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  Chapter 1

  
  




Graduation and First Mission




The Royal Academy of Avian Espionage—a name so ludicrously grand it had to be a joke—was, in fact, deadly serious. It was hidden away in the sort of Scottish glen that postcards were made of, all mist-shrouded lochs and hills the colour of old tweed. The graduation ceremony took place in a hall that smelled of beeswax, rain, and a century of secrets. Oak panels, dark and gleaming, rose to a vaulted ceiling where unseen birds occasionally cooed from the rafters, a professional courtesy, perhaps.




From his seat in the third row, Harris Oakwood felt the collar of his new suit trying to garrotte him. It was a fine suit, bespoke, a parting gift from the institution that had spent five years turning him from a sarcastic delinquent into a slightly more focused sarcastic delinquent with a license to commit espionage. He scanned the solemn faces of his fellow graduates, a collection of orphans, prodigies, and military brats, all honed into sharp, silent instruments of the Crown.




At the podium, Director Stirling, a woman whose posture could have been used to set girders, was reaching the crescendo of her speech. “You are the unseen watchers, the silent messengers. In an age of digital noise, you are the whisper on the wind. You are the shadow feathers.”




Harris resisted the urge to roll his eyes. *Shadow Feathers.* It sounded like a band of vigilante ornithologists. Beside him, a girl named Anya dabbed at a tear. Harris just felt an itch between his shoulder blades.




His gaze drifted to the row of polished wooden perches flanking the stage. There sat their partners, the true graduates. Pigeons. Not the feral, chip-stealing menaces of Trafalgar Square, but elite, genetically-engineered, and technologically-augmented carriers. They were faster, smarter, and more discreet than any drone. And on the third perch from the left, preening an iridescent feather, was Hugin.




Hugin was a beauty, a Cobalt Archangel with feathers so dark they seemed to drink the light. His eyes, tiny black beads, missed nothing. Harris had spent more time with that bird over the past five years than with any human. He knew his moods, the subtle flick of a wing that meant impatience, the soft coo that was the pigeon equivalent of a sigh.




A memory surfaced, unbidden. His first day. A scrawny fifteen-year-old, dumped here by a social worker who’d finally run out of options. He’d stood in a damp courtyard, clutching a worn rucksack, when a man with a face like a weathered map had approached him.




“Harris Oakwood,” the man had said. It wasn’t a question. “I’m Crowe. Welcome to the flock.”




Crowe had led him to the aviaries, the air thick with the scent of grain and birdlife. He’d gestured to the rows of cooing pigeons. “Forget your gadgets and your guns, son,” Crowe had said, his voice a low gravelly hum. “Satellites can be blinded, drones can be shot down. But no one ever suspects a pigeon.”




Now, that same man stood near the back of the hall, arms crossed, watching. A rare, thin smile touched Crowe’s lips as Director Stirling finally concluded. The applause was polite, restrained. As the graduates began to file out, Crowe intercepted Harris.




“Don’t look so thrilled, Oakwood. You might sprain something.”




“I’m just overwhelmed by the sheer, unadulterated patriotism of it all,” Harris deadpanned. “Either that or this suit is cutting off circulation to my brain.”




Crowe’s smile didn’t waver. He pressed a small, heavy black box into Harris’s hand. The metal was cool and smooth. “Your first assignment. Don’t mess it up.”




The weight of the box felt real, definitive. He was no longer a trainee. He was an agent. He was a shadow feather. The thought was both exhilarating and utterly terrifying.




***




The briefing room was a sterile white cube buried deep in the academy’s substrata, a place where sentiment and sunlight were forbidden. The only sounds were the whisper of the ventilation and the quiet scratch of Crowe’s pen on a notepad. Hugin, now in a carrier at Harris’s feet, shuffled restlessly.




Crowe opened the box. Inside, nestled in custom-cut foam, were two items: a data chip no bigger than a thumbnail, and a single, perfect feather. It was identical to Hugin’s, a deep, shimmering black, but as Crowe held it up, the light caught the faint, geometric tracery of micro-circuitry woven into its very structure.




“The mission is designated ‘Silent Ledger’,” Crowe began, his tone all business. “The target is Sir Reginald Thorne, Undersecretary for Defence Procurement. MI6 suspects he’s been selling sensitive data to a foreign interest. Specifically, technical specifications for our new naval defence systems.”




Harris picked up the feather. It was impossibly light, yet felt strong, resilient. “And I’m guessing this is more than just a fashion accessory for Hugin.”




“It’s a Shadow Feather,” Crowe explained, a flicker of pride in his eyes. “A marvel of biomimicry and nanotechnology. Once Hugin is near the target device—in this case, Thorne’s personal laptop in his office—you can trigger the feather to detach. It has a ten-minute power source. It can fly, adhere to a surface, and gives you a direct audio-visual feed. More importantly, its proboscis can interface with a USB-C port to download encrypted files directly.”




“A feather with a proboscis,” Harris mused. “Nature is truly horrifying. So, my job is to play bird-sitter while Hugin does all the cool stuff?”




“Your job, Oakwood, is to get Hugin into position, manage the exfiltration of the data, and get out without anyone knowing you were ever there. Thorne’s office is on the 45th floor of the Citadel Tower in Mayfair. Security is state-of-the-art. No human agent has been able to get close. But there’s an executive balcony. Un-netted. An oversight we intend to exploit.”




The plan was audacious in its simplicity. Use a pigeon to commit a high-tech data heist. It was brilliant. It was insane.




“The data chip,” Harris said, pointing to the other item, “is the payload?”




“Negative. The payload is what you’re bringing back. That chip contains a polymorphic virus. Once Hugin has downloaded Thorne’s files, he’s to deposit this chip into the building’s network server room via a ventilation shaft. It will corrupt their security logs for the past twenty-four hours, wiping any trace of the intrusion, including footage of a pigeon loitering on a balcony.”




Harris absorbed the details, his mind racing, connecting the dots, spotting the weaknesses. “The time window is tight. The feather’s battery life, the virus deployment… if anything is off by a minute, the whole thing collapses.”




“Which is why we’re sending you,” Crowe said, his gaze steady. “You have the best flight-control instincts and the steadiest nerve of any graduate in your class. Despite,” he added dryly, “your personality.”




Harris gave a mock salute. “Glad to know my sparkling charm wasn’t a factor.”




***




London was a chaotic symphony of noise and smells. Rain slicked the Mayfair pavements into black mirrors, reflecting the endless river of red tail-lights and the neon glow of designer storefronts. The air, thick with exhaust fumes and the scent of damp wool coats, was a world away from the clean, sharp air of the Highlands. Harris, now dressed in the unremarkable uniform of a bicycle courier, felt a familiar thrill mix with the acid tang of anxiety. The mission was live.




He leaned against a stone wall bordering Hyde Park, the Citadel Tower looming over the trees across the road. It was a monument of glass and steel, a cold, arrogant finger pointing at the bruised purple sky. Inside that tower, Sir Reginald Thorne was preparing to betray his country. And Harris was going to use a bird to stop him. The absurdity was not lost on him.




From his vantage point, he could see the balcony on the 45th floor, a small, dark slash against the glittering facade. He unzipped his courier bag. Hugin shuffled out, his intelligent eyes blinking in the urban twilight. He was calm, a small pool of professional stillness in the city’s frantic energy. Harris gently attached the payload—the virus chip, housed in a minuscule, streamlined casing—to the bird’s leg band. The Shadow Feather was already nestled seamlessly among Hugin’s primary flight feathers.




He could feel the familiar thrum of the bird’s body against his hands, a living, breathing creature, not just a tool. It was a bond forged over thousands of hours of training, a silent trust that went deeper than words.




“Alright, mate,” Harris whispered, his breath misting in the cool air. He brought his face close to the bird’s head. “Thorne’s office. You know the visual cues. Plant the feather, get the download, then the ventilation shaft on the east side of the roof for the drop. No detours for a stray chip, you hear me? This is the big leagues.”




Hugin gave a soft, affirmative coo, a vibration Harris felt more than heard.




With a final, gentle stroke of the bird’s sleek head, Harris lifted his hands and gave a slight upward push.




Hugin launched himself into the air. He didn’t circle or hesitate. He rose with powerful, silent beats of his wings, a dark shape climbing into the polluted sky. He banked once, a fleeting silhouette against the sodium lamps, and then arrowed straight for the Citadel Tower.




Harris watched him go, a knot tightening in his stomach. His part of the launch was over. Now, he was just a man in a park, staring at a building, his heart pounding a nervous, frantic rhythm against his ribs. The first piece was in play. The game had begun.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




The Heist and the Girl


The back of the transit van smelled of stale coffee, ozone from the humming electronics, and Harris’s own rising anxiety. It was a perfectly anonymous vehicle, another white box in a city full of them, parked in a bay overlooking the dark expanse of Hyde Park. But inside, it was a miniature mission control. A customized tablet, cool and heavy on his lap, displayed a crisp, high-definition feed. It was Hugin’s view.


Harris watched the world tilt and swoop as Hugin made his final approach. The roar of the wind was a filtered hiss in his earpiece. The city lights smeared into abstract ribbons of gold and white, then resolved into the stark geometry of the Citadel Tower’s upper floors. Harris’s knuckles were white where he gripped the edge of the tablet. His own breathing sounded unnaturally loud in the silent van.


A flashback, sharp and unwelcome, ambushed him. Academy training. A simulation. He’d been guiding a pigeon through a laser grid in a virtual environment. Crowe had stood behind him, his voice a calm counterpoint to the frantic beeping of the proximity sensors. *“Don’t fly the bird, Oakwood. Be the bird. Feel the air currents. Anticipate the drafts. Your tech is a tool, not a crutch.”*


Harris took a breath, forcing the tension from his shoulders. He *was* the bird. The van faded away. He was soaring on the cold night air, the vast, glittering map of London beneath him.


With a final





































































