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CHAPTER ONE — A Shadow on the Embankment

London lay under a blackout sky, the dim orange flicker of shielded lamps casting only the faintest smear of light across the pavements. The Thames rolled slow and oily in the darkness, carrying with it the smell of mud, coal dust, and war. Somewhere upriver a siren wailed—not the air-raid scream that set hearts hammering, but the long, weary cry of a police launch searching for something best not found.

Hugh Drummond stood with his hands in the pockets of his greatcoat, staring down at the river.

He had seen it change his countrymen—this long war. It had pared everything down to bone. Laughter was rarer now. Food was dull. The pubs closed early. And yet the British spirit—stubborn, bloody-minded, indefatigable—remained.

Drummond lit a cigarette. The match flared briefly, and he shielded it with his hand, mindful of wardens eager for any excuse to bark. The first inhale burned his lungs in a pleasantly familiar way.

Bootsteps approached behind him.

“Still brooding at rivers like a second-rate French poet, Hugh?” a dry voice asked.

Drummond smiled without turning. “Evening, Algy.”

Algy Longworth came up beside him, hat askew, scarf trailing like he’d dressed in a hurry—which he probably had.

“I suppose you heard?” Algy said, lowering his voice.

“Yes.” Drummond flicked ash into the river. “Another man gone. War Office. Vanished between his front door and his motorcar.”

“That makes seven,” Algy whispered. “Seven in five weeks.”

Drummond’s jaw tightened. Too many to be coincidence.

“And now,” Algy continued, “there’s talk. Rumours.”

Drummond snorted. “Rumours are London’s second currency.”

“Yes, but these come from inside the Old Man’s office.” Meaning: Intelligence. Meaning: Serious.

Drummond waited.

Algy swallowed.

“They say it’s him, Hugh.”

Drummond slowly turned his head. “Who?”

Algy’s voice dropped further. “The Blackfriar.”

For a moment, only the river spoke.

“That’s impossible,” Drummond said finally.

“Yes.” Algy’s eyes were wide. “Except half the people who say it are the sort who aren’t given to storytelling.”

The Blackfriar. A whisper. A puzzle piece from the early days of the war. A man who had supposedly done the impossible—walked into Berlin in 1939, taken photographs of classified war plans, and escaped.

Only he hadn’t escaped. He’d died. They’d all read the report.

“Dead men don’t take War Office clerks,” Drummond said.

“No,” Algy said. “But traitors do.”

Drummond’s cigarette glowed again in the dark.

He didn’t believe in ghosts.
But he did believe in conspiracies.
Footsteps again—this time purposeful, military.

Colonel Sir Raymond Grant emerged from the darkness, his overcoat crisp despite the damp.

“Drummond. Longworth. Walk with me.”

Drummond obeyed.

They walked along the Embankment, boots sounding muffled and rhythmic on the wet stone.

Grant spoke without preamble.

“The War Office believes a cell is operating within London, extracting classified personnel. We have recovered no bodies. No traces. No chatter. Whoever is doing this knows our procedures.”

Drummond nodded once. “Which means they were trained by us.”

“Exactly.”

They stopped beneath the black ribs of Blackfriars Bridge.

Grant turned. His expression was grave.

“And tonight we received something new.” He reached into his coat and withdrew a square of heavy paper. It gleamed faintly in the filtered lamplight.

Invisible ink. British cipher protocols.
But the writing—revealed now in pale violet lines—was not British.
It was German.

And across the top, written almost delicately:

Tell Drummond the Blackfriar remembers.

Drummond did not move.

After a long moment, he smiled.

Not pleasantly.

“Well then,” he said. “Let’s go and find the bastard.”

The cold wind moved off the Thames, sharp as a razor and smelling faintly of diesel and river weed. It whipped the ends of Algy’s scarf and tugged at Grant’s greatcoat, but Drummond didn’t seem to feel it at all. His eyes remained fixed on the slip of coded paper in Grant’s gloved hand.

“Where was that found?” Drummond asked at last.

“Pinned to the door of a public telephone booth,” Grant replied. “Fleet Street. Two hours ago.”

“Pinned?” Algy repeated. “Not posted? Not slipped? Pinned like a valentine from a lunatic?”

“Yes,” Grant said flatly. “The message was meant to be seen.”

Drummond took the paper, held it to the faint glow of the screened lamp overhead. The invisible-ink lines shimmered faintly, like a whispered voice caught in fog.

Tell Drummond the Blackfriar remembers.

The letters had been written with careful, maddening precision, as if the writer knew that the meaning was more dangerous than the words.

Algy shifted uncomfortably. “But Hugh—he’s dead. Shot in Munich. Or so we were told.”

“Shot,” Drummond said quietly. “Yes. But we never saw the body.”

Grant’s breath came out in a slow plume. “You know as well as I do that intelligence services are fond of burying people who aren’t quite corpses.”

“Or resurrecting ones who should be,” Algy muttered.

Drummond folded the message. “Even if it isn’t the Blackfriar, someone wants us to believe that it is. Someone with access to an old ghost and the means to impersonate him.”

“Or someone who knew him very well,” Grant added. “Which brings us to the matter at hand.”

They resumed walking—three silhouettes moving along the damp stone path, the river below black and thick and silent.



The Missing Men

“Seven men,” Grant said. “All attached in one capacity or another to communications. Cipher departments. Telegraph protocols. Logistics scheduling for supply trains. Nothing individually catastrophic, but together...”

“It’s the skeleton of our messaging system,” Drummond finished.

“Yes.”

“Any sign of Abwehr activity? Any chatter out of Lisbon?” Drummond asked.

Grant shook his head. “Nothing. And that is what worries us. Germany is many things—subtle is not usually one of them. Their spy work tends to be operatic. Loud. Showy. But this—” He gestured vaguely into the dark. “This is surgical.”

Drummond flicked ash off his cigarette.

“Who was the most recent?” he asked.

“Major William Lucas. Forty-two. Worked in Section D, compiling train timetables for munitions shipments to the coast. Vanished yesterday morning on his way to King’s Cross. His wife said he stepped outside to scrape frost off the motorcar. He did not return.”

Drummond paused mid-step.

“No signs of struggle?”

“None.”

“What about the car?”

“Still in the drive. Door open. Keys inside.”

Drummond swore softly. “So they’re fast.”

“They’re ghosts,” Grant corrected.



The Past Returns

They reached the shadow of Blackfriars Bridge—its arches towering like the ribs of some ancient iron beast, half-shrouded in fog. The lamps along the bridge were dimmed under blackout restrictions, leaving the stone pillars looming in half-darkness.

Drummond stared upward, jaw set. He had fought in trenches, in choking gas, in close quarters where men died breathing into your collar. He had chased villains across rooftops in Paris and through opium dens in Shanghai. But there was something particularly foul about an enemy who hid behind memory.

The Blackfriar.

The name still sat like a stone in the British intelligence world—half legend, half warning. A master of deception, infiltration, disguise. A man recruited from Oxford, groomed by the Foreign Office, then handed over to the War Office’s shadow branch, where identities were as disposable as cigarettes.

He had made his way into Berlin posing as an engineer. He had taken photographs of plans for a mobilization strategy they had never seen before. And then—

Telexes. Rumours. A gunshot in an alley. A sealed report.

“We were told he was dead,” Drummond murmured.

Grant’s voice was low. “We were told many things in the early days.”

Algy’s voice, usually bright, was uncharacteristically subdued. “Do you think he really turned traitor? Gone to the Jerries? Just like that?”

“No,” Drummond said immediately. “If he’s alive, either he’s being forced—or he’s been someone else all along.”

He smiled again. It was not a kind expression.

“And either way,” he added, “I mean to speak to him myself.”



A Witness

Grant stopped walking.

“There is one more piece of intelligence,” he said. “Just one. But it may be something—or nothing.”

He nodded toward the riverbank where a constable and two wardens stood around a prone figure covered in a tarp.

“A fisherman. Found him half an hour ago. He saw something in the fog where the river meets the bridge.”

“Alive?” Drummond asked.

“Barely.”

Drummond strode forward. Algy and Grant followed.

The constable stepped aside as Drummond knelt beside the man. The fisherman’s face was pale, lips tinged blue with cold. His eyes fluttered open briefly—startled to see a stranger leaning over him.

“What did you see?” Drummond asked quietly.

The man swallowed. His voice was ragged. “Boat... little one... fast...”

Drummond leaned closer. “Go on.”

“Two men... carried another... limp... head covered... black hood...” His breath hitched painfully. “Bridge... vanished... like the river swallowed them...”

“Which direction?” Drummond asked.

The man’s trembling hand rose weakly and pointed toward the southern arch of Blackfriars Bridge.

Then his eyes rolled back, and the constable quickly covered him with the tarp once more.

Drummond rose.

Grant’s face had tightened.

“A boat,” Algy breathed. “They’re taking them out by water.”

Drummond stared at the river again. Slow. Dark. Bottomless.

“No,” he said softly. “Not out.”

He turned to face Grant.

“They’re taking them under.”



A Decision

Grant’s expression hardened.

“Drummond, I must make this perfectly clear. This is not an assignment to be taken lightly. If the Blackfriar is alive—and working against us—he knows every operational procedure we have. He knows identities. He knows signals. He knows infiltration routes. He knows our blind spots.”

“Good,” Drummond said. “Then he’ll expect me.”

Algy sighed. “I was afraid he’d say that.”

Grant nodded. Not approval—just understanding. “Very well. We shall coordinate from the War Office. But Drummond: there will be no sanction if you find him. No arrest. No trial. The Prime Minister himself has signed directive Black Lock. If the Blackfriar is alive...”

“I am to kill him,” Drummond finished.

“Yes,” Grant said.

Drummond’s jaw tightened—not at the order, but at the memory it conjured.

There had been a toast once, in a London club bar, before the war had eaten away the world. A handful of young men, eyes burning with purpose and idealism. Among them, a dark-haired man with an easy smile and a voice that could persuade saints to sin.

A friend.

The river wind rose. The lamps flickered.

Drummond stared into the dark beneath Blackfriars Bridge.

And he whispered, so softly that only the Thames heard it:

“I buried you once. I’ll do it properly this time.”

CHAPTER TWO — The Name in the File

The War Office registry smelled of damp card and iron dust—the odour of a machine that never slept. On a winter night it felt like a bunker for paper: stacked grey files, stencilled spines, clips that bit skin if you hurried. Outside, London rationed its light; inside, the registry rationed its truth.

Colonel Sir Raymond Grant did not bother with pleasantries. He led Drummond through the swinging doors and past the clerks with their sleeves clipped up, their typebars ticking like small-arms fire. A fan turned above, unmoving. Its shadow crawled the ceiling, slow as an eclipse.

“Close it,” Grant said, once they were in a narrow annex. A steel door thumped shut behind them. The clack of keys as Grant worked the cabinet lock was precise, almost reverent. He drew a file that had been double-banded—two cloth ties rather than one—and set it on the table.

On the cover: a black stamp.

BLACKFRIAR.

Under it, a diagonal red slash: DECEASED.

Grant untied the bands, laying them aside like tourniquets.

“The official file,” he said. “You will notice it is not complete. No one’s is, in our house.”

Drummond said nothing. He lifted the first page by its corner. The paper was war stock—wood-pulp, cheap, greying at the edges. It left lint on his fingertip. He read.

Recruitment: 1935, from a language programme at Oxford.
Cover skills: civil engineering, draughtsmanship, mid-level accountancy.
Languages: German, French, serviceable Czech.
Temperament: “Approachable, persuasive, actor’s ear; maintains affect.”
Operational rating: A– (improvisation), B+ (planning), A (masks).
The name block was there but blacked; not thickly enough to hide the loops of letters beneath. A man’s life reduced to the spectre of a pen stroke. Drummond could almost hear the dry scratch that erased him.

“Who’s holding the unredacted identity?” he asked.

Grant did not blink. “C. And one other.” Meaning: the Director, and the Director’s shadow.

Drummond worked on in silence. Berlin, ‘39—entry as an engineer’s clerk. Photographs of mobilisation tables. Munich, December ‘39—compromised, pursued. Last signal: ‘Oyster hour—turn the river.’ Then nothing. A burial without a body: Report 12-F/1939, signed by two men whose names were merely initials now.

He turned the page back. Something was wrong but not wrong enough to point at. The ink on one receipt slip—the registry index card that logged the file’s movement—was a fraction paler than the entries above and below. The pen used was not a War Office Parker but a finer nib, continental in its line. The date field read: JAN 1940, the hand elegant in a way that English clerks weren’t, not when cold and hungry and eager for tea.

Drummond tapped the card. “This movement entry—who wrote it?”

Grant looked, and his mouth made a thin line. He stepped to the annex door and beckoned. A woman entered, carrying a steno-pad like a shield.

Miss Evangeline Marsh had ice-blue eyes that missed nothing and a registry mind that moved on rails. She took in Drummond, the open file, and the suspect slip in one sweep.

“That line is not mine,” she said, before she was asked. “And not Miss Pratt’s, nor Elsie’s. We write JANUARY, not JAN. And we don’t cross our sevens.”

“Foreign?” Drummond asked.

“Or someone trained to look foreign,” she said. “But the paper tells the truth. That card isn’t from our stack. Different cut.”

“Who could have inserted it?” Grant said.

Miss Marsh didn’t hesitate. “Anyone with keys. Or anyone who could borrow hands that held them. But—” She pointed to the stamp in the bottom right. A faint rectangle in the fibres. “That’s a re-press. Someone stamped this on a desk with a soft blotter to mimic our impression. They forgot we replaced that blotter in November ‘39 because it bled.”

She looked at Drummond. “Sir, someone laundered a movement in January 1940—after your man vanished. The file was out of this room longer than it says.”

“How long?” Drummond said.

“Long enough to walk to a camera. Or a river.”

Grant shut the file as if closing a jaw. “We will need to check the duplicate movement books.”

Miss Marsh nodded once and left, already half in the ledger in her head.

Grant looked at Drummond. “Say what you’re thinking.”

“I’m thinking your dead agent’s death was convenient,” Drummond said. “And that someone used it to backfill a gap and clean a trail. I’m thinking the man who ‘died’ in Munich may have been read in by an enemy hand. His ghost is useful. So someone’s wearing it.”

He tapped the red DECEASED slash.

“And ghosts don’t need ration books.”

Grant’s gaze shifted to the corridor, to the clerks bent over keys. He spoke softly, in that careful tone men use when the room may have ears.

“Counterintelligence is treating this as B1(a)—enemy agents and sympathisers inside the country. You will have watchers. But you will not have a parade. No loud clubs. No glamorous chases. You will vanish, Mr Drummond, into the seams of this city and not reappear until you are holding a name, or a throat.”

Drummond smiled without warmth. “Bless you, Raymond. You always say the loveliest things.”

Grant slid a small envelope across the table. Inside: two Home Office passes, a morning delivery badge for the General Post Office, and a dock warrant false as a three-shilling note. Beneath them, a small card with four typed lines:

D-STATE ROUTE — 6 TURNS
Strand → Aldwych → Houghton St (stop, window glass)
Sardinia St → Kingsway → Lincoln’s Inn Fields (bench, shadow count)
Carey St → Bell Yard → Fleet St (reset—mirror)
“Surveillance detection route,” Grant said. “The one we give the ones we expect to make it back. You will run it




































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































	A photograph — formal, posed, pre-war — of a young man in a naval greatcoat, cap in hand, looking into the camera with unguarded confidence.

	A letter — handwritten, unsigned, undated.


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































	Phyllis was alive.

	Roderick was standing beside Hugh as an equal.

	They had come here on purpose.

























































































































	Conspiracy to Undermine Civilian Confidence.

	Coordination with Dissident Paramilitary Actor (Heath, Roderick).

	Unauthorized Use of Government Broadcast Channels.
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































	Cut communications.

	Disrupt transport lines.

	Control water and power to central districts.
































































































































































































	Drummond → Whitehall.

	Jane → Relay stations.

	Avery → Docks.


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































	Jane leads the breach.

	Roderick, wounded, directs operational flow.

	Lady Avery controls street access and civilian shield corridors.

	Phyllis holds medical ready at the perimeter.

	Algy — alive, conscious, grinning through pain — provides distraction and chaos.
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