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By Martin Swan

Chapter One — The Body in Ice

London still stank of smoke.

Two years after the victory parades, bombsites remained like scars that no architect, no council committee, and no good intentions could quite stitch shut. Pigeons nested in ruins that had once been banks and grocers; children played football where office buildings had collapsed into powder; stray dogs roamed the city like ghosts who had simply never found their way home.

Dr. Eleanor Graves stood outside the entrance of Thames Cold Storage & Distribution, the letters half fallen from the lintel, black paint peeling in long strips. A lorry backfired somewhere behind the warehouses, sending a gull shrieking into the wet morning air.

The constable beside her cleared his throat, uncomfortable.

“Mind your step inside, Doctor. Floor’s a touch slippery.”

Graves nodded once. “They always are.”

The constable didn’t know what to say to that, so he led on.

Inside, the air hit her immediately — the bone-deep, metallic cold of industrial icehouses. The kind that crawled into the joints and stayed. A heavy steel door at the far end hung open, vapor misting from within.

Two dockworkers stood nearby, cigarettes trembling between rough fingers. They did not look at the shape lying on the concrete.

Graves did.

A man. Mid-forties, perhaps older. Hard to tell — frost bloated the skin, sharpening the cheekbones. His shirt was stiff with ice crystals; his hair frozen into brittle strands. Someone had laid a tarpaulin beneath him, but the face remained uncovered.

She knelt.

The corpse smelled of cold brine and something chemical underneath — faint, but present.

“Cause of death?” the constable asked, voice echoing.

Graves didn’t answer yet. She lifted the man’s hand, gloved fingers steady. Frostbite had split the skin at the knuckles. But beneath that...

She leaned closer.

There were bruises along the wrist. Thin, deliberate. Rope marks.

“He was restrained,” she said quietly.

The constable frowned. “Before death?”

“Yes.” She lowered the hand. Stood. “He didn’t die in a freezer. He was frozen after. To delay identification.”

The constable swallowed. “Christ.”

Graves pulled back the shirt collar. Her breath stopped.

A tattoo.

Not large. Not elaborate.

Just numbers.

Seven digits.
Faded.
Branded like property.
Not a prisoner number.
Not a camp number.
An SS officer’s blood-type tattoo.

Standard for the Waffen-SS.
Placed beneath the left arm.
To aid battlefield medics.
Graves had seen them before.
She wished she never had.
She turned to the constable. “Did MI5 request immediate report?”

“They did.” The constable hesitated. “They said someone would be here shortly.”

Bootsteps sounded behind them.

Not hurried.

Measured.
Controlled.
Graves knew that cadence.

She did not turn until he spoke.

“A body in the ice. And not just any body.” His voice was low, carrying its own gravity. “It’s never the quiet ones with you, Graves.”

She allowed herself the faintest exhale.

Alec Wexford.

He wore a dark civilian coat, collar raised against the cold. A thin white scar traced from his jaw to his ear — new since 1943. He looked older. Harder. But his eyes were still sharp, grey, and watchful.

“Wexford,” she said. “They moved you back from Vienna permanently this time?”

He nodded slightly. “And you’re still doing autopsies in abandoned freezers. We all serve where we’re needed.”

Graves gestured toward the corpse. “Male. Early-to-mid forties. Former Waffen-SS. Frozen post-mortem. Transported here to delay decay and avoid interception. This isn’t disposal. This is storage.”

Wexford’s gaze darkened. “For pickup. Or for trade.”

“Smuggling?” Graves asked.

Wexford crouched, examining the tattoo himself.

“There are rumours,” he said quietly. “Berlin is rubble. The Americans are cherry-picking rocket engineers. The French are taking chemists. We’re taking anyone who can help rebuild radar. The Soviets...” His lips tightened. “They are taking everyone else.”

Graves looked at him. “And someone is smuggling them here. To London.”

“Yes,” Wexford said.

“Why?”

He didn’t answer immediately.

Instead, he pulled a piece of paper from his coat. Thin. Onion-skin. Intercepted intelligence, by the look of it.

He handed it to her.

Graves unfolded it.

One name, typed neatly, without commentary:

ILSE BRANDT

No rank.
No affiliation.
No location.
Just the name.

Graves felt the cold inside her thicken. “She survived.”

“She did more than survive,” Wexford said. “She adapted.”

Graves had heard of Ilse Brandt — an SS intelligence officer with a reputation for precision interrogations. No sadism. No spectacle. Just results. The kind of woman who could extract confessions using only silence and a clock.

Cold.
Clinical.
Efficient.
The war ended.
But people like her didn’t.
“The Soviets took her?” Graves asked.

“Yes,” Wexford said. “Directorate Seven. Their foreign acquisition branch.”

“So she’s smuggling war criminals into London under Soviet protection.”

“Not criminals,” Wexford said. “Scientists.”

Graves closed her eyes for a slow, steady breath.

“Post-war research initiatives,” she murmured. “Rocketry. Radar. Chemical engineering. Whoever controls the minds controls the future.”

Wexford nodded. “And someone wants a head start.”

The constable had gone pale. “So... what do we do?”

Wexford rose.

Graves did too.

“Dr. Graves will determine identity,” Wexford said. “I will track who wanted him delivered here — and who was meant to collect him.”

He looked at Graves.

There was no warmth in his voice.

But no distance either.

Just respect.
And shared burden.
“This isn’t the last body,” he said.

“No,” Graves agreed.

She pulled her gloves tighter.

“It’s the first.”

Chapter Two — The Woman in White Fur

London, three nights later.

Fog rolled in from the river like a living thing, thick and low, clinging to the streetlamps and muffling footsteps. The city at night carried a different sort of silence now—not the blackout silence of war, but a waiting silence, as though London itself didn’t quite trust peace.

Alec Wexford walked along the Strand with his hands in his coat pockets, collar turned up, hat pulled low. A thin rain laced the air, too fine to see, but cold enough to soak into wool and bone.

He wasn’t following the man ahead of him.

Not exactly.

He was letting the man believe he was alone.

The man was tall, wearing a black coat that didn’t quite match the cut of his trousers—military stock with civilian tailoring layered over. He moved like someone accustomed to moving unseen. Too careful. Too balanced.

Wexford knew the type.

Soviet courier, most likely.

His destination however—**

The Argentum Club** — troubled Wexford more.

The club was one of those fashionable haunts that remained standing when so many others had burned. A place of jazz piano and dim chandeliers, where diplomats, actors, smugglers, and minor royalty drank from the same glasses and pretended they didn’t recognize one another.

The doorman nodded to the courier.

Wexford slipped inside ten seconds later.

The warmth hit immediately—tobacco smoke, perfume, sweat, brandy. A smoky jazz trio wound through a slow number on the small stage. Laughter rose from tables. Glasses clinked. Sweet, expensive distraction.

Wexford moved through the haze like he belonged there. He did. Once.

He spotted her before he fully understood he had found her.

Because the room changed around her.

Ilse Brandt.

The Ice Queen.

She sat at a corner table, half-lit by a golden wall sconce, a glass of clear liquor untouched before her. She wore white fur over a black evening dress—elegant without ornament, posture perfect, expression unreadable.

Her hair, once pinned in tight military coil in the files, now fell loose at her shoulders. Not soft. Not romantic. Just unbound. A deliberate choice.

Two men sat near her, pretending not to guard her. MGB assets, no doubt. They drank, spoke, watched, shielded.

She did not look at them.

She looked at the pianist, as though she were listening to the music—truly listening—and the rest of the world was incidental.

Wexford stopped three tables away.

His pulse did not quicken.

But something beneath it did.

Ilse Brandt turned her head—fractionally.

Her eyes met his.

Not surprise.
Not recognition.
But assessment.
She lifted her glass—not to drink, but in acknowledgment.

Wexford approached.

She spoke first.

Of course she did.

“Mr. Wexford,” she said, voice low, accent refined and unforced, “you are thirty-eight seconds later than I expected.”

Wexford sat.

Her eyes were like ice under winter sunlight—clear, sharp, unforgiving.

“I didn’t realize we had an appointment,” Wexford said.

She allowed the faintest curve of her mouth—not a smile. A gesture that mimicked the idea of a smile.

“We always did.”

The pianist shifted into a minor key.
The room swayed with it.
Wexford leaned back. “You left a body in an icehouse.”

“No,” Ilse replied. “I do not leave bodies anywhere. I place them where they will be found.”

Wexford studied her carefully. “To what end?”

“To ensure the right eyes look at the right places.”

“And the wrong eyes?”

She sipped her drink. No change in breath. No change in posture.

“They find nothing.”

Wexford did not look away. “Why bring Nazi scientists into London? Why now?”

Ilse set her glass down.

“When a war ends,” she said, “the world rushes to bury the guilty and crown the victorious.” She tapped her fingertip once, lightly, against the glass. “What it should do is prepare for the next war.”

Wexford held her gaze. “And who are you preparing for?”

She considered him.

Not coyly.
Not dramatically.
Just... correctly.

“You already know,” she said.

He did.

“The Soviets,” he said.

Her expression remained still.

“I work where purpose lives,” Ilse said. “Nations are temporary. Ideologies are weather. But the need to shape the future endures.”

“You were SS,” Wexford replied.

“I was efficient,” Ilse corrected. “Other people assign the morality.”

He felt the cold in that statement the way Graves had felt it in the morgue.

“Your scientists will build weapons,” Wexford said.

“No,” Ilse said. “My scientists will choose where to build. Loyalty follows shelter. Offer safety, and genius kneels.”

“And to do this,” Wexford said softly, “you kill the ones who refuse.”

Ilse didn’t blink.

“Some pieces are removed from the board,” she said. “So the game may continue.”

The courier approached. Ilse didn’t look at him.

He placed an envelope beside her glass and left immediately.

Ilse didn’t touch the envelope.

Wexford did not reach for it.

They simply knew what it meant.

“The next transport,” Wexford said.

“Yes.”
No hesitation.
“And you wanted me to know.”

“I did.”
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