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London had learned to live with ghosts.

In 1950, they walked the streets as naturally as the living—men with stiff gaits from old shrapnel wounds, women who flinched at the sound of buses backfiring, buildings still blackened by fires no one bothered to properly clean. The war was over, they said. But the city knew better.

Alec Wexford stood beneath a streetlamp on Dean Street, collar turned up, hat brim low, watching fog swallow Soho whole.

It rolled in thick tonight, heavier than usual, the kind that muffled footsteps and swallowed intentions. The sort of fog that made men feel brave enough to do terrible things.

Wexford checked his watch. Ten past eleven.

He should not have been here.

That alone told him something was wrong.

The message had arrived that morning—typed, not handwritten. No signature. Just an address, a time, and a single line that made his blood run cold.

They’re killing the men who said no.

Alec had said no once.

He hadn’t been alone, either.

The alley behind the Blue Anchor smelled of damp brick and old piss. A delivery door stood ajar, light bleeding out in a thin, accusing line. Wexford rested his hand inside his coat, fingers brushing the familiar weight of his revolver. He hadn’t drawn it in years. He disliked the way it felt now—too final, too honest.

Inside, the body lay slumped against stacked crates of bottled gin.

Harold Finch. Former MI6 logistics officer. Balkan desk. Retired in ’46 with a commendation and a liver already half ruined by government alcohol.

Someone had shot him once, neatly, behind the left ear.

Professional. Close.

No struggle.

Wexford knelt, ignoring the protest in his knees. Finch’s eyes were open, glassy, staring at nothing. In his hand, folded and crumpled, was a scrap of paper.

Alec prised it free.

Two words.

EMBER FILES

So it had begun.



Finch had been on the list.

Wexford had tried to forget the list.

They’d all tried.

Operation Embers had never officially existed. In 1947, it had been framed as a “joint intelligence coordination initiative” between British and American agencies. In reality, it was something else entirely—a CIA-funded covert program run inside London, without parliamentary oversight, without proper MI6 command, and without legal sanction.

A post-war experiment in control.

Alec had seen it for what it was then: the beginning of something dangerous. An intelligence occupation disguised as cooperation. Britain, weakened and indebted, being quietly bypassed.

He’d refused to sign off.

So had Finch.

So had others.

Men who believed that if Britain was going to fall, it would at least do so on its own terms.

Wexford rose slowly, joints aching, mind already racing through names, dates, faces he had buried years ago. He could hear sirens in the distance now. Finch’s death would be blamed on robbery, or black-market rivalry, or Soho’s eternal vice.

Not politics.

Never politics.

Unless someone forced it to be.

Alec stepped back into the fog before the police arrived. He did not look back.

He already knew the truth.

This wasn’t revenge.

It was cleanup.

And if the CIA was cleaning house in London, there was only one question that mattered.

How many of them were still alive—

—and how long before someone knocked on his door?
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Chapter Two
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Alec Wexford did not go home.

That instinct had kept him alive longer than most men he’d served beside. Home was a place you went when you believed the danger had passed. Alec had learned, early and often, that danger had a habit of waiting there.

Instead, he walked.

The fog thickened as he crossed Shaftesbury Avenue, blurring headlights into pale halos, turning London into a city of half-seen shapes and unfinished thoughts. Somewhere behind him, a police whistle shrilled, sharp and urgent. Finch’s body would already be surrounded by uniforms, by questions no one wanted answered properly.

Wexford turned down a side street and disappeared.

He stopped beneath the awning of a closed bookshop and lit a cigarette with shaking fingers. The smoke tasted bitter. That too was familiar. War had ruined better men than nicotine ever could.

They’re killing the men who said no.

The message echoed in his mind. Not were killed. Not might be targeted. Present tense. Ongoing. Deliberate.

A list.

There was always a list.

Alec took a folded notebook from his inner pocket, the leather soft with age. It had survived France, Cairo, Berlin, and one regrettable winter in Bucharest. He hadn’t opened it in years, but the names were still there, written in his own precise hand.

Finch. Confirmed.

Below it, others.

Arthur Bellamy — Signals.
Peter Crowhurst — Counterintelligence.
Lionel Marks — Parliamentary liaison.
Eleanor Price — Files and oversight.
Eleanor.

Alec closed the notebook slowly.

She had been the first to raise objections to Operation Embers, long before the men realised what they were being asked to endorse. She’d spoken quietly, methodically, laying out the implications as though she were discussing filing procedures rather than constitutional betrayal.

If we allow this, she’d said, we won’t be partners anymore. We’ll be custodians.

She’d resigned six months later. Officially for health reasons.

Unofficially, she’d vanished.

If Finch was dead, Eleanor was in danger—if she was still alive at all.

Alec crushed out his cigarette and hailed a taxi.

“West End,” he said. “Greek Street.”

The driver glanced at him in the mirror. “Bit late for it.”

“Isn’t it always?”

The taxi pulled away, tyres hissing on damp tarmac.



Greek Street looked unchanged on the surface—cafés shuttered, jazz clubs dark, neon signs flickering half-heartedly through the mist. Beneath it, though, was another London entirely.

During the Blitz, shelters had been carved out under Soho with desperate speed. Not all of them were ever registered. Not all were sealed when the war ended. Intelligence services had made quiet use of that fact.

Wexford slipped into a narrow doorway between two buildings and descended a set of iron steps, moving with the confidence of a man revisiting a place he had once known intimately and wished he didn’t.

The door at the bottom was locked.

It had been replaced.

That worried him.

Alec withdrew a thin pick from his cuff and worked the lock by feel. It yielded reluctantly, like an old man persuaded to share an unpleasant truth.

The shelter smelled of damp concrete and dust. His footsteps echoed faintly. Someone had installed electric lighting at some point—government issue, by the look of it—but only one bulb still worked, casting a weak yellow glow over crates and discarded camp beds.

And a man sitting very still at a folding table.

Peter Crowhurst looked older than Alec remembered. Thinner. Sharper. Like a blade honed too long.

“You took your time,” Crowhurst said, without looking up.

Alec closed the door behind him. “I stopped to see Finch.”

Crowhurst’s hand tightened around his teacup.

“So it’s begun.”

“It began before tonight,” Alec replied. “Tonight was simply confirmation.”

Crowhurst finally met his gaze. “They’ve found the Embers dissenters.”

“They always knew who we were.”

“Yes,” Crowhurst said quietly. “But now they’ve decided we’re inconvenient.”

Alec sat opposite him. “You should be dead.”

“So should you.”

They shared a humourless smile.

Crowhurst reached into a drawer and produced a folder—brown, American stock. Not MI6 issue.

“They didn’t shut it down,” he said. “They renamed it.”

Alec opened the folder.

OPERATION EMBERS — PHASE II
Asset Neutralisation & Narrative Control
CIA letterhead. London operational notes. Names redacted—but not all of them.

Finch’s was there.

So was Crowhurst’s.

And at the bottom of the page—

WEXFORD, A.
Status: Pending
Alec closed the folder.

“How long?” he asked.

Crowhurst exhaled slowly. “I
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