a different chest every week!"

"Hang on a minute!" Jonathan defended himself. "We're talking about a fictional character that bears absolutely no resemblance to me in any way whatsoever. If you don't like it, tell the television company - don't blame me for God's sake!"

But wine, stress and disappointment had finally taken their toll on Maddy. "Save it for the glamorous actresses, Jonathan," she bawled. "You know, I really don't know why I bother with you sometimes. If you're not turning your nose up an my digestive system, you're criticising my eating habits, accusing me of being fat and insinuating that I flirt with married men. Well I'm sorry if I'm not perfect, but at least I'm all real." 

Jonathan watched incredulously as Maddy crumpled the letter into a tight ball, hurled it into the corner and stormed upstairs. 

"I suppose you want me to leave then?" he yelled after her.

"With that weirdo creeping around out there? No I bloody well don't," came wafting down from upstairs, closely followed by a duvet and a pillow. "And don't wake me up before ten," she added before her bedroom door slammed.

"Unbelievable!" Jonathan sat for a moment, baffled by the surreal direction events had suddenly taken. The preposterous misunderstanding had just trounced a pleasant evening, and for a moment he considered following her upstairs and pointing out how ridiculous she was being. But then he thought against it. After all over the last ten hours she had discovered there was probably a stalker on her tail, and had seen months of hard work reduced into a hackneyed series of set pieces. It was little wonder she was so tetchy.

Deciding it would be best to leave her to rest, Jonathan returned to the kitchen to finish washing up before setting about unravelling the Chinese puzzle that was her sofa bed. 

*

The windows in the street were now dark. Several hours had elapsed since the last light had been switched out, and during that time the drizzle had been replaced by a fine, wet mist which swirled slowly up the road. 

Dressed in a long rain coat, the watcher stood beneath the street lamp opposite Maddy's house. Bathed in the sallow glow and framed by coils of damp mist the figure waited, motionless apart from the billowing and flapping of the cloak-like coat as it was tugged by the wind. 

In the distance there was a clattering of bin lids and a cat yowled.

The long shape moved as if it had been waiting for the distant metallic cue, habitually glancing left then right before stepping into the empty road. Heels clicked softly on the shiny tarmac as the watcher headed directly for Maddy's door.

Jonathan awoke with a start.

For one jumbled moment he looked around confused before eventually remembering he was in Maddy's front room. A quick glance to his left and the illuminated clock on the video recorder told him it was just after one in the morning. He had only gone to bed an hour or so ago, so he relaxed into the pillow again and closed his eyes. But slowly the notion drifted into his head that something must have woken him up. One of any number of things most probably, he thought. Maddy moving around upstairs, the house settling or a late night home-comer walking past outside. 

Yet for some reason none of these explanations convinced him.

Already drifting off again, he half opened his eyes and glanced around the darkened room one last time. Thick curtains filtered light from the street into a feeble, jaundiced glow, casting deep shadows around the bulky furniture, and his eyes moved from shape to shape, drowsily searching for any indication of what might have woken him. He was about to submit and let sleep take hold once more, when he glimpsed something that abruptly jolted him awake.

There was a man standing by the front door.

Jonathan felt a wave of absolute dread hit him as his eyes fixed on the tall, spidery outline of the visitor. Frozen in shock he was unable to blink or breathe. His throat contracted, his heart banged inside his chest, and for ten warped seconds his head swam thickly with terror as he stared at the nightmare in the corner of the room.

The man silently watched him back.

Gradually adrenaline pumped the residual sleep from Jonathan's body. His eyes compensated for the darkness of the room, and common sense finally got its foot back in the door as the ethereal figure slowly transformed from a menacing spectre into nothing more than a group of patchy shadows. Waking suddenly in an unfamiliar room, his eyes had momentarily misinterpreted what he had seen, combining with an overactive imagination to create a cocktail of night fear. Realising he had stopped breathing, Jonathan finally drew air feeling a mixture of relief and stupidity as the horror of the moment passed. He reached up and flicked on the light, blinking as it bust the room back into life and confirmed the corner was empty. 

Sitting up on the sofa bed he reached over for the glass of water he had left within reach nearby. As he did so he glanced at the front door, just to reassure himself conclusively that it was locked and there was no-one else in the room. 

It was only then he finally noticed what had woken him up.  

The plain white envelope had not been on the door mat when Jonathan went to bed, and he realised it must have been the clattering of the letterbox as it was delivered which interrupted his sleep. Blockish red letters formed four words on the front of the envelope, which even at a distance of several metres screamed for Jonathan's attention. Sliding from under the duvet, he padded across the room in his boxer shorts and stooped to retrieve the letter from the mat. 

A frown crossed his brow as he looked at the envelope. 

The four words offered a devastatingly simple promise.

Proof of Neltson's guilt.

Six

For the second morning in a row Jonathan stood at Maddy's bedroom door with a mug of tea in each hand. He carefully considered his route to the bed through the minefield of socks and jumpers that once again littered the floor, before stealthily walking over and setting the tea on the bedside table. 

"Wake up," he said with none of the previous morning's subtly.

The duvet undulated in response and a long croaky groan seeped from under the covers. Maddy appeared, her hair wildly pointing in a number of directions, and she squinted at Jonathan through barely opened eyes.

"I have got a blinder of a head-ache," she moaned. "You could have stopped me drinking all that wine last night." She managed to sit, but catching a glimpse of her alarm clock slid back under the sheets again. "It's half past eight in the bloody morning, Jonathan!" she protested. "I asked you not to wake me up before ten. What is it with you, are you some sort of sadist?"

"We had a visitor last night," said Jonathan ignoring her objections. It had the appropriate affect. Maddy struggled to sit up again wearing a worried expression. "Don't worry, nothing happened," he reassured her. "They just delivered this."

He produced the letter from his back pocket and handed it to her.

She glanced at the compelling promise on the front of the envelope.

"What's this," she frowned up at Jonathan. 

"See for yourself," he replied.

Maddy removed a single sheet of paper from inside the envelope. Unfolding it she saw it was a photocopy of a newspaper cutting dated 1994. At the top of the article were three grainy photographs. In the centre was a portrait of the golden mask, framed either side by two human faces. Simon Neltson was to the left of the mask, his hair a little shorter and his skin a little tighter, but otherwise no different in appearance from the person they had visited the day before. Opposite him, however, was pictured a sunken shell of a man. Justus Vurt's appearance was so different from the image Maddy had seen on the book in Neltson's office, that for a moment she did not recognise him. Vurt's face was now gaunt and drawn and his hair wispy and receding, and she realised that the picture Neltson had shown her had been over ten years old.

Surprised by the change in the older man, Maddy now turned her attention to the article itself, reading the report silently as Jonathan watched her. 

'A long running dispute between two families seemed set to continue today after a court ruling failed to resolve an argument that has raged for more than a century. The debate centres around the ownership of an ancient Athenian burial mask unearthed over one hundred years ago. The artefact is currently held by Simon Neltson, who's great, great grandfather discovered the artefact in Greece in the 1870's. This discovery has been contested for decades by historian Professor Justus Vurt, who claims the relic was plundered from land owned by his family. Yet in the latest of a long line of legal actions, Vurt failed to prove these allegations. Finding in favour of Neltson, the court stated there was still "insufficient evidence" to suggest the artefact had been wrongfully obtained.

'Speaking shortly after the verdict was delivered, Simon Neltson said; "I am delighted by today's outcome which proves Professor Vurt's claims are unsubstantiated." When asked to comment on Vurt's intention to appeal against the decision, Neltson said; "Let him do it. I have absolutely no intention of surrendering the mask to him or anyone else, and will go to any length to ensure it remains in my family." Professor Vurt was unavailable for comment.'

Someone had highlighted Neltson's last sentence in yellow, and written beneath the article in thin, inky letters; 'A man of his word.'

Maddy blinked up at Jonathan. "Blimey," she said. "This is just gets weirder. Who would have put this through my door in the middle of the night?"

"That's easy enough to answer," Jonathan pulled a second envelope from his pocket. It was one of Vurt's letters to Neltson, and he showed Maddy the address on the front. "Same handwriting. It must have been Vurt."

This did not ease Maddy's confusion. "Justus Vurt!" she frowned. "How does he know where I live? For that matter how does he know we're working on the theft? I've haven't even spoken to the bloke yet." 

"Mmm," was Jonathan's only reply.

Maddy ruffled her cowlicked hair with one hand and glanced at the article again. "So what do we think about Neltson now?" she asked. "He says here he will go to 'any lengths' to keep the mask. I'm really starting to think he must have done it!"

"It's interesting, but not 'proof of Neltson's guilt'! The problem is that article is no more incriminating than Vurt's letters," said Jonathan. "Anyway, we all say things like that in the heat of the moment. Things we don't mean, for example. Ridiculous, over the top things..." He left the sentence hanging and looked at Maddy evocatively.

She winced. 

"OK," she apologised, "I'm sorry about last night. I overreacted...I'd had too much wine, and that letter from the production company...it wound me up. I guess I just expected them to reject it or accept it. Never crossed my mind that they would change that much. Anyway, it'll be more trouble than it's worth to try and argue with them, so I've decided to tell them to bugger off. Can we just get back to this mask business and forget about it?" she asked hopefully.

Jonathan nodded.

"Good," she said and rubbed her eyelids. "First things first though, I really need a paracetamol."

*

In her office at police headquarters, Detective Inspector Caroline Flint silently contemplated the problem of the stolen mask. Motionless and rigid, she sat behind her desk, hands resting on the arms of her chair. Arranged neatly on the desktop were a series of papers and photographs, and she considered each in turn evaluating their significance in this peculiar crime. 

First there were copies of Vurt's letters to Neltson. Venomous certainly, but not conclusive proof that the man was responsible for the burglary. Even so she had questioned Vurt and kept him under surveillance. He had been acting unusually, according to the reports, but had neither led them to the mask, or done anything to implicate himself directly in the theft.

In any case, the Professor himself had provided her with information about Neltson which she had found most interesting. Her eyes now moved to photocopied newspaper article detailing the verdict of the 1994 court action, complete with Neltson's pledge to go to 'any length' to retain the artefact. Vurt had submitted this to the police when questioned about the theft. But more importantly he had also revealed things about Neltson that Neltson himself had not mentioned on any the several occasions she had spoken with him. These revelations had given her cause to be extremely suspicious of the museum owner. 

And these suspicions were now thriving, thanks to the phone call she had just received from Robert Farrow.

The PA had sounded nervous and perturbed, repeating over and over that he did not want to get his employer into trouble. Anxiously he explained there had been something he had not mentioned to the police previously, that he had spend a long time deliberating and fretting about it, but could no longer deny its relevance. 

He had then recounted the snippet of overhead conversation.

Flint tapped the chair arm three times with the tip of her finger, mentally focusing on Simon Neltson. Here was a man, she thought, who was obsessed with the mask and had vowed never to part with it, who had suggested taking the mask back to Ravenscroft, who was the only one who could open the safe from which the mask was stolen, who had desperately tried to implicate Vurt, who had withheld important information from her and who had been overheard the night before the theft promising to make sure 'something' vanished without a trace.

Still not proof beyond reasonable doubt, thought Flint. 

But certainly enough to suggest further questioning. 

In a more official setting.

*

Later that morning Maddy wondered absently around her front room, phone held to one ear and listening as Samantha Morris recalled her experience with the Neltsons. The photographer had been reluctant to talk of first, hesitant that Maddy was a hack sniffing for a story, but after intensive persuasion Maddy had convinced Samantha that her account could be crucial in uncovering the truth about the stolen burial mask.

Unfortunately Maddy's hopes had proven wildly optimistic. 

"I wish I could be more help Ms Magellan," Morris was saying. "But as I told the police, Simon Neltson said or did nothing that I took as being strange or unusual. He seemed agitated to be losing the mask, but that's about it."

"Right," said Maddy. "How about when you arrived at the house to take the pictures, did anything seem out of the ordinary then?"

"Well it's difficult to say really," Samantha thought back to the morning in question. "There were so many police there, it wasn't exactly ordinary to begin with. Mr Neltson seemed shaken though, and Mrs Neltson had been crying. They were talking to DI Flint when I arrived, I gave them the photos of the mask and left. Thinking about it, I was glad to get away. That place seemed...creepy somehow."

Maddy agreed, having experienced similar feelings at Ravenscroft herself.

"So, have you got any ideas how it was done then?" asked Samantha.

"Several theories are developing at the moment," replied Maddy ambiguously, stopping by the window and peering into the street. "I'd rather not say too much at this stage though, just in case I'm wrong."

"I understand," said Samantha. "Look, please let me know how this turns out. Maybe there's more to Simon Neltson than he'd like you to know. All that politeness and charm...it was all a bit much I thought."

"Exactly," Maddy squirmed. "You'd have to be pretty shallow to fall for it all really!" Suddenly something caught her attention outside. Someone wearing a duffel coat and a stormy expression was striding determinedly along the path towards the house. "Anyway," she said quickly. "Thanks again for your help. I'll be in touch as soon as we discover anything important."

She managed to hang up seconds before her front door burst open and Jonathan strode into the room from the street outside. Red faced and dishevelled he held in his hand a small box which he brandished accusingly at Maddy. 

"Have you any idea how far away that chemist is?" he seethed, before chucking the paracetamol on a nearby chair. "'Just up the road', you said. You could have mentioned you meant the M1!" He took off his coat, dumped it on the sofa and disappeared into the kitchen to find a glass of water, complaining as he went. "An hour it took me to find the bloody place," he ranted. "If I'd have known how far it was I would have taken a month's rations and a pack of emergency flares."

"Oh don't be so ridiculous Jonathan," Maddy retorted, glancing at the box of pills with a slight smile. "Anyway, wouldn't you know, my headache's gone now - but thanks all the same." She paused and listened for the response from the kitchen, which came in the form of icy silence. "You're always going on how about how important it is to be healthy," she continued gleefully. "The exercise probably did you the world of good."

"Oh, I see," Jonathan thundered, from the next room. "This is your perverse idea of revenge is it? Send me off on a trek that would put Scott of the Antarctic to shame, just so you can have a jolly good chuckle?" 

"Not at all," protested Maddy. "I had a headache earlier, now it's gone. I really appreciate you going to all that effort though, Jonathan," she added with astonishing sincerity, inwardly placing a tick next to the statement which read; 'Get him back for Fatty Deposits comment'. 

"Anyway, I've been busy while you've been for your stroll," she continued, glancing back out of the window. "I've just spoken to that photographer, Samantha Morris."

"And?" Jonathan snapped from the kitchen.

"Oh, nothing we didn't know already," Maddy admitted. "She said Neltson seemed 'agitated' when she met him before the theft and 'shaken' afterwards. Hardly jaw dropping stuff." She glanced indifferently along the street in the direction Jonathan had just arrived from. It was empty apart from an old Astra parked facing away from the house a hundred yards down the road. Maddy saw, but did not really register the car. "I doubt she's got anything to do with all of this," she continued. "She seemed pretty spooked by it all to be honest." Turning her head she looked up the road in the opposite direction. A white painter's van sat virtually opposite her Volvo, and a dozen metres behind it a silver Mondeo was parked facing her house.

Her expression darkened as she noticed someone sitting in the driver's seat of the silver car. Sunlight glinting on the windscreen obscured their features, and she squinted to get a better look. The person appeared to be reading a paper, and only the top of their head was visible above the open pages. 

Maddy's heart beat a little faster as she thought back to the incident at the supermarket.

Meanwhile in the kitchen, Jonathan was halfway through his second glass of water and starting to recover from his impromptu hike across town. Still listening to Maddy he sat down and leafed through the paperwork scattered across the table top. The photocopy of the newspaper article and the scrap of paper from Neltson's office sat next to her note pad, on which she had been scribbling a 'things-to-do' list. 

"Did you manage to get in touch with Vurt?" he called. This was at the top of her list, underlined several times with a circle drawn around it.

But in the next room Maddy's attention was fixed on the Mondeo parked down the road. "What? Oh, no I didn't. He wasn't at home," she replied distracted. 

"He's almost as difficult to track down as that chemist," muttered Jonathan, his feet throbbing. 

Picking up the newspaper report he contrasted Vurt's sharp, skeletal features with Neltson's handsome visage. Responsibility for the theft seemed to lurch between the two men, with Neltson looking increasingly more guilty as the evidence mounted. 

But Jonathan did not lose sight of Vurt's motivations. 

In the five years since the report was written, Vurt had been amassing evidence to launch an appeal against the court's decision. Having already lost considerable money on previous attempts to prove ownership this latest venture had resulted in further expenditure which, according to his letters to Neltson, had nearly bankrupt him. It was also clear from the letters that Vurt was convinced he would have won this time. Creek suspected Neltson shared this conviction, and that this had been the primary motivation for arranging the mask's return to Greece. Consequentially, Vurt was a very angry man having lost not only a considerable sum of money, but also the last chance to initiate the legal action he believed would secure him the mask. 

Neltson's obsession versus Vurt's revenge. The answer was there somewhere, he thought, letting eyes drift down the page to the spiky message written underneath the article.

'A man of his word.' 

A single line of writing. Written across the middle of the page.

Across the middle of the page.

Jonathan's eyes narrowed as the realisation hit him. Holding the report in his right hand he picked up the scrap of paper bearing Karen's name in his left and compared the two. 

"Of course," he exclaimed, leaving the table and returning to the front room where Maddy still stood staring intensely out of the window. "Look at this!" Pleased with himself he went over to show her the papers, but to his surprise she waved a hand at him to be quiet.

"Shut up and come here," she said, her eyes never leaving the street outside. Troubled by her urgency, Jonathan let the papers fall from his hands and joined her at the window. "Someone's in that silver car," she indicated. "Was it there when you got back just now?"

"Probably," he tried to think. "I was too worried about the soles of my feet to notice really."

At that moment the sun fortuitously vanished behind a cloud, and the distracting shimmer disappeared from the car windscreen. The top of the occupant's head was suddenly clearly visible, peeking over the top of the newspaper.

Cropped, dark hair.

"Call the police!" Maddy ordered and bolted for the front door. "I can't believe the bastard's got the nerve to sit out there in broad daylight!"

"Hang on a minute," Jonathan protested as she disappeared outside. "You're not seriously going to..." But she had already gone so he gave up, snatched up the telephone and jabbed the nine key three times.

Exploding out of the front door, Maddy marched purposefully across the street towards the silver car where Hundreds-and-Thousands sat surreptitiously reading his newspaper. There was no doubt that it was him, and although she had not quite worked out what she was going to do, Maddy was determined to get some answers from the shady individual.

The man had now noticed the Maddy surging towards him. He quickly shrank behind the broad-sheet and stared intensely at the text as the adrenaline fuelled woman reached the car. Without pausing she opened the door and stuck her head inside. "Hello there, sorry to bother you," she said sweetly. "I just wondered if you could tell me why you're following me?"

"I'm not," said the Hundreds-and-Thousands man, not looking at her and hardly moving his mouth. "Go away."

"Actually," Maddy corrected him forcefully, "I think you'll find you are." 

"I'm not. Piss off," again his mouth hardly moved.

 From down the road came the sound of a car engine trying to start, but Maddy did not really hear it. "Look," she said angrily. "I saw you in the restaurant the other day, in the supermarket yesterday and now you're sitting outside my house pretending to read a paper. Perhaps you can spot a theme emerging?" 

The man in the car rolled his eyes in despair, finally dropping both the ventriloquist act and the newspaper. "I tell you, I'm not following you. I'm following him. He's following you!" He gesticulated wildly at the battered Astra parked down the road, which was whirring and crunching as the engine failed to take.

"What?" He was obviously trying to lie his way out of it, Maddy decided. "Look," she snapped. "Just cut the crap and admit it. The police are on there way so you may as well stop trying to worm your way out of it!"

Letting out an exasperated cry, the man seized something from the dashboard and thrust it under Maddy's nose. Her face went through a number of expressions in a matter of seconds, before settling for a blend of amazement and disbelief.

What he held in his hand was unmistakably an identification badge.  

"Detective Sergeant Martin Livingston," he bellowed. "I am the bloody police!"

From the safety of Maddy's front room, Jonathan watched nervously as she confronted the stranger. The operator had put him on hold "for a moment" but seemed to have left to make a cup of tea, and the silence from the ear-piece seemed to be lasting forever. Meanwhile the man from the supermarket was pointing down the road and shouting something at Maddy. Looking in the direction he was indicating, Jonathan noticed the old Astra still trying to start. He tried to recall whether it had been there when he returned from the chemist, but again realised he had probably been too annoyed to notice.

"Hurry up," he muttered impatiently at the silent telephone, and returned his attention to the altercation by the Mondeo. 

Blinking several times, he tried to take in what he was seeing. Maddy had now run around to the passenger door and was actually climbing into the car. The door slammed shut, the driver fired the engine and the car screeched down the road in the direction of the Astra, pulling up in front of the older car just as its engine started, blocking its escape.

At that moment the operator returned to the phone. "Hello, Mr Creek?" she said, sounding confused. "It seems there is already an officer at the address you mentioned."   

"Right," Jonathan heard himself say absent-mindedly. "Thanks then." He put the phone down, and watched in astonishment as the drama down the road unfolded.

As soon as the Mondeo reached a standstill, Maddy and Livingston simultaneously leapt out of the car and closed in on the Astra before it could attempt an alternative get-away. Maddy was the first to reach the diver's door, which she heaved open before leaning inside, switching off the engine and appropriating the keys.

Behind the steering wheel sat a man in his late sixties. In the five years since he appeared alongside Neltson in the newspaper report, Justus Vurt had changed again in appearance. The remainder of his hair was now white and clung to the back of his head in long, straggly streaks, and an equally bedraggled beard now went someway to disguising his thin features. But the dark eyes which stared spitefully at Maddy from within the car were no less piercing than when she had first seen them on the book cover two days earlier.

"Hello! Sorry to bother you," Maddy said for the second time in as many minutes. "Just thought you might like to pop inside and share a pot of tea with DS Livingston here! All this following people around and late-night-letter-delivering must be really thirsty work!" She noticed a copy of 'Courage and Conviction' on the passenger seat and smiled. "Oh look, a fan!" she said, pointing out the book to Livingston, who was now standing behind her. "Don't suppose you want me to sign that for you - do you Professor Vurt?"

Ten minutes later Jonathan found himself making three mugs of tea, while Maddy and her two unexpected visitors sat in silence in the next room. Returning to the house with the police officer and the historian, she had breathlessly explained to Creek what had been going on before asking the two men whether they wanted a drink. 

Livingston had said yes, Vurt had said nothing.

Naturally Jonathan had been assigned the job of making the tea. Stirring the third spoon of sugar into Livingston's mug, he went back through to the front room. Maddy was relaxing in an armchair, sternly regarding her two guests. Livingston balanced awkwardly on the edge of the sofa, wearing the expression of a naughty boy who has just been caught doing something sly. Vurt, however, had not sat down. Still wearing his long, dark coat despite the warmth of the room, he stared out of the window with his nose slightly raised and his hands held behind his back, and was the only one who did not turn and look at Jonathan as he entered the room.

"Right," said Creek as he handed out the drinks. "Now I've provided the light refreshments, would someone please tell me what the hell is going on here?"

"Yes," said Maddy. "I wouldn't mind some answers. I know you've been following me, Professor Vurt, without realising you were being followed yourself, but I still want to know why. And as for you," she set her sights on Livingston, "you have no idea of the trauma you caused me. I had you down as some sad, perverted prowler. Why didn't you just tell me what was going on?"

Livingston shuffled. "Sorry Ms Magellan," he winced. "I didn't realise you'd clocked me! Orders were to keep an eye on Professor Vurt, and I only realised he was following you yesterday when he tailed you to Ravenscroft."

"So there was someone in the trees!" Jonathan exclaimed. 

"Quite," confirmed Livingston. "Anyway, I knew the governor was going to call on Neltson that morning, so I radioed ahead and got her to ask about you. She told me not to alert you to the fact for the time being so we could see what Professor Vurt was up to. Then when I saw you in the supermarket he was only standing a few metres away from you. I thought I'd blown it when you noticed me, and decided to swiftly vacate the premises." 

Maddy nodded and looked up at the taciturn man by the window. "And of course I didn't recognise you because I was shown such an old photo." Not the first time that has happened either, she though with a cringe. "The thing I don't understand is why you were following me in the first place, professor? I mean, how did you even know I was working on this whole mask business?"

After a pause Vurt responded. He did not turn to address his listeners, but remained at his post by the window, austere and detached. Clear, composed and clipped, his voice revealed little emotion as it cut the air. "Simple coincidence, Ms Magellan." he said unhelpfully. "Oh, and if you imagine for one moment, Detective Sergeant, that I did not comprehend your continual presence over the past few days, then you are stupider than you look. It takes more than a painter's van to hide behind. You were following me from the moment I was so kindly released after questioning," he turned his head towards Livingston. "Were you not?"

Reddening, the police officer glanced awkwardly at Jonathan and Maddy. "Well..." he began.

"Which is why," Vurt continued suddenly, "I delivered my correspondence to these good people in the middle of the night, when your flat feet were no doubt warmly tucked up in bed."

"Now hang on..." protested the admonished DS. "If you start to get abusive..."

Ignoring him Vurt continued. "I'm interested that you knew it was I that delivered the cutting, Ms Magellan. How was that exactly?"

"Your handwriting, actually." It was Jonathan who answered. "It does tend to give the game away if you don't try and disguise it."

Vurt nodded slowly. "Ah, so Neltson has shown you my letters...That is the only place you could have seen my hand writing after all."

"Yes, well done," said Maddy with dry impatience. "You still haven't answered my question. How did you know I was working with the Neltsons?"

Vurt sighed. "Simple coincidence," he repeated. "You may recall your first visit to Simon's Showcase...the museum, Detective, in case you were confused by my irony." Vurt and Livingston exchanged frosty glances before Vurt turned back to Maddy. "I had just been released by our friends in blue, and was feeling belligerent. I visited the museum intending to confront Neltson with the obvious fact that he was trying to set me up. But I happened to chance upon you instead, Ms Magellan."

"When?" Maddy was puzzled.

"I arrived just after you, and was directly behind you when you were standing in the foyer. I heard you tell those delightfully useless receptionists you were there 'about the mask.' I assumed you were a journalist or investigator of some description, and decided to keep an eye on you." Vurt's recollection was matter-of-fact, as if describing a day in the country. "Followed you to the restaurant. Ascertained who you were. Finding out about your writing was subsequently quite simple." He looked at Maddy with apparent sincerity. "I am regretful for the distress my activities obviously caused. But I make it my business to know exactly what Neltson is doing. If he was trying to blame me for the burglary, using you in someway to achieve this, then I wanted to be one step ahead."

Maddy assumed this was an apology. "So you're saying you had absolutely nothing to do with the theft?" She leaned forward on her chair to gage Vurt's reaction. "And you're convinced that Neltson is trying to frame you. Because funnily enough, that's more or less what he says about you."

Vurt paused before responding. "Mendacity prevails in the Neltson household," he said finally. "Charles Neltson was a fraud, a plunderer of other people's property, a liar and a charlatan. These are traits inherited by each and every subsequent member of his miserable bloody family...and is Simon dissimilar to his ancestors? Of course not. He is the epithet of all that is dishonest. He made it abundantly clear that he would never relinquish the mask and initiated this dialogue with the National Archaeological Museum to cultivate the circumstances under which it could be 'stolen'. We all know only he could have taken it, but what better way to shield his guilt that by blaming me."

"You must admit it looks pretty iffy though," said Maddy. "The threats in those letters...conveniently disappearing to Scotland like that so you could provide yourself with a watertight alibi. Come on Justus," she smiled knowingly, "you could easily have hired someone to pinch it for you!"

Vurt rounded on Maddy, lasering her with furious eyes. "With what?" he hissed. "My attempts to restore justice have left me virtually penniless...I could barely afford that excursion to Scotland for god's sake! Neltson knows that. The police know that. But to add insult to injury I am still wrongfully suspected of financing a serious crime!"

"After threatening to commit that exact same crime for weeks!" Maddy scoffed. "You can see how people could get suspicious. And what better revenge on Neltson, for ruining you, than taking his mask?"

"Oh Ms Magellan, you know so little!" Vurt spat contemptuously. "I wonder just how much of 'the truth' Mr Neltson has revealed about himself. As much, I wonder, as he revealed to the police?" He raised his thin eyebrows at Livingston. "I was certainly able to acquaint your people with a few surprising details about the honourable Neltson, was I not Detective?" The police officer opened his mouth, but did not have time to answer before Vurt continued. "Did you know, for example Ms Magellan, that Simon Neltson was trying to blackmail me?"

Taken by surprise, Maddy flustered. "Well...not really...no, I didn't," she admitted. She looked at Livingston "Was he then?"

"It appears so," the DS replied.

Vurt's eyes narrowed and a satisfied smirk crossed his face. "You see, you know but a fraction of Neltson's capabilities."

"OK. How exactly was he trying to blackmail you then?" Maddy persisted.

Vurt left his perch at the window and swooped into the nearest chair, folding his arms on his lap and crossing one leg over the other. "He threatened to maul my reputation," he explained. "I may not enjoy financial success, but my name does count for something in certain circles. Academic acumen is all I have left, and Neltson threatened to take it away. Unless I halted my attempts to gain ownership of the mask, he promised to drag my name through the dirt."

Silence in the room.

"By doing...what?" Maddy prompted eventually.

"Revealing details of my correspondence. Publicly. You've seen the letters. I'm ashamed of them, of course. Infantile nonsense written in the heat of the moment. But enough for my peers never to regard me seriously again, were they to read them." Vurt shrugged to himself. "To be truthful, I wonder now if the theft itself is nothing more than an attempt to discredit me by association." He waved the notion away with a flick of a hand. "Regardless," he continued, "after Neltson threatened me I decided to leave for a while. Put some distance between myself and the whole bloody affair. Hence, I went to Inverness. Naturally, when I heard about the mask I returned, expecting the police would want to talk to me." He sneered at Livingston again, as if the man was something he had just trodden in. "However, I never expected to be chief suspect!"

Jonathan had been listening intently, and had a look about him which told Maddy he had heard something significant in Vurt's diatribe. "Neltson threatened you, you say," he said quietly. "When did all this happen exactly?"

"We spoke the evening before the mask was stolen."

"And I don't suppose you can remember exactly what he said to you, word for word?" 

"I cannot quote him verbatim, Mr Creek." Vurt replied. Maddy saw a look of disappointment flicker over her friend's face. "However," continued Vurt. "I have, for a long time, made it a custom to tape my telephone conversations with that gentleman." Livingston opened his mouth to protest but yet again was cut dead. "Yes, I am aware of the legal implications, Detective, which is why I did not mention it to your people before."

"If I could hear that conversation," Jonathan asked hopefully. "It might answer a lot of questions..."

Vurt shrugged. "I'll gladly supply you with a copy," he said. 

"So then," Maddy asked Vurt. "You seem convinced Simon Neltson was behind this...any idea how he did it? If he did it, of course."

"And do your job for you, Ms Magellan?" Vurt raised a quizzical eyebrow. "I neither know nor care how the mask was stolen. It was stolen. I am blameless, but a suspect nonetheless. That is my sole concern."

"So you'll still be keeping an eye on us then?" Maddy asked acerbically.

"No. Not anymore," the waspish professor informed Maddy and Jonathan. "I suppose that you are reasonably objective people and will do your job fairly. When you find the answer to this conundrum, I shall not be part of it - irrespective of what Neltson might say." He rose from the chair, black coat cascading around his feet. "Detective Sergeant," he smiled at Livingston. "I am about to leave. If you wish to pursue me, I suggest you do the same." Then he was gone, flitting out of the front door and away down the street.

Livingston, Maddy and Jonathan sat blinking at each other. 

"Eccentric gentleman," observed Livingston after a while. "Well, I guess I'd better get back to HQ, find out what to do next!" He stood and smoothed his clothes. "Sorry about all of this," he flapped his arms apologetically. "Thanks for the tea and everything." Then with an awkward smile he left the room.

"Blimey!" Maddy fell back into her chair. "Well at least I know I haven't got a stalker. Talk about absurd...being followed by someone who was being followed himself." She let a long breath hiss through her teeth. "But he's certainly a colourful character, that Vurt bloke. Reckon he had anything to do with it?"

"I doubt it." Jonathan was adamant. "Although I'll be interested to hear that conversation he had with Neltson..."

"Oh yes! Our friend Simon. Not looking good for him really, is it? Blackmail, on top of everything else!. He's a pretty shifty character really, what with Karen Talsoi lurking in the woodwork...That reminds me, weren't you going to tell me something about her before?"

Collecting his thoughts, Jonathan retrieved the two pieces of paper from where he had dropped them earlier and passed then to Maddy. "It was nothing much," he said, "just something about the way it was written." 

"I don't see," said Maddy, after staring at the torn note blankly. 

"Neither did I, for a while. But when I saw Vurt's note something clicked." He pointed at the spiky handwriting. "Look at the way 'A man of his word' is written...across the middle of the page. Not to the left, or the right, but across the middle."

"OK," Maddy said. "But so what?"

"Well, then you've got Rebecca's note. According to her, all she knew about Karen was her name, which she wrote on a small, rectangular piece of paper that was later torn in half."

"Yes..."

"Well, doesn't it strike you as odd that she wrote it so far over to the left of the paper that when she tore it in half the whole name still remained? If that was the only thing she wrote, why didn't she write it in the middle, like Vurt did with his note?"

Maddy put the paper down and frowned at him. "Maybe she made a note of when Karen called, and that was on the half that got thrown away...Look, does it actually matter, Jonathan? I'm personally not too worried about how she wrote it. All I know is that Simon must know about this person and has kept it quiet." She stood and stretched her arms. "I think there are a few questions we need to ask Mr Neltson, don't you?"

"Oh no," Jonathan shook his head. "I've had quite enough excitement for one day, thank you. I got bugger all sleep last night, then you send me halfway across town, then we have to listen to one of the weirdest men I've ever met spouting hyperbole for god knows how long. All this and the keystone cops to contend with!" He grabbed his coat and paced across the room towards the door. "You go and talk to Neltson," he said emphatically. "I'm going home for a soak in the bath."

*

"How do we know he's going to be there anyway?" Jonathan asked as the Volvo crunched up the drive to Ravenscroft.

"Because I phoned his PA who said he said would be," replied Maddy confidently. "Actually, Robert told me that he's informed the police about what he overheard. Don't mention it to Neltson though. Robert wants it kept quiet for now, I think he hopes it will all blow over."

"He's not the only one," Jonathan muttered. 

"Oh dear. Who's tired and grumpy then?" Maddy cooed. "Look, you don't have to say anything. I'll do the talking. I'm sure once he realises we know about Karen and the blackmailing he'll cave in and confess everything. Then you can go home and have your bath."

I wouldn't be so sure about that, thought Jonathan. 

No enthusiastic greeting awaited their second visit to Ravenscroft, and the silence of the place chilled them as they waited by the door for a response to their knock. It was a good few moments before Rebecca appeared, but she smiled when she saw the couple huddled in the porch.

"Maddy. Jonathan. Please, come in," she seemed almost relieved by their presence. "It's good to see you again. Robert called and said you were on your way."

Maddy moved her mouth close to the other woman's ear. "Is he in?" she asked quietly. There was a single nod in response. "Did you ask him about...you know?" 

Rebecca's eyes fell. "I couldn't...I didn't know how to." She seemed embarrassed. "I just can't believe he would be having an affair...not Simon."

"Don't worry," Maddy placed a reassuring hand on Rebecca's arm. "I'm sure everything will fall into place soon." Then she added with a whisper; "Leave us alone with him for a while, I think we can find some answers!"

"I'm sure you will," Rebecca smiled lugubriously. "Anyway, he's in the study," she told her guests, guiding them over to the closed door. She gave a perfunctory knock before opening the door. "Simon," she said brightly, "Ms Magellan and Mr Creek are here."

Neltson rose from his desk, abandoning the writing he had been concentrating on. "Excellent," he beamed at the two visitors. "Please come in, I've just been attempting to re-draft that article. But it can wait." 

 "Article?" Maddy asked.

"Yes, the first version met with a little accident, Rebecca sent it to a watery grave. Actually, it was the afternoon before this wretched business with the mask."

"That wasn't a good day," sighed Rebecca. "Look, I'll go and put the kettle on, or something..." And with a vague wave of her hand she left the study.

Simon seemed surprised by her departure. "Sorry about that," he said.  "She's been really jumpy all day. I tend to forget she's been through a lot as well." Clapping his hands together he looked expectantly at Maddy and Jonathan. "Anyhow," he enthused. "I expect you're here with some news for me!" 

"Sort of," said Maddy. "It's been an interesting twenty four hours actually. We've just met your friend, Justus Vurt." She selected her next words carefully. "He had a lot to tell us."

"You managed to track him down," Neltson was impressed. 

"Not quite. He tracked us down," she explained. "And he gave is this." Reaching into her bag Maddy produced the photocopied newspaper report and handed it to Neltson. 

Regarding it with a frown, his expression darkened. "The man's an idiot," he said. "Any quote can be taken out of context in retrospect."

Jonathan's eyes narrowed thoughtfully.

"Unfortunately, that's not all Mr Neltson." Maddy was serious. "I'm afraid he also told us you were trying to blackmail him. Plus, we've also found out about Karen Talsoi." She hoped the revelations would trigger either an emotional admission or a damning denial from Neltson, but instead his frown lifted and he seemed almost amused.

 "Blackmail!" he exclaimed. "Goodness no. I've never threatened him with blackmail." He shook his head. "As for...what did you say her name was? Karen Talsoi? I'm afraid you have me at an advantage. I've never heard of the woman."

Maddy glanced at Jonathan, whose mouth remained tightly shut. In fact he seemed to be looking at something on the opposite wall, and not even paying attention to the conversation. "OK then," she pushed. "What would you say if Vurt told us you were going to wreck his academic reputation if he ever approached you again about the mask?"

An involuntary burst of laughter left Neltson's mouth. "That's his interpretation of it, and I'm sure that's what he's been telling everyone. All I actually did was threaten to turn his own stupidity against him. As you know, he'd been writing me unpleasant letters, phoning me, threatening me...so I went digging for a bit of legal advice. It seems that as well as taking out an injunction against Vurt, I could have pressed for charges under the Malicious Communications Act. I don't know if you are familiar with the offence of 'sending letters with intent to cause distress or anxiety', Ms Magellan. Vurt wouldn't have had a leg to stand on.

"I told him this, and said it would do his professional reputation no good whatsoever. I might have got a bit carried away, but I never tried to blackmail him! Of course, he went ballistic. Promised to get his revenge no matter what...the usual hollow threats. But I think he realised I finally had him!" Neltson sighed. "You know, that man's been pestering my family for as long as I can remember. Sending the mask to Greece wasn't enough to silence his bleating, so I merely played him at his own game. In a way I felt ashamed...I didn't want Rebecca, or anyone else to know I'd stooped to his level, but at the same time I was convinced my arrangements would buy me some peace. Little did I know!"

"Vurt said he recorded the conversation..." Maddy said, hoping for a reaction or recantation.

Yet Neltson merely shrugged it off. "I'm not surprised. As I told you the other day, the man oozes contempt. Anything to catch me out or even an advantage, you can guarantee he's tried it." He smiled at Maddy. "Now, about this Karen. Who is she, did you say?"

Trapped by her own cleverness Maddy fumbled for a response. "I...I just wondered if the name was familiar to you at all?

For a moment Neltson thought, but then shook his head. "I can't say it is," he said. "Talsoi...possibly a Greek name?"

"That's what I thought," agreed Maddy.

"But it's not one I recognise. Where did you hear it?" Neltson seemed genuinely curious.

Maddy was now desperate now for an exit from this conversation. "Oh, you know. Just came across it really," she spluttered before smiling her most charming smile and wandering over to the desk to look at the paper Neltson had been writing. "This article," she asked airily. "What's it about then?"

Yet Neltson had noticed her deliberate diversion. With a frown he gave a fleeting overview of his work. "It merely attempts to consider how contemporary themes can be applied to ancient text," he said dismissively. "Ms Magellan, don't think me rude, but did you actually come here with a purpose today? I assumed you had finally found an answer to this infernal business."

Suddenly Jonathan spoke, and Maddy inwardly breathed a sigh of relief.

"That photograph," he said pointing to a picture hanging on the opposite wall. "Could I have a closer look?" 

Maddy saw it was a smaller copy of the photograph in Neltson's office, showing Charles Neltson and the mask at Ravenscroft.

"Certainly." Simon seemed momentarily unbalanced by this incongruous request, but unhooked the photograph from the wall and passed it to Jonathan. "In many ways this is responsible for my predicament now, Mr Creek. If only I hadn't tried to replicate it...well life is full of 'ifs' isn't it!"

"Quite," replied Jonathan staring at the photograph. Charles Neltson and his wife stood on the drive in front of the house. Proudly, the man held the mask in front his chest, and it revealed something Jonathan had not previously realised. "How big would you say the mask is exactly, Mr Neltson?" he asked.

"A bit bigger than someone's head...about the size of a large dinner plate!" 

"And flat." Jonathan observed.

"More or less. It was in the ground nearly three thousand years, the rocks would have shifted over that time and..."

"Crushed it," finished Creek. "Interesting." 

"What is it, Jonathan?" Maddy was perplexed by this new line of questioning.

"It's just something I'd never really considered before...the actual size of the mask." Jonathan handed the picture back to Neltson. "I mean, I saw those photographs Samantha Morris took, but they don't really give a sense of scale. I suppose I thought it would be bigger than that..."

"Forgive me, Mr Creek," Neltson looked no less confused than Maddy. "What relevance is the size of the artefact? It could have been as big as a pin head, but the burglar would still have broken in, somehow, and walked away with it."

Jonathan stared into nothingness. "Maybe they did more than just walk away with it..."

There was a tentative shuffling from the study door and Rebecca reappeared. She looked at Maddy, her eyes wide with misgivings. "Everything alright?" she asked, the general question obviously meant specifically for the other woman.

"Fine," Maddy smiled before discretely mouthing 'It's OK' at Rebecca. "Jonathan was just having a problem with size that's all!" she added aloud.

"Rebecca." Simon addressed his wife. "You were getting some drinks? Then you were going to tell me about this mystery woman, Ms Magellan!"

"Actually we're OK for drinks," said Maddy quickly. "Can't stop really. It's just that we were in the area and thought we'd just pop in. Let you know we've spoken to Vurt." Grabbing Jonathan by the arm she dragged him towards the door. "Thank you, Mr Neltson, for setting us straight about him. I'm personally very glad we didn't take a word of what he said seriously. As for the other, just forget about it...crossed wires probably!" Simon and Rebecca followed as she retreated to the front door. "I'll give you a bell later on, when we've chased up a few more leads." She opened the door and led Jonathan out. "Bye," she called and pushed it shut behind her.

There was a moment of silence in the hall before the couple eventually looked at each other.

"Extraordinary woman!" said Simon.

The Volvo wound its way through the countryside, putting as many miles between it and Ravenscroft as possible. Inside Maddy was chastising herself. "Me and my bright ideas," she squirmed. "If I ever suggest something like that again, Jonathan, I expect you to stop me."

"You are joking," Jonathan spluttered. "I was all for going home an relaxing. Anyway, it would take a team of top UN negotiators the best part of a month to get you to change your mind once you're set on something." Calming down he gazed out of the window. "Besides, I found it quite productive."

"Oh yes, all that guff about 'size' and 'doing more than walking away with it'. I thought I was embarrassing in there. At least I made sense!" Maddy glanced sideways at Jonathan, and saw him fix her with a disdainful look. "OK then, what did you find?" She asked patiently.

"Nothing directly," Jonathan replied. "I just realised there was a different interpretation of what's happening on that security tape. I don't know...It's all still pretty shaky, but at least it's starting to make some sense."

Maddy waited hopefully for the explanation, but instead was met with silence. "Go on then," she yelped. "What's your theory?"

"First I want to hear that 'blackmail' conversation. Hopefully it will help put some of this in context. Either Vurt is exaggerating what was said, or Neltson's a first class liar..."

 "Tell me about it," scoffed Maddy. "When I mentioned Karen's name, he didn't flinch. I'm sorry, but if someone phones your office and asks to speak to you, leaves their name but no number, you've got to know who that person is. Yet he carried on as if butter wouldn't melt! If you ask me he's a bloody good actor."

"That's absolutely right," mused Jonathan. "Only he isn't..."

The warbling trill of a mobile phone suddenly filled the car. Reaching into his coat, Jonathan produced the offending item and held it to his ear. "Jonathan Creek," he announced before listening to the caller for a minute. "Look," he said eventually. "Tell him it will be fine if he inverts the secondary mirror unit, like I told him. Then the shark won't be reflected at all." He frowned as the babbling voice twittered from the ear-piece. "What do you mean 'It would be easier if we had less lively fish'?" Jonathan snapped. "I hardly think it's going to have the same impact! I can just see the reviews; 'The audience sat in wrapped attention, awe-stuck and amazed as the hapless assistant was lowered into a tank of oysters!' Listen, just tell him I'll be there later to sort it out!" He finished the call and rolled his eyes. "That was the theatre," he told Maddy. "Adam's having difficulty getting his head around 'Neptune's Revenge.' I'm not surprised really, he's only just mastered walking upright." 

"Want me to drop you off?" Maddy asked. "It's on my way."

Jonathan nodded. "If you don't mind. Hopefully I can persuade him that I'm right without having to resort to violence. I'll go over this whole mask thing again when I get home." Looking out of the window he saw clouds gathering once more in the sky above. Suddenly his bath seemed a long way away. 

"If I ever do get home that is," he added with a sigh. 

Seven

"What the bloody hell..?" 

Angry and confused Simon Neltson stormed out of his study and into the hall. It was now several hours since Jonathan and Maddy departed and he had spent the remainder of the afternoon attempting to re-write the ill-fated article for his journal. He had just started to make progress when yet again he had been disturbed, this time by a commotion at the front door.

Rebecca had also heard the racket, and appeared from the living room looking confused. "What's going on?" she asked, and Simon shrugged. 

The hammering started again. Whoever was responsible for the clamour dealt the front door a sustained and brutal battering which lasted for a good five seconds. Both pairs of eyes fixed on the door as it rattled under the onslaught. Clearly this was no casual visitor.

"Alright, I'm coming!" Simon yelled, fumbling with his front door keys. "Who is it anyway?" he called, waiting for an answer before turning the key in the latch.

"Detective Inspector Flint," came the muffled reply.

The revelation halved the time it took Neltson to unlock the door. Furious, he wrenched it open ready to hurl abuse at the inconsiderate DI. But to his surprise he found himself confronted not only by Flint, but by DS Livingston and three uniformed officers. Blue light pulsed from two patrol cars parked on the drive behind them, illuminating the rain that pelted from the black sky and the water that clung to the officers' waterproof coats.

"Inclement evening, Mr Neltson," said Flint. "You won't mind if we come in?" 

Before he could answer the dripping posse marched into the hall. He gaped at each of the five in turn before finally turning to Flint, freeing the words that had stuck in his throat. "What the hell are you playing at?" he yelled. "It's eight o'clock in the evening, for mercy's sake. Am I not entitled to a moments respite from you people?" A wall of emotionless faces started back at him, so he rounded on Flint again. "Your conduct over the last week, Detective, has ranged from incompetent to intrusive," he raged. "Which is this visit going to involve, one or both?"

Flint said nothing but stood, head cocked slightly to one side, watching Neltson's display with aloof curiosity. When he had finished shouting she gave one, slow nod, as if his anger had confirmed some unasked question. Then, reaching into her coat pocket she produced a folded piece of paper which she held out to Simon, her expression betraying nothing of its content. Puzzled, he took it from her, unfolding it with a scowl which gradually became shock as he realised exactly what he was holding.

"As you can see, this is a warrant to search the premises, Mr Neltson." Flint explained, a quick nod of her head dispatching the three uniformed officers to do just that. Two disappeared up the stairs, while the third headed for one of the living rooms. The DI did not even watch them go, but kept her eyes firmly on Neltson. "While they do their job, I wonder if you would be so good to open your safe for us. I'm interested to see what's inside."

Rebecca moved over to stand by her husband, placing an hand on his arm. "What's going on, Detective Inspector? What are these people looking for exactly."

"All in good time." Flint uttered each word with slow, deliberate patience her eyes never leaving Simon. "But as part of my examination of this premises I need to look in the safe, Mr Neltson, and you are the only one who can open it. Would you be so kind?" 

Neltson stared back furiously for a moment, then suddenly spun on his heel and strode into the study, hotly pursued by Flint, Livingston and Rebecca. Reaching the safe he wound the combination back and forth until the heavy lock clicked. He went to pull the door open, but paused and looked back at Flint one eyebrow slightly raised. "What do you expect to find in here?" he asked.

There was a confident strength behind his question that the DI had not expected. "Just open the door," she snapped.

And so he pulled the safe door open, bowing his head with sarcastic revere before standing back to reveal what was contain therein. 

Flint peered into the open safe, her eyes narrowing to slits. 

It was empty.

Simon allowed the fact to sink in before raising his head to look at the DI. "You expected to find the mask here. Didn't you?" Flint and Livingston glanced at each other. "Well?" Neltson probed. "Please tell me if I'm wrong."

What happened next he was definitely not expecting.

"Enough games, Mr Neltson." Flint said coldly. "I am placing you under arrest. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention, when questioned, something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence." 

For a long while the only sounds in the study were the thumps and bangs that drifted down from the rooms above as the police officers searched their way though draws and cupboards. Stunned by what she had just heard, Rebecca raised a hand to her trembling mouth and stared at her husband, eyes wetting in dismay. When she tried to speak, her words came out as nothing more than a strangled choke. 

Flint also watched Neltson, waiting patiently for a response to the caution. 

Colour had drained from his face and his eyes fluttered momentarily as if someone had given him an electric shock. Slowly he closed the safe door before walking over to the desk and lowering himself into his chair. Swallowing hard he stared at the paperwork in front of him and rested his hands on the desk. "Under what charge?" he asked through parchment dry lips.

"Under suspicion of deception, theft, intention to defraud, blackmail..." the list of offences dripped from Flint's tongue. 

"Blackmail," Simon shook his head incredulously. "For God's sake, I've already had this discussion today. If that's what Vurt told you, he's lying. The only thing I threatened him with was court action. Check with my solicitor. Check with Madeline Magellan...for heaven's sake, she says the man even recorded the conversation! Listen to it for yourself!"

"I think we should continue this discussion at the station," said Flint.

Emotion returned as Simon's initial shock passed. "You actually think I stole my own property?" he asked in grim disbelief. "Are you going to tell me how I did it?" 

"No. You are," came the terse reply. "Now let's go!" 

As if on cue Livingston moved towards the desk, but Neltson stood and raised his hands in submission. "Rebecca, call the solicitor," he said through gritted teeth, and she dashed for the telephone. "You have no proof, Flint!" he said, and the DI noticed that the calm confidence had returned to his voice. "There is no way in heaven or on earth I could, or would, have stolen that mask!"

"We will see," Flint replied quietly, listening to the bumps from upstairs. "We will see."

Mustering as much dignity as possible, Neltson left the study. As he was escorted through the hall he exchanged glances with Rebecca who was frantically attempting to discover the whereabouts of their solicitor's phone number. She said something to him as he passed, but he did not hear her. He felt severed from reality, light-headed, bathed by an almost serene detachment as if this was not happening to him, but to someone else a long way away.

Walking next to him, Flint wore an expression of triumph.

His journey to the waiting police car seemed to last forever.

*

"News just in. Police have this evening arrested museum owner, Simon Neltson, at his country home near Upper Heyforth. Neltson was in the news last week when a unique mask was stolen from his house under unusual circumstances. At this stage it is unclear whether Neltson's arrest is related to the burglary, but..."

Justus Vurt switched off the radio, silencing the reporter mid-sentence. 

Alone in his darkened flat there was no-one to see him rise from the chair, drift over to the window and gaze out over the city. There was no-one to see him open the window, and breath deeply as the rush of cold, wet air refreshed the stale atmosphere within the room. There was no-one to see him move across to the desk and remove a copy of the newspaper article he had sent Maddy from a top draw. 

And there was no-one to see the thin smile that crept across his lips as he looked at the face of Simon Neltson, trapped in print on the page before him.

*

Around the time Flint was hammering on Neltson's front door, Jonathan Creek was trudging up the lane to Ripley Mill. Dusk had fallen and the last stretch of his walk home had been in near darkness. Ahead, the sturdy 'X' of the mill's sails were silhouetted against a broiling sky which bombarded Jonathan mercilessly with heavy spots of rain. Wind sent wet leaves skittering around his ankles as he hurried for home, keen to get inside before the heavens decided to open further and administer him with a comprehensive soaking. One hand was thrust deep in the pocket of his duffel coat, while the other clenched a plastic shopping bag containing his dinner. Food was one of three pressing priorities, closely followed by a hot bath and a change of clothes. Since arriving at Maddy's yesterday he had enjoyed neither of the latter, and a morning spent trekking across London followed by an afternoon wrangling with Adam in a hot theatre had left him feeling shabby and miserable. 

Once inside, aching feet screamed in relief as he kicked his pumps into a corner where he left them to smoulder. Shedding his damp coat and brushing the water from his hair, Jonathan padded across the kitchen and tipped the contents of his carrier bag onto the table. His stomach rumbled at the slight of the spaghetti, onions and tomatoes. Plucking the receipt from among the food he threw it into the bin, and turned to light the oven.

A sudden flash of insight hit him as the oven started to warm. Frowning to himself, he remembered something Maddy had recounted to him about the night of the theft, a small detail that he had only just realised made no sense. Resolving to work on the thought the following morning when he was rested and relaxed, Jonathan returned to the groceries on the table and started to prepare his meal.

Barely ten minutes later the mobile phone interrupted his cooking. Cursing he switched off the hob and went to find the phone in his discarded duffel coat. Locating it he lifted it to his ear. "Jonathan Creek," he said flatly.

"Jonathan, it's me." Maddy sounded excited about something. "I'm glad I caught you. Are you at home?"

"Just," replied Jonathan. "Had 'one-of-those' afternoons with his Lord and Master and had to get a late train back. I'm just cooking dinner."

"Right," she said briskly, obviously not paying attention. "Look, I just thought I'd let you know that I had another visit from Vurt this afternoon. He dropped off that tape you asked for."

Jonathan perked up a bit. "Really," he exclaimed. "What's the story?"

"Well, I've listened to it, and I think it's fair to say Vurt exaggerated things a bit. Neltson mentions his legal advice and Vurt fights back, just like Simon said. He gets a bit narked with Vurt at times, but I wouldn't call it blackmail...but that's not the important bit!"

"Oh?"

"Just listen to this!" Maddy said. Fumbling and crackling replaced her voice for a second, followed by the sound of a cassette player being switched on. Jonathan listened carefully. Neltson's voice was only slightly obscured by the hiss of the tape, and although he was speaking in hushed, angry tones, each word was as clear as the next. Creek realised he was listening to the latter part of the conversation, and that Maddy had started the playback in the middle of a exceptionally acidic rant from the museum owner.

 "...so if you ever bother me or my family again, I'll not only have you charged, I'll have an injunction slapped on you." Neltson hissed. "I'll make sure everybody knows about your pathetic threats, don't you doubt it. Any professional credibility you think you've got left, I'll make sure it vanishes without a trace." Jonathan's eyes widened as Neltson's voice continued. "No one will take you or your pitiable views seriously again. One more comment, one more trumped up law suit...that's all it would take. In fact, if I ever hear from you again I'll ruin you."

Switching the tape off, Maddy returned to the phone. "What do you make of that then?" she asked proudly.

"What was that Neltson said...'Any quote can be taken out of context in retrospect.' I think we can safely say he was right!" Jonathan replied. "Robert was correct about what he overheard, he just misinterpreted it after the mask was stolen. And Neltson wasn't really blackmailing Vurt at all, just being over zealous with his insults."

"Who'd have thought Vurt would have provided evidence which actually helps Neltson. I can't wait to tell him." Maddy said. "Talk about an eye-opener!" 

"I know," Jonathan agreed. "But Robert's already told the police, hasn't he?"

"He has. My money's on them jumping to the wrong conclusion too. First thing tomorrow I'll get in touch with that Livingston bloke and let him know what we've found." There was a pause. "Mind you, the tape hardly proves that Simon didn't take the mask," she added.

"Not directly," Jonathan agreed. "Although at least we know he's been telling us the truth about some things, which is a start."

"So maybe Vurt was trying to land him in it after all?"

"Mmm. He clearly thought Neltson had stolen the mask...but then again, Simon was convinced it was Vurt!" 

"Well I suppose we've still got to find out about Karen," said Maddy. "I've been thinking about that, actually. Maybe we were wrong about her and Neltson. Perhaps she was working with Vurt! Only she had a change of heart...and when she phoned she was trying to warn Neltson about what was going to happen!"

"Then why not tell Rebecca?" Jonathan dismissed the idea. "Or phone back later for that matter?" A tired sigh escaped his lips. "Look, let's sleep on it. Give me a bell tomorrow if you find anything."

"Sure. You know, I think the Prof.'s been cleverer than we first thought," Maddy pressed on enthusiastically. "I'm sure he's got more to do with this than we realised."

"Maybe," said Jonathan, head spinning, eyelids heavy and stomach rumbling. "Can we talk about it again tomorrow morning? I'm hungry and absolutely knackered."

"OK," Maddy finally conceded. "Look, Jonathan. I really appreciate you being there when I thought...well, you know." There was an uncomfortable pause before she added; "Sorry you've had a long day! You could always have stayed at mine again this evening."

"I don't think so. That sofa bed's bloody uncomfortable. All I want is a good night's sleep." 

"Right!" The reply was curt. "Of course you do! I'll speak to you tomorrow then." 

The phone went instantly dead, leaving Jonathan mystified and speechless. Shaking his head he wondered what he had done this time, and setting the telephone on the kitchen table went back to the less problematical task of boiling spaghetti and making tomato sauce. As the water in the pan bubbled, he pushed everything to do with Greece, masks, Maddy and sharks to the back of his mind. 

It could all wait until tomorrow.

As Jonathan prepared pasta, Maddy stared at her silent telephone, nostrils flared, doubting if the man could take a hint if it were painted on the side of a bus. "The lights are on, but there's no-one home," she muttered to herself. With a vexed sigh she looked around her empty kitchen, and decided there was not much point staying up. Pouring herself a glass of water she locked up for the night and headed upstairs to bed with a book.

Alone.

*

Grey was a common theme in the interview room. Grey walls, grey ceiling and a cold grey floor. A thin rectangular window high on the far wall let in little of the morning light and so illumination was provided by a single florescent tube that hummed to itself on the ceiling. Four chairs surrounded a table that sat the middle of the stark room, and on top of the table sat a chunky cassette recorder held together with tape and missing several buttons.

Two people currently occupied the room. Like chess players pondering their next move they waited in silence, contemplating one another across the table. On one side sat Simon Neltson, hands rested evenly on his lap. Opposite him sat DS Livingston who occasionally glanced restlessly at his watch or looked impatiently at the door.

Neltson had been questioned on arrival at the station the night before. For several hours they had gone over the burglary in meticulous detail, Simon persistently denying any involvement in the theft, Flint insisting he told the truth. Finally, the DI had received a message and left the room, only to return a short while later to tell Simon the interview would be suspended until the next day. Now, after a sleepless night spent on a plank-like bed in a small, drab cell - grey of course - Neltson felt tired and pugnacious, but he knew that he could only be detained for a certain amount of time, and unless the police actually pressed charges, they would have to release him.

After all, despite Flint's wild theories, there was no physical evidence to link him with the crime.

The monotony in the interview room was finally broken when the DI finally arrived, carrying in her arms a large cardboard box. Looking at Neltson impassively she sat next to Livingston and placed the box on the floor next to her. From within she produced a bundle of papers which she put on the table, squaring them with the table edge before looking up at the museum owner and smoothing her jacket flat.

"Sleep well, Mr Neltson?" 

Unshaven and craggy, Neltson clearly had not slept well. But he politely insisted he had, adding that he was looking forward to sleeping in his own bed tonight. Flint did not respond to this, but asked whether Neltson was happy to continue the interview without his legal representative, who had apparently been delayed in traffic.

Keen to get the sorry business out of the way, Neltson said he was.

"Very well," said the DI. Reaching into the box again, she pulled out a blank cassette which she fed into the battered tape recorder. Starting the machine running she announced the time, date and those present in the room before turning her attention to Simon.

"Mr Neltson," she began. "There are a number of areas I would like to recapitulate this morning. We established last night that you deny intending to defraud your insurance company, deprive the Athenian museum of the mask, or indeed blackmail Justus Vurt and frame him for the burglary. Have you reviewed your position since we last spoke?"

"Naturally Detective. I woke up this morning and thought...'I must confess to the crime even though I'm innocent!' What do you take me for?" Neltson snapped.

Again Flint did not respond. Instead she selected a sheet of paper from the pile in front of her and placed it on the table before Simon. It was a photocopy of the 1994 newspaper article. "Mr Neltson, I would like to ask you again about your motivations," she said. "After all, you have gone on record as stating, 'I have absolutely no intention of surrendering the mask...and will go to any length to ensure it remains in my family.' Do you accept that you said these words?" 

"I take it you've never heard of overstatement," came the acidic reply. 

Flint overlooked the comment, retrieved the sheet of paper and returned it neatly to her pile. "Very well, how do you respond to the allegation that the night before the theft, you were overheard telling someone you would make sure it vanished without a trace." 

Simon sighed and rubbed his eyes, having already spent a great deal of time discussing this point the previous evening. "Look, I've explained already. If I said those words, it certainly wasn't about the mask. And in any case, I don't remember even saying it! The only phone call I remember having that evening was with Vurt, so why don't you just listen to the recording he made?"

"Oh I will, don't you worry," the DI responded. "In the meantime there is plenty to keep us busy here." Referring to her notes she continued the onslaught. "Moving on to the night of the burglary. Do you agree that once you put the mask into the security case, there was no way anyone could have removed it...other than yourself?"

Another sigh. "Ostensibly, yes. When I got home, the case went straight into the safe. Nobody should have been able to get it, but someone bloody well did, didn't they!"

"But you agree, you were the only one who could have accessed the mask?" Flint persisted.

"Yes...well no...I don't know! All I know is someone else did. They must have done! You can see it for yourself on the tape, for God's sake!"

"We'll come to that in a moment," the DI promised. "Now, you claim that on the evening of the theft you went to bed at midnight?" Neltson nodded and Flint leaned forward, keen to ask her next question. "Can you prove that was the time you went to bed?"

"Well, that's when I put the alarm on..."

"That doesn't prove anything, Mr Neltson."

Simon frowned. "Ask my wife then, she'll tell you..."

"Ah yes, your wife," interrupted Flint raised her eyebrows. "I'm convinced she would collaborate your story, because I know she thinks it's true."

"Wh...what are you saying?" Neltson protested. "My story is true!"

Flint reached once more into the box on the floor beside her, producing a clear plastic evidence bag that contained a familiar looking bottle. "For the benefit of the tape, I am showing Mr Neltson Exhibit One. These are your sleeping pills, Mr Neltson," she stated. "Tell me. Why did you go to the doctor over a month ago, seeking advice about your sleep deficiency, and then take only several of the tables you were prescribed?"

Apparently confused by this change in direction, Neltson stumbled for a response. "I...I didn't like taking them...they usually gave me an splitting headache!"

"Were you saving them for an alternative use, perhaps?" Flint suggested.

"I don't understand your question, Detective."

"Did you spike your wife's drink to ensure she was asleep while you stole the mask?" 

"I...I did no such thing!"

Now Flint sighed, as if tiring of the questions. "Let me spell it out for you, Mr Neltson. You freely admit you were the only one with access to the mask, and we all know that technically it couldn't have been stolen from the house at four in the morning. The inference is simple. You altered the clocks in your house so your wife thought she was going to bed at midnight, and drugged her to ensure you would not be disturbed. You then faked the theft. Do you deny this?"

"Of course I deny it, I've never heard anything so preposterous in my entire life!" Neltson raged. "Can't you analyse a blood sample? If I drugged her, surely there would be trace chemicals in her system..?"

"Sadly no. We've checked with our pharmacologists. The type of drugs used in the tablets would not be present after this length of time. But I'm sure you knew that already."

"Then what evidence have you got to keep me here?" Neltson bellowed. "You've got nothing to link me with the crime, just a pathetic collection of inferences. And, Detective, you seem to have missed the most important point of all. If I stole the mask, then what the hell did I do with it?"

For the first time Flint fell silent and next to her Livingston coughed uncomfortably. Neltson felt a warm glow of success creep through him. Convinced he had checkmated the mulish DI he leaned back in his chair, looked searchingly at her, and waited for a response. 

When it came, it was not what he expected.

"Interesting you should say that," she replied finally, reaching once more into the box at her feet.  "I am now showing Mr Neltson Exhibit Two," she explained to the whirring cassette recorder.

Slack-faced, Neltson leaned forward, grasping the table edge with white knuckles as Flint placed the object carefully on the table in front of him. Even now, wrapped in an evidence bag in a drab police station, the Face of the Unknown King managed magnificence. White light from the bulb above played on the crumpled gold, causing the dead eyes to blaze with striking malevolence. Neltson stared back emotionless, almost unaware of the two police officers scrutinising him for a reaction.

"Where was it?" he asked quietly, his voice barely a whisper.

"Please, Mr Neltson." Flint implored. "You know exactly where we found it...under the floor boards in the third bedroom. One of the officers noticed the boards were loose. Observant man, I think you'll agree."

"I have no idea how it got there." 

Shaking her head at his obstinacy, Flint selected another piece of paper from the stack in front of her. "You may remember I was called away unexpectedly last night," she said. "That was when the mask was found. I was keen to share the discovery with you then, but thought it was best to wait until I received this." She pushed the paper across the table so it lay next to the mask. 

Neltson looked at it without seeing it.

"It's a forensic report, Mr Neltson." Flint explained. "It shows that a number of finger prints were found on the mask when we discovered it. Curiously, those prints all match exactly the ones we took from you when you arrived here yesterday." One thin eyebrow arched enquiringly, and an almost indiscernible smile twitched the corners of the DI's mouth. "How do you explain that, I wonder?" 

Neltson sat motionless, staring at the mask with glazed eyes. Three words left his bloodless lips.

"Deus ex machina," he said.

*

"Next on 'Wonderful Rooms', we demonstrate how even the dullest dado-rail can be transformed into a fascinating focal point using just a hammer and a packet of lentils..."

Jonathan somehow stopped himself hurling the remote control at the television, opting for its more traditional function and muting the vivaciously vacuous day-time presenter mid-makeover. Sitting on his sofa, he nursed a cup of tea in his hands and stared at the silent screen. After a nice meal and a relaxing bath the previous evening, he had climbed into bed ready for a peaceful night's sleep. But upon hitting the pillow his mind had started to race, and he had spent the rest of the night systematically churning over details and forming theories about the theft of the mask.

Now he was still tired, and in no mood for the inane cheeriness of morning television, while his head still whirred with thoughts. Foremost in his mind was the mysterious Karen, and that nagging, irritating feeling which told him he had definitely seen her name before. Yet maddeningly he was still unable to say exactly where, or why it seemed somehow wrong.

On the television, the presenter mouthed her way through ten alternative uses for an umbrella stand, and Jonathan let his eyes wander from the screen and around his tidy room. His gaze drifted from the neat filing system on one wall, across the victoriana that decorated the next, before finally settling on the desk in the centre of the room. Sitting on the desk, amongst other things, was the empty glass tank, the prototype for the illusion that had caused him so much grief the previous afternoon in the theatre... 

Suddenly an image of perfect clarity blossomed in his head as his mind raced back to the previous week, before he had even heard of the Face of the Unknown King. He had been working on the tank illusion and had just pricked his finger when Adam had called to rant about Maddy's advert. He had gone down stairs, picked the newspaper up from his door mat, and flicked through to find page fifty seven...

Which was in the classified section.

Jonathan leaped from the sofa, nearly spilling his tea, and hurried downstairs into the kitchen. There in the corner was a stack of old newspapers, waiting to be recycled. A quick rummage produced the week old periodical which he opened out and spread on the kitchen table. Then he started turning the pages, scrutinising each one in carefully from top to bottom. Finally he found what he was looking for and his eyes widened in wonderment. 

In that one instant everything fell abruptly into place. The importance of the mask's dimensions, the figure on the video tape, and that fleeting sparkle of insight he had experienced in the kitchen the previous evening - suddenly they all made sense. Most important of all, however, he now knew exactly how Karen fitted into the equation.

Reaching for the telephone he dialled Maddy's number, and to his surprise she answered almost instantly. "Jonathan," she exclaimed excitedly. "I was about to call you. I've just spoken to Rebecca Neltson. You will never guess in a million years what happened last night!"

"The police found the mask, probably hidden somewhere in the Neltsons' house, almost certainly with Simon's finger prints all over it, and have arrested him as a result."

There was a moment of astonished silence from the ear-piece before Maddy could respond. "How the bloody hell did you know that?" she spluttered. "You can't have seen it on the news, they only released details of the arrest...nothing about finding the mask, or the prints!"

"I think you'd better get over here now," said Jonathan. "I've finally realised how this whole thing was done, and it's even more devious that we first thought."

"You're serious!" 

"Yes," he replied. "So you'd better get your skates on. We've got some serious digging to do, and then I want another look around that museum." 

He glanced again at the open paper in front of him, shaking his head at what he had found.

"Simon Neltson no more stole that mask than I did," he exclaimed. 

Eight

When Maddy's car pulled up outside Ripley Mill less than an hour later, Jonathan was standing by the open door waiting for her. Every mile of her journey had been spent trying to work out exactly how it was that he had managed to predict so accurately Neltson's plight, or the circumstances under which the mask had been found. But she had drawn an irritating succession of blanks. Now as he ushered her into the kitchen and offered her a seat at the table, Maddy asked again how he had known those details.

"Just by taking the facts forward to their logical conclusion," came the reply. "Once I realised just what we were dealing with, the rest fell into place."

"Right," Maddy sat down and folded her arms, still non the wiser. 

Jonathan sat opposite her, resting his hands neatly on top of the newspaper which lay on the table in front of him. 

"Well now I'm here you may as well do your little bit of cleverness...although I have to say it's got me stumped," she admitted. "I mean, how could an intruder possibly steal a mask from a hi-tech security case, which is sealed in a safe in a locked house protected by a burglar alarm...and then put it back in the house, covered in Simon's finger prints? I'm sorry Jonathan, but even you have got to admit it's fairly conclusive! Simon Neltson must have done it."

"Except of course he didn't," Jonathan said adamantly. "Unfortunately we've been fed enough convincing evidence to make him look guilty, even though when you consider the facts in any detail they don't make sense. What's especially infuriating is that the truth has been staring us in the face from the word go, and we didn't even realise." 

Maddy looked puzzled. 

"Let's start with that security tape of the intruder," suggested Creek. "Everyone's been tearing their hair out trying to square it with the fact the burglar alarm was on all night, and that no-one could have moved in the house without triggering it. We know the two can't fit together, and that one of them has to be wrong. And, as I said before, we know it's not the burglar alarm. So it has to be the video."

"Hang on, are you saying the tape was made at a different time?" Maddy asked. "Because I'm sure you said that was impossible because of the weather..."

"No, the tape was recorded exactly when it says it was."

"Well how can it be wrong then?" Maddy was now completely confused.

"Because it fools us into thinking we're watching something we're not," Jonathan elucidated. "What's that old adage; 'the camera never lies'? In relation to what happened here, it's absolutely true. What we see on that tape is exactly what happened that night. There were no clever tricks with the date or the time. Someone simply walks up to the house, empty-handed, at four in the morning, disappears into the porch, then leaves twenty minutes later carrying the mask. It's bona fide. Therefore what's wrong with the tape isn't the tape itself, but our interpretation of what's happening on it."

"No. Sorry. Lost you completely on that one, Jonathan."

"We take for granted that it shows the intruder stealing the mask from the house," he explained.

"Which it does," Maddy said, but Jonathan shook his head.

"Think about it," he said. "If the mask was locked in that safe at four in the morning, there's no way anyone could have walked away with it at four twenty. And that means there is only one possible way the intruder could've left Ravenscroft with the mask. Unlikely as it sounds, they already had it with them when they arrived!" 

The blank look from across the table was replaced by sheer incredulity. "They already had it with them?" Maddy echoed. "Jonathan, have you taken complete leave of your senses..?"

"It's the only way you can reconcile the timing of both the tape and the alarm system." Jonathan persisted. "The reason they managed to by-pass all that security is that they never went into the house in the first place."

This did not ease Maddy's scepticism. "But you just said the tape shows they arrived empty handed," she protested. 

"That doesn't mean they didn't have the mask." He leaned forward on his chair. "Remember that that photograph in Neltson's study - of his great, great grandfather? There was something very significant about the way he was holding the artefact."

Maddy cast her mind back. "He had it in front of him, didn't he? With his wife standing by his side."

"Exactly. He was holding it in front of his chest. Now Charles Neltson didn't look like a particularly big bloke to me, but even so, you could tell from that picture that his chest was slightly broader than the width of the mask."

Now Maddy started to realise what Jonathan was saying. "Go on," she said.

"The mask is a flat, disk shaped object about the size of a large plate, but smaller than a person's torso," he continued. "When I realised it wasn't actually that big, it struck me how easy would it be to hide it under a coat or jumper. Which is exactly what the intruder did for the benefit of the security camera. Dressed in black, on a security tape, it would be practically impossible to tell the mask was under their clothes. Plus, of course, no-one's going to be looking for it in the first place...as far as everybody knew it was still sealed in the safe. And that's how the whole thing worked. Who's going to suspect in a million years that the intruder already has the artefact, when all the facts suggests it's locked inside the Neltsons' house?"

Maddy deliberated for a moment. "So you're saying...what? That the intruder walked up to the house with the thing up his coat, hid in the porch for twenty minutes, whipped it out and buggered off down the drive?" She was still far from convinced by this theory, which as far as she could see raised more questions than it answered. "So how the hell did they get the mask? Someone was with it from the moment it went into the case until the moment the case went into the safe! And what about the fibres the police found in the house the next day?" She paused before thinking of an even more salient question. "Plus if they already had the mask, why would they bother going to Ravenscroft and doing all that in the first place? Why pretend to steal something that you've already stolen?"

Jonathan listened to her questions patiently. Then he picked up the newspaper in front of him, opened it at the relevant page and pushed it across the table for Maddy to look at. 

"That's where our mysterious friend Karen Talsoi comes into it," he said. 

*

It was later that day and Maddy was at the museum to visit Rebecca Neltson. An earlier call to Robert revealed that the woman had arrived at work at lunchtime, and had asked the PA to deal with any messages before disappearing into her office to bury herself in her duties.

"I'm sure she will want to see you though," Robert had assured Maddy. "I know how much she's appreciated your support recently."

Maddy was greeted by an awkward, muted atmosphere when she arrived at the museum, and she got the impression that people were talking about recent events with almost feverish excitement. Walking through the lobby she encountered several groups of staff, huddled together in conspiratorial groups, who would suddenly stop talking, and turn to watch her suspiciously as she passed. Robert, however, had welcomed her with a smile, but before announcing her arrival to Rebecca had taken Maddy aside. He had then asked quietly whether Neltson's arrest had been as a result of the snippet of conversation he had reported to the police.

"Absolutely not," Maddy had replied reassuringly. "In actual fact, what you heard had nothing to do with the burglary at all."

The relief on the young man's face had been obvious.

Now Maddy stood in the open doorway to Neltson's office as Rebecca walked over to meet her. "Mrs Neltson, I am so sorry," she commiserated. "I can't tell you what a shock your phone call was this morning..."

The dark haired woman smiled wanly. Events had left her dishevelled and pale, and as she closed the office door, Maddy noticed her eyes seemed a telltale red. "Thank you," she said quietly. "I couldn't believe it when they arrived last night and turned the place over...and I can't tell you what a shock it was when they actually found the mask. Then when they told me his finger prints were all over it...I can't bring myself to even think about it!" She lowered herself into the chair behind the desk and indicated Maddy should also take a seat. 

"Yes, I've been thinking about that," Maddy said. "Surely he would have touched the mask when he put it in the security case that evening? Wouldn't that explain the prints?" 

Rebecca shook her head. "That's what I thought at first...but then I remembered he put cotton gloves on - to protect the metal, he said. And previous to that it was sealed in display casing which took John the best part of an hour to dismantle, so I can't see that Simon could have touched it before then." She shrugged in despair. "Maybe I have to accept the fact that he did it. I mean surely there's no way Professor Vurt could have managed all this..?" 

Maddy sucked air through her teeth and looked sympathetically at the other woman. "I really can't see how, not on his own," she sighed. "Our only hope is that Karen can offer some sort of explanation...but we still haven't managed to contact her. Look, I know it's a long shot, but are you sure you didn't make a note of her telephone number, or address...anything else?"

Rebecca considered this for a minute, and then shook her head again. "I'm sorry, but the only thing I wrote was her name. God, I wish I'd thought about it at the time!"

"Never mind, I'm sure we'll get to the bottom of it." Seeing how depressed Rebecca looked, Maddy added supportively; "Actually, Jonathan's got this theory about the burglary. He thinks that Karen is perhaps one of Vurt's relatives...some sort of technical specialist. He was telling me this morning that she could have engineered this whole thing with Vurt to frame Simon. I'm positive we'll find her soon."

"Let's hope so. The people from Greece were on the phone earlier...they'd heard about Simon's arrest and I'm fairly sure they're going to sue." Rebecca sighed and rubbed her eyes, but then seemed to brighten a little. "Truly, I appreciate your help and support, Maddy. It really was a blessing, Robert calling you the way he did."

"Anytime," Maddy said modestly. "Well, I'd better get going," she added, glancing at her watch. "I left Jonathan in the car...he's bound to get fractious if I'm not back soon!" She stood, and before leaving the office added; "Mrs Neltson...we both know Vurt's responsible for this mess, and sooner or later we'll catch him out. Just keep your chin up, OK?"

And with that she left the room.

Minutes later Maddy was back in the museum lobby and pressing the call-button to summon one of the two lifts. It took only seconds to arrive, but rather than being empty, the doors slid smoothly apart to reveal Jonathan standing within. He was leaning against one of the lift walls wearing a satisfied smile which blossomed into a beam when he saw Maddy waiting in the lobby.

"Well. How did you get on?" he asked.

"Pretty much as expected," she replied stepping into the lift, completely unfazed by his presence. "Apparently Simon wore gloves to handle the mask before it was stolen, and Rebecca said it was unlikely he would have touched it earlier than then. I also asked her about Karen again, but she said she definitely didn't take any details other than her name. How about you?"

"Productive," said Jonathan concisely. He pushed the lift button to take them down to level two where the car was parked. "It's good to see they cater for wheelchair users," he commented pointing at the floor-display in the lift. The readout was just below chest height, low enough for someone sitting in a wheelchair to see clearly, and it flashed numbers at them as they descended into the car park. 

"So, what do we do now then?" Maddy asked. "Time to visit the police, do you think? Try and have another talk with Mr Neltson?"

Jonathan nodded. 

"Right," said Maddy as the lift doors opened into the parking bay. "Come on then. I'm personally looking forward to meeting that DI again."

*

Detective Inspector Flint was a puzzled woman. For the best part a day she had sat in the interview room, trying to draw the truth from Simon Neltson. She had been positive that presenting the museum owner with the recovered mask, daubed in his finger prints, would result in a speedy admission. Conversely, however, he had fallen completely silent and although this meant the fiery denials had abated, it fell far short of Flint's expectations for a neatly concluded case. Even when his legal representative arrived, Neltson had barely acknowledged the man, but sat motionless at the table his expression unreadable, a haunted look deep in his eyes. 

Finally, after several hours going nowhere fast, Flint and Livingston had admitted temporary defeat, and postponed the interview. Although it was now a certainty that charges would be pressed, Flint was determined to take the case forward with a tidy confession, rather than have to face the extended charade of Neltson protesting his innocence in court when he was so very obviously culpable.

Now she sat at the desk in her office above the cells, staring thoughtfully out of the window and trying to establish in her own mind why it was that Neltson was being so obdurate. The slow, persistent beating of her finger on the desk was the only sound in her orderly room, and for a long time nothing interrupted her musings. It was only when Livingston appeared at the office door wearing an expression of confusion on his thick-set features, that her tapping ceased and she looked away from the window.

"Yes?" There was no attempt to disguise her irritation.

"Sorry to bother you, ma'am," he apologised as he neared her desk. "But apparently Ms Magellan and Mr Creek have just arrived downstairs. They say they've got some new evidence about the theft."

"Well I think they're somewhat late, don't you?" Flint scoffed. "What do they think this is, for god's sake? Miss Marple? Amateurs! They should never be allowed near a criminal investigation..."

"No, I don't think you understand," Livingston dared to interrupt. "They say we've got the wrong person. And they can prove it."

A look of stifled amusement crossed the DI's face, and she laughed scornfully. "Really!" she exclaimed. "Well in that case I think we should listen to them. This is one treat I don't want to miss! Ask the front desk to send them up, I think we could both use a laugh after today's farce!"

When Livingston ushered Maddy and Jonathan into Flint's office several minutes later, the DI welcomed them with obviously false sincerity. Chairs were hastily gathered so that the two visitors, and Livingston, could sit opposite the DI at her desk. 

Once they were settled Flint looked at her guests with a sickly smile. "The hack and the magician," she grated cynically. "What a pleasure."

"Oh, the pleasure's all ours, Detective Inspector." Maddy beamed back. "And can I just say how delightful it is not being followed everywhere, for a change!" She turned and raised an eyebrow at Livingston, who cringed visibly.

"Please, Ms Magellan." Flint implored hollowly, "DS Livingston wasn't following you, as well you know. He was doing his job and keeping an eye on Professor Vurt for me. As he was at the time a suspect, I thought it might be a good idea. I am after all - as you so accurately observed when we last met - as 'sharp as a whistle'!"

"Nice to see you can remember the important things," Maddy retorted, her voice hardening. "You know, I may quite possible make a formal complaint about you. There was absolutely no reason why you couldn't have told us about your 'activities' when you found out Vurt was following me. Instead you let me think I had a stalker! I find that extraordinarily unprofessional!"

"I think you're being a little sensational," Flint replied without missing a beat. "Nice to see you live up to your books."

Jonathan and Livingston shuffled uncomfortably in their seats, and both turned to Maddy to gage her reaction.

"Oh, very good," she smiled dryly. "I wouldn't be so smug, if I were you. As soon as the press find out you've dropped a major clanger and arrested a well respected museum owner by mistake, you're going to have to do some pretty hasty explaining to your superiors."

"Yes, I was told you had some trite, convoluted notion that we had the wrong person," sneered Flint from across the desk. "I find it remarkably difficult to buy that hypothesis, Ms Magellan. You see, Neltson had the motive and the access. Plus, as you are undoubtedly aware, we have found the mask covered in his finger prints! Now, I suggest you entertain me with your 'theory', and then go back to writing drivel...and stuffing doves up your sleeves!" This was followed by a withering glance in Jonathan's direction.

Maddy leaned forward on the desk, her eyes narrow. "OK then, if you not interested in our crackpot, hair-brained, crazy ideas, why don't you just turf us out of the station? I think the truth is you're not entirely happy with your own theory, Detective, and despite your 'rock-solid' evidence and glib remarks, you still can't quite figure out how he did it!"

"Not at all," Flint rested the tips of her fingers together. "He's a very clever man, Mr Neltson. He tried to frame Vurt for the theft of the mask by staging a burglary, knowing that he had evidence - in the form of Vurt's letters - to link the Professor to the crime. Although he hasn't admitted it, it's fairly obvious that he altered the clocks in his house, drugged his wife with a sleeping pill so she thought she was going to bed at midnight, and then staged the burglary for the camera before switching the alarm on for real..." Flint broke off, Maddy was smiling and shaking her head. "Can I ask you what it so amusing, Ms Magellan?"

Maddy nudged Jonathan. "Do you want to tell her, or shall I?" she asked.

Jonathan coughed, uneasy at the prospect of being drawn into the Clash of the Titans. "The video tape was definitely recorded at four o'clock in the morning...it's not obvious but you can tell because of the shadows on the tape," he explained hesitantly. "Actually, the timing wasn't faked at all... which is why it's all so convincing."

The two police officers exchanged glances. Clearly their analysis of the tape had focused on the intruder rather than the surroundings.

 "But the burglar alarm was on at four. No-one could've avoided it," Livingston rumbled eventually.

"They didn't need to," replied Jonathan. "You see, the person on that tape did more than just walk away with the mask...they arrived with it as well. The whole thing was a deliberate red-herring, carefully executed to divert attention away from how it was really stolen that night - and just as importantly, to frame Simon Neltson."

"How else could anybody get into the house, or the safe, or the case?" Maddy continued. "We all knew it was impossible, but somehow seeing it on tape meant there had to be a way someone took it from the house. And of course the only person that could have engineered that was Simon Neltson. So naturally everybody starts to think of ways he could have faked the tape...and sooner or later they come to the conclusion you did!" She smiled politely at Flint.

Flint peered at the duo from across the desk, like a scientist examining something unpleasant in a test tube. "Outstanding," she said wryly, after a long moment's consideration. "You have, of course, got evidence to support this fascinating premise?"

 Maddy reached into her cavernous bag and after the habitual delve, fished out a clipping from the newspaper Jonathan had shown her earlier. "Well," she said passing the paper to Flint, "you can start by phoning this gentleman. Then I suggest you contact your colleagues at New Scotland Yard...I had a chat with them earlier, and they were extremely polite and helpful!" 

Flint's face sagged visibly around her sneer.

"Unlike you, Detective Inspector." Maddy added victoriously. 

*

Rachmaninov's Piano Concerto number two in C minor rolled loudly around the small flat as evening descended on the city outside. Justus Vurt sat in the darkening room, balanced on the edge of an armchair, back rigid, eyes closed and with the merest suggestion of a smile on his thin lips as he absorbed the music. In his hand he held a glass of malt whiskey, ice long melted, and as the third movement swept to an exulted end, he raised it reverentially to his mouth and swallowed the contents in one, barely wincing as the liquor blazed down his throat.

Finally he opened his eyes, mildly surprised that the day had moved on and the room was now in shadow, and rising from his perch crossed the room to remove the vinyl disk from where it now revolved silently on the record player. 

Suddenly the entry phone buzzed, signifying that he had a guest at the front door downstairs. Riled at the interruption he returned the record to the turntable and with an angry sigh paced across the room to the small unit mounted on the wall. Stabbing at a button with a bony finger, he spoke into the microphone. 

"Yes?" he snapped at the unseen visitor. "I presume this is important!"

"Professor Vurt," Livingston's voice crackled deeply from the speaker. "I wonder if I might have a word?"

*

The rattle of keys in the lock of the heavy cell door did little to stir Simon Neltson. Only a momentary flick of his eyelids signified he had registered the sound before he resumed his deathly stare at the wall before him. Sitting on his bed, he had not moved for what felt like several hours. Motionless he had tried to spend the time contemplating his fate now that the evidence, by some means, had proven him guilty. But the discovery of the mask inexplicably covered in his prints had finally snarled his mind into a rusty tangle, and the image of the sanguine DI placing it on the table in front of him flipped over and over in his head. Thinking straight was subsequently impossible, and vindication of his innocence now seemed so totally out of the question that he had actually started to wonder whether he had stolen the mask and blotted the act from his memory.

It was Flint who now appeared in the cell as the door creaked open, and she said something to him which at first he did not hear. For a moment he considered not responding, but there had been something in the tone of her voice that puzzled him. The sharp derision that had cut its way though the interview was now gone, and it had been replaced by something unfamiliar. In fact, when she had spoken to him just now, she had actually sounded apologetic.

He turned to look up at her, and seeing he had not heard the first time she repeated her line.

"Mr Neltson, you're free to go. It appears we've made a serious error."

Confused, Simon was unable to muster a response so the DI continued.

"It appears, Mr Neltson, that you've been the victim of a set up that's fooled us all." The words were spoken with a gentleness that seemed completely out of character. "If you'd like to come this way Mr Creek and Ms Magellan would like to talk to you."

Later Simon would realise that he could not remember the journey from the cells up to Flint's office where the two friends sat waiting. Although somehow his legs had carried him there, his first memory was being handed a hot cup of tea and sitting down on a chair to allow the reality of the situation to catch up with him. Two faces peered across at him from the other side of the small office, evidently concerned by his worn appearance. "Mr Creek...Ms Magellan...." He managed a smile. "Do...do I have you to thank for this?"

"Well, it was Jonathan really," Maddy acquiesced. "Had one of his last minute blasts of insight."

"We're just glad to get to the bottom of it, finally." Jonathan told Simon. 

Flint had now sat down behind her desk, her temperate attitude still intact. "Mr Neltson, she said. "We now know for certain that you had nothing to do with the theft. Thanks to your friends here, we have now arrested one of the people responsible."

Neltson blinked in surprise. "You mean Vurt?"

"My colleague is talking to him as we speak," came the reply.

Something between a laugh and a gasp of relief escaped the museum owner's mouth. "I knew it," he cried euphorically, "I knew that man was capable of anything." But then he paused. "You said 'one' of those responsible...do you mean he was working with someone else?"

Flint did not reply, but instead indicated that Maddy and Jonathan should take over.

Maddy glanced at Jonathan. "Well! Where to begin?" she asked no-one in particular, before clearing her throat and turning to Simon. "Mr Neltson, you remember I asked you about a woman called Karen?"

Simon nodded and sat back in his chair to listen as the revelation began, still unable to quite take in this monumental reversal of fortune.

*

Robert Farrow was in the process of shutting down his computer after a long and awkward afternoon. Telephone calls from a range of individuals prying into Simon's arrest had not abated since he walked into work that morning, and the phrase 'we are unable to comment' was etched into his brain from overuse. Even now as he waited patiently for his monitor to tell him it was now safe to switch of his computer, the answer-phone on his desk whirred slowly as the calls kept coming. With a sigh he wondered what the future now held. His opinion of Simon, his trusted employer, was now irrevocably soured, and sympathy for Rebecca made the gossip flying between other staff difficult to cope with. Nonetheless, he resigned himself to dealing with the predicament as professionally as possible. Quitting in a crisis was not his style.

Pulling on his coat he was preparing to leave when Rebecca appeared out of the main office. The PA had almost forgotten she was in there, as he had not spoken to her since Maddy's visit earlier that day. 

"Just off Robert?" she asked him, and he nodded. "Thanks for you help with those calls today," she said. "I've been on the phone myself all afternoon. Solicitors, insurance reps...you name it. The Greek museum are still absolutely livid. They think Simon was trying to deprive them of the mask permanently and are threatening all kinds of legal action..." Breaking off she rubbed her eyes. "It's a bloody mess!"

"If there's anything I can do to help..." Robert offered.

"You've already done so much," came the reply. "Actually I'm just going to talk to John. I want him to look into the technical side of the burglary again...Ms Magellan seemed so close to proving Vurt's involvement this morning, I want to do all I can to make sure she does."

"Do you want me to call him?" Robert lifted his phone and started to dial the internal number.

"I've already tried. He's not in his office." Rebecca said. "He's probably in the museum somewhere, I'll go and find him...I could do with stretching my legs." Gently taking the phone from the PA she put it back on the desk with a smile. "You get off," she said. "Go home and relax and I'll see you tomorrow."

Rebecca's first port of call was Webb's office. With a knock she pushed the door open and looked inside. Although the light was on, the untidy room was empty and its usual occupant nowhere to be seen, although a half empty mug of coffee on the desk seemed to suggest he had recently been there. Putting her hand against the side of the mug however, Rebecca felt it was stone cold. With a frown she left the room again and considered her options. Webb must be in the museum somewhere, although the lateness of the day meant the building would be virtually empty and the prospect of a solitary journey through the darkening corridors was not appealing. Yet she wanted to speak with Webb as soon as possible, and if she took a tour of the building then their paths were bound to cross.

Footsteps clicked and echoed as Rebecca paced her way through the resting museum. Only a handful of staff now remained, scattered among the rooms and halls cleaning around the exhibits and preparing for the next days visitors, and they paused from their work to watch the lone figure as she passed. Rebecca was not surprised by their awkward smiles or cagey glances. People had seemed unsure how to react in her presence since the theft the previous week, but she had learned how to deal with it and strode quickly past her employees ignoring their morbid curiosity. What concerned her now was the missing security manager who was still nowhere to be seen.

She eventually found herself walking down the long 'L' shaped display corridor and past the side room which had previously been home to the Face of the Unknown King. Breaking her stride she paused for a moment outside the room and contemplated the locked double-door. 

The corner of her mouth twitched slightly.

And then she started walking again, passing the room and heading towards the bend in the wide corridor.

"Mrs Neltson!"

The sudden shout bounced around the walls, making her jump. It had come from around the corner ahead of her and it sounded like Robert. Picking up speed she neared the crook in the corridor, but before she could reach it the PA appeared from around the bend. He saw her at once and broke into a broad smile as he neared. 

"Robert!" she exclaimed. "What's the matter...I thought you'd gone home!"

"I'm glad I found you," he replied slightly breathless and through a barely suppressed grin. "I was just on the way out...but you've got some visitors!"

Glancing at her watch, Rebecca gave a puzzled frown. "At this time of day?" she said. "Who is it?"

Before he had a chance to reply Rebecca became aware of the cluttered clicking of several pairs of feet approaching the bend in the corridor. With a frown she watched as a group of four people rounded the corner, one in front three behind. 

At the appearance of the leader her eyes widened in shocked surprise.

"Hello Rebecca," Simon Neltson's warm voice filled the corridor, and he held out his hands to her as he approached. 

For a moment Rebecca was frozen to the spot, a look of utter amazement fixed on her face. Eventually she blinked herself back to reality and hurried to embrace her husband. "Simon," she choked. "I don't believe it. You're out! This...this is wonderful!" 

"I know," he replied delightedly, "and we've got the mask back."

Behind him the three other visitors stood and silently watched the reunion. After spending the last few hours carefully reviewing the evening of the theft with Simon, Maddy, Jonathan and Detective Inspector Flint had accompanied him from the police station, arriving in the museum lobby to find Robert waiting for the lift. Now the group watched the private moment between the couple, with mixed reactions. Robert seemed pleased, but mildly uncomfortable by the display of emotion, while Jonathan and Maddy exchanged an impassive glance. Flint, however looked on coolly with one eyebrow slightly arched. Eventually Simon broke off the embrace, and holding Rebecca by the arms beamed at her delightedly.

"Why didn't you call?" she asked, her voice now back to normal. 

"The lines were busy. Besides, I wanted to surprise you," came the reply. "But what are you doing here?" he said looking around the display corridor. "Robert said you were in the museum, and I know how much you hate this place after dark..."

Rebecca gave a small shrug. "I was just looking for John," she said dismissively. "I thought he could perhaps shed some new light on the situation...but now there's no need!" She smiled again and kissed Simon on the cheek.

Flint gave a single, staccato cough.

"But anyway, tell me, what are you doing here?" Rebecca continued enthusiastically before beaming at the other visitors. "What on earth happened?"

It was Neltson who answered. "I'm still struggling to take it all in myself," he said, unable to stop smiling. "This afternoon Mr Creek and Maddy arrived at the police station with new evidence," he enthused. "And as a result the police have arrested Vurt! It seems he was much cleverer that we imagined, and evidently he was working with someone all the time!"

"Really," asked Rebecca. "Who?"

"Well, apparently you took a call from a woman called Karen Talsoi?"

Rebecca blinked. "Erm...yes. It was quite a while ago..." 

Nodding enthusiastically Simon rushed on. "Well, Mr Creek did some investigating and found out that she's actually Vurt's niece, and not only that she's a security specialist!" He paused to rub his eyes, even now struggling to digest what he had been told earlier. "I know it sounds incredible, but she broke in using some high-tech gadgetry which jammed the alarm and case, then took the mask. She planted it back there when we were out, lifting my fingerprints from the around the house and applying them to the mask...it's astonishing what technology can do these days!" With a laugh he blinked at Rebecca. "It seems that truth is stranger than fiction!"

"That's...incredible," she said with a peculiar, strained smile. 

"Indeed it is, Mrs Neltson." Caroline Flint spoke for the first time. "I'd just like to obtain some details from you regarding Ms Talsoi, then I'll leave you good people to celebrate your husband's innocence!" Reaching into her coat pocket she removed her note book, and flipping it open looked expectantly at Rebecca, pen poised over paper.

"Right. OK." Rebecca nodded, narrowing her eyes as if trying to recall the incident. "Well...as I told Maddy, I was alone in the office one day...erm...and the phone rang. I answered. A woman asked to speak with my husband. I said he wasn't available...so she said; 'Tell him Karen Talsoi phoned', and hung up." Noticing Flint's enquiring stare had not abated, Rebecca shrugged again. "I'm afraid that's all," she said.

The words hung in the air for a moment. Then Flint flicked her book closed and returned it to her pocket. She had not written one word. "Why would Vurt's niece want to speak with your husband if she was in the process of setting him up?" she asked.

"Yes, I wondered that too," admitted Simon. "I assumed she must have perhaps wanted to warn me about what was going to happen." He turned and looked at Jonathan for confirmation, but for the time being Creek remained silent, hands thrust deep in his coat pockets. 

"Well, I suppose the main thing is that it's all sorted out," Rebecca chirped breezily, resting her hand on Simon's shoulder. "Vurt's been arrested..."

It was Maddy who interrupted her enthusing. "I'm sorry, Mrs Neltson, but I'm afraid he hasn't," she said. Rebecca closed her mouth and stared speechlessly at the other woman.

"He hasn't?" Simon repeated, a deep frown creasing his forehead. "You mean Vurt hasn't been arrested." As Maddy nodded slowly Neltson turned to face Flint. "Is this true?" he asked.

"Yes, Mr Neltson. It is true," the reply was unambiguous. 

"But you said..."

"I only said we were talking to him," said Flint. "You concluded he'd been arrested!"

Anger had now replaced Simon's confusion. "Then why the hell did you let me think that?" he barked at the detective.

"Blatant dishonesty, I'm afraid Mr Neltson...a lie!" Flint replied. "And not the only one that's been told recently!"

Panic now supplanted anger. Wide eyed Simon glanced from face to face. "I haven't lied," he protested. "I haven't lied about anything!"

"No-one said you had," Maddy gently interrupted. "In fact, you've been honest from the word go. I'm really sorry, but it was us who suggested Detective Flint let you think Vurt had been arrested...and I'm sorry we had to feed you that rubbish about his niece back at the station. Vurt's been as much a victim as you in all of this, and the police were just letting him know we'd finally discovered the truth."

Rebecca was now looking strangely pallid while her husband, who was now averaging a new emotion a minute, seemed dazed by the revelation. "Why tell me all that if it's not true," he implored. "For god's sake...what is the truth then?" 

"We had to mislead you so the police could ascertain the reality for themselves." Maddy said sombrely. "As for the truth itself..." she added turning to Creek, "Well, it was Jonathan who worked it out...as usual!"

As if on cue, all eyes in the group fixed on the previously silent Jonathan, who suddenly felt like an empty can on a firing range. Taking a deep breath he began to speak, addressing each of the five people as he did so.

"Looking at this in retrospect, it's not difficult to see how we were all drawn in. Ignoring the theft for a moment, when you start to consider the motivation behind it everything quickly boils down to two people...Simon Neltson and Justus Vurt. Two lifelong rivals, both  -on the face of it - with a reason to steal the mask and set the other up, and both able to provide evidence...in the form of newspaper clippings or letters...which they think will tip the balance in their favour. In other words, it's exactly the sort of situation that someone clever enough could quite easily exploit to their advantage. All they needed to do is take the mask, make sure there's enough evidence to convict one of the two men, and let the rest sort itself out.

"And that's exactly what happened. The mask was taken in such a way that it raised questions about the authenticity of the burglary. The police subsequently realised that the only person with access to mask, once it was locked in that case and sealed in the safe, was Simon. Conclusion, he was trying to set up Vurt and hold onto the mask himself. Even if it's not watertight, it's convincing enough for them to get suspicious, and despite problems resolving the timing with the burglar alarm they make an arrest. Once the mask turns up with your finger prints on it, Mr Neltson, then the case is as good as closed, and the real culprit gets away with it.

"But that still leaves this mysterious woman who called your office, and those incongruous details surrounding the timing of the burglary. The annoying thing is, that the solution hinges on the answer to one simple question...a question so obvious that no-one thought to ask in the first place." Now Jonathan addressed Simon directly. "Mr Neltson. On the night of the burglary, when was the last time you saw the mask?"

Confused by what he had heard so far, Simon shrugged. "When I put it in the safe, of course."

But Jonathan shook his head. "No, that's not what I mean. When did you last actually see the mask itself?"

"Well...I suppose it was in that room," replied Simon pointing down the corridor to the closed double doors, "when I shut it in the case..."

"And the reason you didn't open the case when you got home that night...?" Jonathan left the question hanging.

"It was late...I was tired," replied Neltson, still bemused. "But I...I suppose the real reason was the insurance requirements...they stipulated the mask should be sealed in the GPS case until the photo shoot."

"It's a shame you decided to follow those requirements so rigidly, Mr Nelson." Jonathan said. "Because if you had decided to take one last look at the mask that evening, you'd have had quite a shock. You see, by the time you got home that night it had already been stolen. The case you put into the safe was empty!"

A moment of silence passed before Neltson could muster a response. "But...that's ridiculous... the tape clearly shows..."

"The tape was nothing more than a carefully staged red-herring," explained Jonathan. "Think about it. Without that security tape there would be no solid evidence to show the mask had been stolen from the house. The police would start to look elsewhere...or, more probably, suspect you straight away. But if you were going to steal the mask you'd try and hide the fact...so the police eventually conclude you staged the tape...and suspect you anyway!"

Neltson shook his head dismissively. "No. I'm sorry but there's no way that mask could've been taken before we got home...it's quite obviously impossible!"

Jonathan's reply was calm and measured. "It was done so skilfully that you would never have realised it had been taken, so skilfully that there were no real clues as to how it was done...except for two apparently disparate facts, namely the mysterious Ms Talsoi...and a birthday present." 

It took several seconds for Neltson to digest what Jonathan had just said, and he looked at those standing around him as if vainly seeking clarification from the group. Elucidation was not to be found with Robert, who looked just as confused as he did. Flint returned his gaze with what he assumed passed for sympathy while Maddy's expression confirmed what her friend had been saying was true. Rebecca's eyes, however, were fixed on the floor and she seemed to be avoiding her husbands stare.

"A birthday present..." he echoed eventually, turning to face Jonathan once again. "Do you mean the vase?"

"The vase, or more precisely the vase receipt," came the reply. 

"I told Jonathan exactly what you told me, about the night of the burglary," Maddy explained to Simon. "Every little detail...including that business with the receipt."

"When I got home from the grocers last night I put my receipt straight in the bin. I suppose that's when I finally noticed the weak link in the story," continued Jonathan. "The receipt for an expensive vase that has to be replaced...surely most people would either leave it in the shopping bag or put it in a wallet or purse...the point is, if you had to return the vase to the shop to be exchanged you'd put the receipt somewhere safe. So how come it ended up on a pile of papers for Rebecca to drop in the reception area?"

All Simon managed was a shrug in response.

"Suddenly everything started to make sense about how the mask was really taken," Jonathan continued, "and more importantly, who took it. You see, the person who dreamed this whole thing up not only had to be clever, creative and resourceful...they had to be an extremely good actor. Above everything else, we had to believe they were completely innocent of anything to do with the theft, while at the same time being shocked by the mask's disappearance and concerned when the police started suspecting your involvement. It's not everyone that can feign such convincing emotions at will, and to help the plan work that's exactly what the culprit needed to do." Now Jonathan focused his attention on the woman standing beside Simon. "Desdemona in 'Othello'. A fairly emotive role, if I remember correctly," he said to Rebecca, "for which you received glowing reviews. It might have been a while ago, but I think it's fair to say that your talents haven't faded."

Everyone now turned and looked at Rebecca who stared back aghast. She opened her mouth as if to speak, but no sound came out.

"It was a brilliant performance," agreed Maddy. "All those tears, emotion and distress made you look like the archetypal 'loyal and supporting wife'. And as far as creativeness and resourcefulness go, well...we know that you redesigned the museum and saved it from financial collapse virtually single-handedly...which makes you a pretty clever person, really. Quite capable of engineering this whole fiasco!" 

"You're not serious?" Simon was appalled. "How can you suspect Rebecca!" 

"I'm sorry, Mr Neltson. This isn't going to be easy." Maddy said sympathetically. "But we've got proof. Rebecca's been lying to us and to you...and that she tried to set you up."

Simon stared at Rebecca with mounting disbelief. "This...this isn't true, is it?" he implored.

There was silence in the museum as her audience awaited a response. Jonathan, Maddy and Flint looked on expectantly while Robert could only blink in surprise at what he was hearing. Rebecca stared back at them, a picture of shocked virtue. "Of course it isn't true," she replied quietly.

Maddy sighed. "OK, Rebecca, where do you want us to start then?" she asked. "Karen Talsoi perhaps..?"

As if on cue, Jonathan produced the torn post-stick note from his coat pocket. 

"You had me completely fooled on that one," Maddy continued, indicating the note with a nod of her head. "A woman calls and asks to speak to Simon without leaving a contact number. That suggests he already knew who she was...but of course he didn't. So you let us go off on a wild goose chase trying to discover her identity, when you knew full well that no amount of searching on our part would unearth her - because she doesn't exist, does she Rebecca?"

"This is ridiculous!" Contempt had started to creep into Rebecca's voice. "Are you saying I made her up, and planted that under the desk for you to find!" 

It was Jonathan who answered. "No, you wrote that name down for a purpose never thinking for a minute that it would be seen by anyone else. Except that what you wrote wasn't Karen Talsoi," he said, passing the torn note to Simon. The museum owner took it with a trembling hand and stared at it blankly. 

"Even when I visited you earlier today you stuck to your story," Maddy said to Rebecca, "despite the fact your husband was in police custody and facing all those charges. You must have been delighted by your own cleverness...knowing we had the answer written down in front of us and that we still couldn't see it!"

Rebecca glared at her through narrowing, angry eyes.

"Two things stuck me as odd about this note," Jonathan said. "First of all, the way it had been written. Looking at that scrap, it seemed strange that you'd started writing the name right at the edge of the paper. If the name was the only thing you'd written, why not write it across the middle? I think that's what most people would do without even thinking about it. It suggested that you must have written something else...on the half that did reach the bin. But the question was what, and why weren't you telling us?

"Then there's the second point. The fact I'd seen that name before and couldn't work out where," he continued. "And the reason I was confused, is that I hadn't actually seen the name at all. What I had seen is that same combination of letters, and once I remembered where, the reason it seemed so wrong fell into place."

"Earlier today I had a chat with a very helpful gentleman called Mr Andrews," Maddy told Rebecca. "He owns a successful business leasing executive cars...the sort of thing you'd usually find advertised in the classified section of a newspaper..."

"Which is where I eventually remembered I'd seen this," Jonathan added, again pointing at the note in Simon's hand. "You see, it's not a person's name at all. The way the capital letters are squashed together it's not immediately obvious that what's written on that paper isn't 'Karen Talsoi', but K A Rentals and the first two digits of a telephone number, zero and one."

"Short for 'Ken Andrews Rentals'. Right Rebecca?" asked Maddy, again without response.

 Reaching into his pocket once more, Jonathan removed the newspaper clipping he had shown Maddy earlier in the day and held it alongside the torn scrap in Simon's hand. Across the top of the half page advert was written; 'K. A. RENTALS 01865 404 909', and beneath; 'Ken Andrews Rentals - specialists in executive car hire.' Although seeing it only momentarily the week before as he flicked through the paper looking for page fifty seven, it had somehow lodged at the back of his mind. So when it appeared on the note Maddy had found he vaguely recognised the pattern of letters and numbers, without immediately associating it with the advert.

"That's what was written on the other half of the paper...the rest of the telephone number." Jonathan told Rebecca. "You made a note to call K A Rentals, then tore it up when they couldn't help you. Only one half missed the bin when you threw it away, and got stuck under the desk." 

"No wonder you looked so shocked when I found it there." Maddy said. "You must have thought the game was up. But then I went and mis-read it and you suddenly saw a way out. You concocted that story about 'Karen Talsoi' phoning your husband, realising he would deny knowing her, making him look suspicious. For someone on the spot, that was pretty quick thinking!"

Rebecca Neltson stared at Maddy and Jonathan with searing ferocity. "It's obviously pure coincidence," she spat, resting one hand affectionately on Simon's arm and snatching the torn note from him with the other. Wafting it at Flint she scoffed, "Detective, you can't believe this, surely?"

"In fact I do," Flint replied simply.

Simon had been listening to the unfolding story with increasing disbelief. "I'm sorry, but none of this makes any sense," he said placing a shaking but supportive hand over Rebecca's. "Why would she hide the fact she'd rented a car...and what's any of this got to do with the mask being stolen?"

"Ah, but it wasn't just any car you were after, was it Mrs Neltson?" Maddy confronted Rebecca again. "You had very specific requirements. When I spoke to Mr Andrews he remembered you quite clearly. He said he wasn't able to help you because he didn't have the type of car you wanted in his fleet."

"What...what was the type of car?" Simon asked through dry lips.

It was Jonathan who replied. "A blue, 600 series Rover," he said

"But...that's exactly the same as ours," spluttered Neltson. "Why hire an exact double for God's sake?" Again he looked at Rebecca searchingly, his expression entreating her to say something to invalidate, or at least explain, what he was hearing. "Rebecca?" 

Without returning his gaze the dark haired woman removed her hand from his arm, crumpled the yellow scrap of paper into a tiny ball and flung it to the floor. "This is preposterous," she said though gritted teeth. "I'm going to call our solicitor." 

She started to walk away from the group, but Simon suddenly grabbed her arm stopping her in her tracks. "Wait a minute," he exclaimed. "I've just remembered something." Rebecca whirred around angrily, and was about to castigate his interference when he continued. "Detective, when we were at the police station you categorically stated you had arrested someone. You can't have meant Karen Talsoi...and clearly you weren't talking about Rebecca because she's here now. Now I don't want to hear anymore idiocy about receipts or rented cars, I just want a plain answer. If you didn't arrest Vurt, who the hell were you talking about?" 

As he spoke Maddy and Jonathan watched Rebecca's expression change from one of anger to one of horror as if struck by a sudden realisation. Flint had noticed this too and watched her new quarry's reaction with interest. Silence took hold and the tension in the corridor boiled quietly away for a good few seconds before Maddy took pity on Neltson.

"She was talking about John Webb," she said as kindly as possible. 

"John!" Simon almost choked on the name before giving a sceptical laugh. "Oh, now I know you've got to be joking!" But his amusement was short lived and faded quickly as he saw the seriousness on the faces around him.

"We picked him up this afternoon," added Flint matter-of-factly. "Of course he hasn't admitted anything yet, but we've searched his flat and found all the evidence we need...exactly as Mr Creek predicted we would."

"I think you'd better come down to the car-park, Mr Neltson," said Maddy to the shell-shocked museum owner. "There's something we need to show you." 

Flint sauntered casually over to stand next to Rebecca. "Care to join us, Mrs Neltson," she asked with a characteristic smattering of derision.

The lift doors opened on to level three of the car park, releasing its six occupants after the short but uneasy journey from the museum above. The parking bay was empty apart from the police car Flint and her three companions had recently arrived in, and a uniformed police officer who stood dutifully next to the vehicle.

"Open the boot please, constable," Flint called over to the man and the officer obliged. "We found this lot at Webb's flat," Flint explained to Simon as they approached the car. "Personally I'd have thought he would've been more cautious and disposed of it...but then I doubt he expected be discovered."

Simon had endured the journey into the bowels of the car-park in silence, primarily because he had too many questions to know where to start asking. Rebecca had continued to resolutely avoid his gaze, but her own silence and sickly appearance said more than words ever could. Still unable to digest the reality of the situation in which he now found himself, he could not imagine what the open boot would reveal, and reaching the police car he peered inside. The first thing he saw was the instantly recognisable bulk of the grey, metallic security case wrapped in a clear evidence bag

"The GPS case," he said in a small, puzzled voice.

"Actually, it's not." Jonathan replied. "It's a very well made replica...minus the tracking equipment, of course...but put it next to the genuine article and you can't tell them apart. The only difference is the real case can only be opened with the swipe card...whereas this one can be opened using any card." 

"Phone card, supermarket reward card, credit card...you name it," added Maddy. 

Simon shook his head vacantly and looked at Jonathan for clarification.

"This was the case John Webb gave you the night before the burglary," explained Creek. "You see, there's no way Rebecca could have taken the mask on her own. Webb had to be in on it to help deceive you, and more importantly, to provide all this."

Neltson looked at the two smaller evidence bags that sat alongside the case. As he saw what they contained he clutched his forehead with his hand, and Jonathan could almost see the older man's recollection of the infamous evening's events start to rearrange themselves in his head.

"Oh my God," he breathed. "But how the bloody hell did John get this stuff?"

It was Flint who provided an answer, pacing around the car as she replied. "Mr John Webb," the name was drawn out deliberately. "Formerly a Detective Inspector with the Met...where he was especially adept at investigating fraud and deception. In fact I'm told he was an expert." Her footsteps echoed around the empty car park. "Did you ever wonder why he left so prematurely, Mr Neltson?" 

Simon stumbled for an answer. "Early retirement...that's what he told us..."

"Ah yes, 'early retirement'," Flint interrupted with a nod, "that old chestnut. You see, he took his work to heart did DI Webb. According to my colleagues at New Scotland Yard, a little too much to heart. Interestingly, his decision to retire coincided with his discovery that an internal investigation was exploring his conduct. Although never verified, it was common knowledge that Webb used some of his contacts in the criminal fraternity...'to his own advantage' shall we say."

"I phoned Scotland Yard earlier today and found out the basics," added Maddy. "Once we realised he was involved, we knew he had to have some dodgy connections."

Robert, who until now had listened quietly, finally found the courage to speak. "I thought John Webb had flawless credentials!" 

Simon agreed. "I wouldn't have employed him in the first place otherwise."

"Yes, but with all due respect it's not difficult to fake your own credentials when you're an expert in fraud and deception!" Flint explained with the merest hint of condescension. Her protracted circuit of car had brought her back to the group where she stopped abruptly next to Rebecca and fixed her with a steely glare. "Obviously his contact with the less desirable members of society didn't abate when he came here, and when you found out...well, then it was you who used it to your advantage." 

"Know the right kind of people and it's not difficult to get this sort of thing rigged up," said Jonathan looking at the contents of the car boot. "It would have cost, but money wasn't really a problem, especially had the plan paid off."

Simon could feel nothing other than sunken despair as he glanced once again at the two evidence bags that lay next to the case. The first contained two thin rectangular strips, one yellow, one white, both bearing a series of numbers and letters. Number plates, bearing the exact registration of his car. The second bag contained four large, square signs, orange in colour and each imprinted with the number 'three'. Slowly Neltson raised his head and looked at the wall of the car park where a square sign, orange in colour, informed them they were on level three.

"Of course the one thing Webb couldn't get a copy of was the car...not without having one stolen which would be a huge risk." Jonathan said. "So instead Rebecca just rented one."

Simon shook his head in numb incredulity. 

"Are you perhaps starting to see now, Mr Neltson, how this whole thing was done?" Maddy asked the grey faced man.

"I...I think so...I'm not sure," came the quiet reply.

And so Jonathan began to explain.

"For the plan to work successfully the museum had to be empty, but that's exactly what you wanted anyway," he said to Simon. "You waited for everyone to leave before you took the mask home, during which time John was busy setting things up. So when the time came for you to go everything was in place, and you had no way of knowing you were about to become the victim of some carefully planned trickery which turned your own precautions against you..."

(...Neltson produced the security card from his wallet and fed it into the case. Obediently the light changed hue and the lid clicked open. Next he fished a pair of cotton gloves from his coat pocket, slipping them onto his hands. "To protect the metal from the oils in my skin," he explained. 

Carefully he lifted the mask from the plinth, pausing for a minute to savour the moment. Then he placed the Face of the Unknown King into the well padded security case.

"Right," he said, closing the case and returning the card to his wallet, "shall we go?")

"You couldn't possibly have realised that the case you'd sealed the mask in wasn't a real GPS case, but that replica," Jonathan continued, pointing to the case in the boot. "But that was just the tip of the iceberg, because the most complex trick was yet to come..."

 (Simon, Rebecca and Webb walked back through the empty rooms and corridors, making polite conversation as they headed for the foyer and the lift that would take them down into the car park. As they did so Webb periodically stopped to shut doors, check locks and turn off lights. 

For the museum owner in his melodramatic state of mind, it felt as if this mundane routine symbolised the building dying behind him as he left with the heart of the collection in his hands, and he was too wrapped up in his own dark thoughts to notice Rebecca and Webb exchange glances, or the almost imperceptible nod that passed between them.

He did not even notice Rebecca surreptitiously remove the vase receipt from her pile of paperwork and conceal it in her hand. 

They reached the lift and waited a short while for it to arrive. Unseen by her husband, Rebecca carefully let the receipt fall from her fingers and onto the floor.)

"Dropping the receipt was one of just two real gambles that evening, because you might have noticed her do it." Jonathan told Simon. "The second gamble was the lift itself, or more specifically the floor-level display." 

Now Jonathan turned to address Rebecca who looked back blankly, resigned to what he was saying. "The key to the whole plan was to make sure Simon didn't see that display, but with three of you in the lift it was easy for you or John to stand in front of it...after all it's only chest high. Plus, as you were the last one to use your car, Simon would've left it for you to press the button to take you down into the car park. 

"Now the clever bit. When the doors opened, Simon would have seen the wall signs telling him he was standing on level three, but in actual fact you were a level lower, on level four. There would be no way of telling - all the levels in this car park look identical apart from the signs, and John had already changed them for the fakes he'd had made..."

(The lift doors opened directly into the parking bay, revealing it to be completely empty apart from the blue 600 series Rover.) 

"As for the car...well it was the one you'd hired, identical to yours in every way, especially as Webb had fitted it with those false number plates. Again, Simon's got no reason to suspect anything's awry. Even the car keys aren't a problem...you've got both sets in your bag, and with some careful handiwork you could quite easily swap them when you needed to..."

(After a quick rummage in her bag Rebecca produced the car keys, pressing the remote to disable the alarm before opening the boot. While her husband gently set the security case down in the trunk, she noticed the white plastic bags on the back seat of the car and started rummaging through the paperwork she had brought with her from the office upstairs, as if searching for something.

"Damn," she said, not for the first time that day, "I can't find the receipt."

Webb responded to the prompt. "Receipt?" he asked.

"I bought something from town today that I've got to exchange," she explained, indicating to the bags on the back seat. "Have you got it Simon?"

"No," said Neltson, "surely it was amongst that paper work you picked up."

"Well it's not, is it! I must've left it in the office or something."

Webb was ready for the second cue. Digging a packet of cigarettes out of his shirt pocket he interrupted the couple. "Tell you what," he said, "you go and look for it. I'll stay by the car and have a fag. I've been dying for one for ages. You will insist on no smoking in the museum!" He chuckled before extracting both cigarette and lighter from the nearly empty packet. 

"Right then," Simon shut the boot.) 

"Now Simon's shut the mask in the back of the hire car, and you've engineered the perfect excuse to go back up in the lift," Jonathan said to Rebecca. "You'd previously agreed with John that he would offer to stay by the car while you go searching for the 'lost' receipt, while of course in reality it's all part of the set up."

"Again, a clever bit of thinking on your part Rebecca," Maddy opined. "The only opportunity to replace the vase before your mother's birthday was the next day, so it was important that you went looking for the receipt there and then. Quite a neat little diversion!"

(As soon as the boot was closed, Rebecca reached into her bag switching the alarm back on with the keys to the hire car which were hidden there. Then, as Simon turned to face her, she passed him the keys to their real car.  

"We'll try not to be too long!" Neltson added, glancing at Rebecca angrily.

"You look for it then," she snapped thrusting the paperwork at him as they disappeared into the lift. He immediately started shuffling through the paper.

Webb was left by the car, smoking his cigarette.)

"Like everything else giving Simon the paperwork was a meticulously planned distraction, because while he's looking for the receipt, you can once again make sure he doesn't see the lift display." Jonathan said, still looking at Rebecca.

"So, up you go to the foyer," said Maddy, "and surprise, surprise when the lift doors open in the reception area, the receipt's right there on the floor. You can pick it up and return to the car park in less than a minute..."

"Which was all you needed for the plan to work," Jonathan continued. "In so short-a-time no-one's ever going to believe anything could happen to the mask, when in actual fact once Simon was safely out of the way, everything was ready for the switch..."

(Webb was left by the car smoking his cigarette, but as soon as the lift doors closed he burst into action, sprinting for the stairwell and up the stairs to the genuine level three. There, in the empty bay, parked in exactly the same location as the rented Rover on the floor below, stood the Neltson's real car. Webb ran over to it, slightly out of breath, and started smoking his cigarette again as if nothing had ever happened.)

"It's as simple as that," Jonathan told Rebecca. "Two parking bays and two cars, both dressed up so they are indistinguishable even down to the white carrier bags on the back seat. You've tricked Simon into putting the mask into the rented vehicle so Webb can take it later, and you've already stashed the real, but empty GPS case in the back of your car so it's there when you get home."

"They even made the false case slightly lighter," added Flint, "so that your husband wouldn't notice the real one was empty...very clever indeed."

But Rebecca said nothing.

Jonathan continued. "Meanwhile up in the foyer you can just let the rest take care of itself. You can even let Simon press the lift button because this time you're going to the real level three. The fact the journey doesn't take quite as long, he's hardly going to notice, especially as everything around him seems so normal..." 

(Less than a minute later the lift doors opened and Neltson emerged brandishing the offending receipt.

"God, that was quick!" said Webb looking at his barely smoked cigarette.

"It was on the floor in the foyer," said Neltson tersely wafting the slip of paper and looking pointedly at his wife.

"It must have slipped out of my paperwork when we were waiting for the lift," retorted Rebecca.)

"From Simon's point of view everything still looks the same as it was fifty seconds earlier...Webb is standing where he was when you disappeared into the lift, and the car and the car-park look normal," Jonathan said to Rebecca. "The one thing left to do is pass the hire-car keys to John. But again that's extremely easy..."

(Webb exhaled a cloud of smoke. "Married life! I'm glad I'm not sharing the car with you pair this evening!" He laughed again, leaning back on the car and drawing on his cigarette. 

Hell suddenly broke loose. 

The car burst into life, slicing the air with an ear-splitting, oscillating shriek. Rebecca dropped her papers to cover her ears. Webb flew into the air wearing the expression of a man who had unexpectedly sat on something very sharp. "What the..?" he spluttered, spitting his cigarette a good six feet across the car park.

Neltson silenced the deafening car alarm with a deft flick of the remote as behind him Rebecca quickly passed Webb the keys to the hire car. Nerve shredding but rapidly fading echoes discordantly bounced around the empty car park. Now it was his turn to chuckle.

"They're nothing if not sensitive these days" he smiled, "are you alright John?")

 "Using the car alarm to distract your husband while you swapped keys was a stroke of genius," said Jonathan. "Not only did it hide the fact John was slightly out of breath from his run, but it had the added bonus of fixing in Simon's mind that the car alarm was in perfect working order. So from his point of view, even if John hadn't been there, no-one could have got to the mask without triggering the car alarm. How could he possibly know that the mask's actually in a different car, and that he's just been the victim of an intricate set up?"

"And that's more or less it," Maddy told Simon. "When you got home you took the real GPS case out of the boot and put it straight into the safe without even thinking about it. But it wasn't the same case, and the mask had already gone...all thanks to your wife here!"

Shocked by the true extent of Rebecca's subterfuge, Simon leaned against the police car for support, closed his eyes and massaged the lids with his fingers. "So the person on the security tape...it...it must have been John," he said quietly.

Jonathan nodded. "All he had to do was take the mask from the false case in the hire car, change his clothes, and drive over to Ravenscroft. Arriving at four, he hid the mask under his coat then simply walked up the drive and into the porch. Twenty minutes later he removed the mask and walked away, making sure the artefact was visible to the camera. Like I said...if it seemed to have been stolen from the house, no-one would suspect that it was actually stolen from the museum...especially as from your point of view nothing even remotely suspicious happened the previous evening, a fact which Rebecca and Webb would confirm if asked.

"Finally, for added value, Rebecca snagged a couple of old threads on the study doorframe so the police would find something which seemed to place the burglar in the house. Again, this could quite easily be pinned on you when the police thought you were trying to frame Vurt."

Neltson listened to this revelation quietly, his sanity buckling as the madness of the past week was replaced by a deeper, darker turmoil. "There's still one thing I can't understand, Mr Creek," he said unevenly. "Even if Rebecca did this, the fingerprints on the mask...they were mine, and I've never touched it with without wearing gloves! How in the name of god did they get there?"

"Once I realised your wife was responsible I knew she would make sure the mask was found somewhere compromising. At a guess, she retrieved it from John and hid it under the floorboards in the house, probably just hoping to leave it there until the police put two and two together. But then I remembered something else, something which she could have used to seal your fate once and for all." Once more Jonathan confronted Rebecca. "The other day, when we visited the museum to talk to John, you more or less told us how you did it..."

("Simon's exhausted. He took a sleeping tablet and I've left him at home resting...")

"It's another golden opportunity," Maddy said to the silent woman. "Simon's worn out by all the excitement, and pops a sleeping pill early one afternoon. Now he's out for the count, and there's no way he's going to wake up."

"You removed the mask from it's hiding place, wearing gloves of course," continued Jonathan, "and pressed Simon's fingers against it in several places so it looked like he'd handled it. His conviction is now a certainty...no jury's going to believe that he's innocent, especially as there are two willing witnesses waiting to explain that when they saw him touch the mask, he was wearing gloves. The conclusion would be that Simon touched it after it'd been stolen!"

With a resentful laugh Simon opened his eyes and looked at Flint. "And you accused me of misusing those bloody tablets," he said bitterly. 

"We've all been duped, Mr Neltson, myself included, " the DI replied equably. "It's only thanks to your friends here that the truth was finally unearthed." 

Maddy smiled at the strangled commendation before turning her attention to the taciturn Rebecca. "There's one thing we still don't know," she said. "Just what was your relationship with John...I mean obviously you're art-thief wannabes, but we weren't quite sure how far it went. Were you just partners in crime, or does that ugly old cliché 'extramarital affair' apply here I wonder? Come on Rebecca, I think your husband's entitled to an explanation, even if we're not...don't you?"

Throughout Jonathan's revealing oration there had been little reaction from Rebecca, who appeared to consent to his version of events without any attempt to defend herself. The shock of hearing about Webb's arrest had cut away the belligerence she had exhibited in the museum corridor, and her protestations had ceased while the truth seeped out to damn her. But with Maddy's question she finally reacted, and blinking as if coming out of a trance she abandoned her dazed silence. "If that's how you want to describe it then yes, it's that 'ugly old cliché,'" she said calmly. "I wonder if you can understand why though, Maddy?"

"Oh let's see," replied Maddy sarcastically. "'With Simon out of the way you and John could live happily ever after...' Something along those lines, perhaps?"  

"Don't patronise me," Rebecca's words sounded more like a polite request than a threat. "You want to know why I would do something so...radical? The reason's in right front of you!" At first no-one seemed to understand this comment, and she looked around the group of people watching her, shaking her head at their confused expressions. 

Finally, significantly, she fixed her eyes on her husband.

Neltson stared back astounded, unsure how to react. Almost subconsciously he ran his fingers through his hair and was surprised to find himself thinking how oily it felt. Looking down at the residue on his hand, he realised that he had taken neither a bath or a shower since the morning of the previous day. His cell, after all, had not been en-suite. It was this small detail that helped him collect his thoughts. He had spent a night in police custody, hours defending himself and days worrying about the consequences of the theft while all along the cause of his ordeal had stood silently by his side, feigning support and innocence. Now, incredibly, she was blaming him for what she had done, and he felt anger swelling inside him. Furiously he rounded on Rebecca. "What the hell are you insinuating?" he snarled. 

"You really can't see it, can you?" she sighed, and Maddy detected sadness in her voice. "Simon, you've just listened to what I've done. I set you up...tried to have you jailed...and you haven't even asked me why I did it! You...you just don't care, for god's sake." Resentment bubbled under the surface, but she continued with restrained eloquence. "All you care about...all you care about is the mask and Ancient Greece! I mean, for god's sake...what was the first thing you said to me when you got out of prison? Certainly not 'I'm pleased to see you.' Of course it wasn't! It was; 'we've got the mask back.'" She shook her head again. 

Simon baulked visibly. This was no seismic eruption of rage he was hearing, but a controlled and considered release of anger. He opened his mouth to respond but Rebecca went on. "For fifteen years you've taken me for granted! Your obsession with that twisted piece of metal...your pathetic, infantile squabbling with Vurt...that was your life. I was just a convenient business partner!" 

"That's not fair," Neltson seethed back. "You know how important those things are to me, they're my heritage, my history..."

But Rebecca ignored this and turned to Maddy. "When have you ever heard him talk about anything else?" she asked. "Every subject you discuss with him always ends up being pushed aside or belittled and supplanted by Ancient Greece. And yes, Ms Magellan, you were right. The irony is I saved the museum from ruin...worked like mad while he sat reading his texts and writing about bloody pottery." She laughed at the absurdity of what she was saying. "At the time I didn't even think about it, then one day I woke up and realised that I'd sacrificed my life to this stale, tedious place without even noticing. The things I enjoyed...my job as a marketing consultant, drama, the theatre...were gone, lost to a building full of archaic junk and a man who talked about nothing else! He may as well have been having the affair, he spent more time here than with me...For god's sake, he'd even get up in the middle of the night, drive here and just look at things. We didn't have a marriage...it was a farce!"

"Still," said Maddy dryly. "Don't you think there were less drastic ways of sorting it out?"

Rebecca smiled scornfully. "Of course I tried talking to him about it, year after year, but it was either treated as a joke or ignored. 'Clumsy, forgetful Rebecca' what did I know about anything?" Shaking her head she looked disdainfully at Simon, before dropping her gaze to the floor. When she spoke again her voice had softened. "Then John arrived," she said. "Someone who talked about ordinary things, made me laugh...he had a personality! We became friends, and then eventually more than friends...but of course, Simon didn't notice! He was too preoccupied with Vurt and that wretched mask!"

"I suppose you found yourself in a bit of a dilemma," said Jonathan. "Divorce Simon and you would probably lose the museum. Even though you hated the sight of it you weren't going to forfeit your share of the income...not after all that time you'd invested in it!"

"Why should I walk away from a business I created?" came the reply. "A divorce settlement would've given me just a proportion of the profits. I'd have wasted all those years of my life for nothing more than a handout. So, eventually I started to think of other ways to get out. By this time I knew about John's 'connections', and when Simon decided to take the mask back to Ravenscroft for that ludicrous photo shoot, well the opportunity was finally there. OK, so the insurance requirements were fairly strict...like insisting we use that special case, but in fact that just made it easier for us.

"We'd take the mask in such a way that Simon would never know it had gone, and then fake the tape so it looked as though it had been stolen from the house. When the police realised that the only person with access to that safe was Simon, and that no-one could get past that alarm...well, I knew they'd start to get suspicious. And I knew Simon would immediately blame Vurt...which just made it look as if he was trying to frame him."

"With Simon out of the way in jail, you'd be free to do what you wanted with this place - more or less," Maddy said. "You probably would have got away with it too, if it hadn't been for your resourceful PA noticing my advert in the paper!"

Standing unnoticed at the back group, Robert had been listening with quiet dismay as the truth about his employer's machinations was gradually revealed. But at the mention of his name, five pairs of eyes suddenly turned to look at him, and feeling his face flush he shuffled uncomfortably. 

"It all went so well," Rebecca said looking at the young man. "John told me he watched a report about the burglary on the news the night after...he was convinced we'd got away with it. But then you called Maddy!" she smiled sadly at Robert and closed her eyes. "Even then John wasn't worried, he thought we'd been so careful. When I told him you were coming to visit he just shrugged. 'Just turn on the charm,' he said. I suppose we just weren't counting on you being so astute, Mr Creek."

The accolade provoked a shrug from Jonathan. "Once I'd figured the basics, it was just a case of filling in the gaps," he said. "But I suppose the real clue was always here, in this building. I don't suppose there's a car owner in the country who hasn't got lost in a multi-storey car park. Floor after identical floor of concrete and cars...forget which level you've parked on and you could be lost for hours. I suppose you saw the potential quite a while ago", he said to Rebecca, "how that mildly irritating fact could be exploited for something far more ominous. And of course this car park has the added bonus of being underground which makes it even more difficult to distinguish one level from the next."

Detective Flint was still standing next to Rebecca, who in contrast to her pale, shaken husband remained calm and collected. "All very clever," the DI told her coldly, "but no doubt your justification for this mess is as well rehearsed as the rest of it. In any case, nothing I've heard excuses what you've done. Being dissatisfied with your life...having an affair even...is one thing, but going to that much trouble to frame the person you married... I'm afraid that's little other than iniquitous greed, Mrs Neltson."

Rebecca shrugged the comment away. "We'll let the court decide that," she said.

"Indeed we will," Flint retorted through gritted teeth. "But I can assure you this much. If you think your life's been monotonous for the last fifteen years, the next fifteen are going to be a lot less exciting!"

Glassy eyed and light headed, Simon felt nothing but horror at what he had heard. The concrete walls of the parking bay seemed to close in on him, and he again steadied himself against the police car before looking hollowly at Rebecca. "No wonder you were looking for Webb when we got here," he said distantly. "What were you really going to do? Open some champagne? Celebrate your success?" He shook his head and felt a shiver pass down his spine. "I...I suppose all those business trips...I suppose John used to join you?" A sudden realisation hit him. "Leeds last week! What did you do? Book into the hotel separately...spend the night plotting my demise? Am I right, Rebecca?" Cheated and belittled he could not bear to wait for a response and turned away, heading across the parking bay towards the lift. Jonathan watched as he reached closed door and stared at it for a moment, his hand hovering over the call button. Then with one last, silent look back at the woman who had been his wife, he shook his head and disappeared into the stairwell. 

His foot steps faded away.

"Robert, go and make sure he's OK," Maddy quietly asked the young man, and with a nod the PA hurried after Neltson. 

After they had watched him leave Flint opened the back door of the police car and glared at Rebecca. "In!" she said firmly.

Without a word of protest the dark haired woman climbed into the car with the poise and grace of someone being chauffeured to a grandiose dinner reception. But the forceful slam with which Flint closed the door behind her shattered this dignified image. Rebecca sat alone in the car, staring at the seat in front of her and for the first time that evening she was a criminal, whose affair with a man with illicit connections and conspiracy to take the mask had finally broken her husband. 

The uniformed officer climbed into the driving seat and fired the engine.

"Well, what can I say?" Flint spun on her heel to address Maddy. "My apologies again for our earlier...misunderstandings," she said. Turning to Jonathan she stuck out her hand for him to shake. He took it, and was not surprised by the bone-crunching sturdiness of her grip. "And your help has been invaluable, Mr Creek," she added with almost a hint of respect. "You have tremendous perspicacity."

"I know he has," Maddy could not resist. "I keep telling him to get a stronger deodorant." 

Flint smiled politely before swooping into the passenger seat of the waiting police car. Then the engine roared in the confined parking bay as the car whisked both her, and Rebecca Neltson, away from the museum.

*

"What was it you said...'not the old 'dodgy ex-copper' theory'?" Maddy smiled smugly at Jonathan from across the restaurant table. Resolving to make up for the missed Meal of Forgiveness, she had offered to treat Jonathan to dinner at the restaurant where Barry had taken her three evenings previously. Leaving the Volvo at her house they had taken a taxi into town, and two bottles of wine later had just finished a pleasant Indian meal and were starting to relax after a chaotic few days. Now Maddy leaned forward on the table, wine glass hanging from one hand, mischievously waiting for Jonathan's reaction to her jibe.

"At the time we didn't know he had a motive," he replied defensively. "Anyway, if you remember, I was still recovering from your driving..."

"Now then, don't get surly," Maddy scoffed teasingly. "It doesn't matter you know, Jonathan, we all make mistakes...just accept the fact that even Mr Wonderful gets it wrong sometimes..."

"Of course," with a start Jonathan sat up in his chair. "Liam Neeson!"

Maddy was caught off guard by this momentous change of direction. "Sorry?" she spluttered, "What rubbish are you talking now?"

"Liam Neeson," repeated Jonathan. "That's who Simon Neltson reminded me of."

"Oh I see," she nodded, and had to agree he was right. "Hang on though, where did that suddenly spring from?"

"'Mr Wonderful'," explained Jonathan. "The film."

Maddy gave him a sideways look. "Which Liam Neeson...isn't in," she said slowly.

"No, but it was directed by Anthony Minghella, who also directed 'The English Patient'..." 

"Which didn't star Liam Neeson either..." Maddy was becoming increasingly bemused. "Jonathan how much wine have you..."

"...but it did star Ralph Fiennes," he interrupted, "who was in 'Schindler's List', which also starred Liam Neeson." Leaning back in his chair again, Jonathan looked pleased with himself.

Maddy frowned. "You really are a very strange man. How your mind works...oh, I don't want to know." Filling her glass with the remainder of the wine she took a mouthful of the ruby liquid. "Shall we get another bottle?" she asked.

"Better not," Jonathan replied. "Promised Adam I would sort this tank illusion first thing tomorrow morning, so I'd better keep a clear head. Truth be told there's nothing actually wrong with it, he's just too arrogant to admit he's scared...keeps 'finding things wrong' so he can put off the inevitable."

"Strange really," said Maddy. "You'd have thought that a man who shares his house with a tiger wouldn't think twice about spending time with a shark...in fact I'm surprised he hasn't got one in his swimming pool already." 

"No, but he's got one doing his accounts," replied Jonathan, and they smiled.

A waiter appeared and started to clear their empty plates away, and there was a pause in the conversation. Maddy found her thoughts drifting back to the man they had left at the museum earlier that evening. Neltson had looked ten years older as they said goodbye to him, and although he had smiled and quietly thanked them for their help, the life in his eyes had died.

"I wonder what Simon will do now?" she mused.

"Who knows," Jonathan shrugged. "I can't say I envy him. In a way I suppose Rebecca was cleverer than she thought. I mean which is worse? Being accused of a crime you didn't commit, or being told it was your wife who framed you...and on top of everything else was having an affair? Either way, he's going to suffer."

"Poor bloke," Maddy sighed sympathetically. "Rebecca and Webb, who'd have thought it? Talk about complicated. I tell you, writing this one up is going to be an absolute sod...and just imagine if they ever try to film it!"

"Quite," replied Jonathan and went to take a mouthful of wine, but he paused before the glass reached his lips. "Hang on a minute...I thought you said you were going to tell the TV people to bugger off!"

Maddy looked sheepish. "That call earlier was from Barry. Apparently the person that came up with the 'Nathan Cove' idea had an appalling track record. He was responsible for those bloody awful programmes last year...'Bikini Cops', and that tasteless hospital blooper show; 'Accident and Emergency's Funniest Moments'...guaranteed to have you in stitches. Anyway, they both flopped and he's just been fired, so they've got a new guy on the case. He wants to turn my book into a factual show called 'Impossible Crimes'. Basically it will just be some newsreader introducing reconstructions of the cases in the book, but it's a hell of a lot better than the other option!" 

Jonathan nodded in agreement. 

"Plus you and I wouldn't actually be in it at all," added Maddy. "Good job too, I mean god knows who they'd get to play us!"

When the wine glasses were finally empty the waiter reappeared and graciously presented them with the bill and two complementary chocolates. 

"Thanks for that," Jonathan said appreciatively. "That was a really nice meal."

Maddy smiled back, and for a long moment they looked at each other across the table. 

"Well," she eventually said, picking up the bill. "Better check the damage and call a taxi." Maddy examined the slip of paper and started to rummage in her bag for her purse. "Then back to mine for coffee?" she asked casually. "If you let me have your chocolate, we might even be able to find an alternative to that sofa bed..." 

Even Jonathan could not miss this hint, but as he opened his mouth to respond he noticed Maddy's brow furrow as she continued to hunt through her bag. 

"Oh, bugger it," she was obviously becoming frustrated. "You're not going to believe this, but I think I've left my purse at home."

Jonathan's face fell. "You are joking?"

"No, seriously." Maddy abandoned her search and looked up, clearly embarrassed. "Sod it. I must have left it in my other bag."

"How did you pay for the taxi then?"

"I had some spare cash in my coat pocket, I just used that...Look, I'm really sorry Jonathan," she apologised, "could you get it? I'll give you the money tomorrow."

His expression darkened even further. "My wallet's at your house," he said. "I had this curious notion that as you were paying I wouldn't need it."

"What...oh you're kidding?" came the incredulous reply. "What sort of man comes out for the evening and leaves his wallet at home, for god's sake?" 

"The sort of man who's been told he's being treated to a meal!" Jonathan snapped loudly. Several of the other diners turned and looked at him, and he forced himself to smile politely back. When he spoke again his voice was considerably quieter. "So what do we do now then?" he asked through clenched teeth. "I don't think washing up's an option these days!"

Maddy swallowed uneasily. "I suppose one of us will have to walk back to mine and get some money." 

There was gentle emphasis on the word 'one'.

"Oh that's just brilliant," Jonathan rolled his eyes in disbelief as he realised what this implied.

"Well you can't expect me to walk four miles through a dark city at ten o'clock at night," said Maddy defensively. "Where's your sense of chivalry?" Without speaking Jonathan stood, and fixing her with an icy glare snatched his coat from the back of the chair and thrust his arms into the sleeves. "It's not that far!" Maddy continued, trying to put a positive spin on the situation. "It will probably only take you an hour, and then you can get a taxi back here." She passed him her house keys, and he took them without a word. "Oh, come on Jonathan," she reasoned. "It's not as if I did it on purpose!"

"What, like the paracetamol incident?" he snapped. "Why is it that whenever I spend time with you, I always end up walking half way across the bloody country? My feet are still covered in blisters the size of Birmingham from yesterday's little jaunt."

 "Well, look on the bright side," Maddy volunteered. "At least it's not raining..." She looked at the restaurant window and noticed streaks of water chasing each other down the glass. "...very hard." she added with a wince. 

Jonathan followed her gaze to the streaming window, and for a long moment he stood and watched the rain.

"Just think, in a few hours time we'll be laughing about this," said Maddy, as light-heartedly as possible. 

Creek took a deep breath. "In a few hours time I'll be at home," he replied coldly, and without another word stalked across to the exit.

"Jonathan, I'm really, really sorry..." Maddy called, but the restaurant door had already swung shut behind him. With a despondent sigh she watched him disappear into the dark, hunched against the cold autumnal rain. "Oh well," she said quietly to the departing figure, "I suppose this means I can't have your chocolate."  

Then she called the waiter, ordered another glass of red wine and waited for Jonathan to return.

