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Atomic Secrets is set in a world where the Second World War ended in an uneasy peace between Britain and Germany in the early 1940s. Continental Europe is dominated by Nazi Germany. It is 1948, and Britain enters the nuclear age with the successful test of an atomic bomb, whilst in Dresden Karolina Koenig, a brilliant physicist and engineer, works on the Nazi atomic programme.

When MI6 learns of the Nazi program, the successful test does little to temper the fear of the Nazis possessing such a weapon. With Koenig as the insider willing to risk everything, David Brook is sent to Germany. Faced with the oppressive environment of Nazi Germany, Brook’s plan is thrown into disarray when he meets Koenig, who has her own plans, making Brook’s job even more difficult.

With their plan to sabotage the programme and its key personnel in place, Brook and Koenig must escape Germany. In pursuit is Sabine Saller of the Kriminalpolizei and a hot-headed young officer trying to make a name for himself, whilst Karl Mangold, the SS supremo, finds himself on the wrong end of the investigation.

Brook learns of Koenig’s real motivations as they drive towards the border, but can they avoid the ambitious Kripo officer who has tracked them down – and will have to live with the consequences of being outwitted by Brook if they escape?
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Prologue
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1948: Western Australia, Australia

Air vice-marshal Sidney Dallas Garbutt glanced around the hot, crowded room. He had done everything in his power to make the day a success; it was now in God’s hands. Known as S.D. to friends and superiors alike, the fifty-year-old was six foot tall, rock solid and only two things suggested he was not in his thirties – the iron-grey hair and the two stars on his blue RAF uniform. It was the culmination of the ultimate team effort – if it worked. Garbutt offered a silent prayer. Please let it work!

Less than thirty of a team numbering in the thousands were lucky enough to have the honour of attending the first test, although the numerous complaints from those aboard Garbutt’s ship suggested otherwise. But the rough trip was now forgotten, the excitement palpably mounting over the previous few days. The team were joined by twenty or so VIPs in a bunker designed to accommodate, at most, half the number currently jostling for position. Garbutt sipped a glass of ice water. A flash of irritation crossed his face at the champagne he knew was in the fridges for the VIPs if all went to plan. The air vice-marshal did not believe in tempting fate, but he was overruled. The buzz of the alarm quietened the hubbub of conversation. Fifteen minutes. Garbutt turned at the tap on his shoulder.

“Excuse me, sir,” John Chappell said deferentially. “I heard we can watch from outside?”

“Ah, Chappell,” Garbutt said, recognising the leader of the explosives team. He ignored the cigarette, another vice which did not meet with his approval, but he liked Chappell. Just behind him was a man in his late twenties, a few years younger than Chappell. The pair seemed to have become good friends in the weeks spent in the desert. 

“Stimson,” he acknowledged the younger man with a nod. “Yes, we’re at a safe distance. Just make sure to wear the goggles. And don’t forget the blast wave.” He paused, smiled ruefully. “But I don’t need to tell you chaps, do I? It’s hot out there,” he warned.

“It’s hot in here!” Chappell quipped as he and Stimson moved towards the door. They both sported dark goggles around their necks, and the obligatory outback-style, broad-brimmed hats with a leather strap to stop them from blowing away in the wind.

Garbutt watched as the younger half of the audience followed their lead. The room was broken into two distinct age groups – the late-twenties, early-thirties group who largely followed Chappell, and the older VIPs and administrators. In Garbutt’s eyes, the youngsters were the driving force. It was not to denigrate the genius of the likes of Einstein, Oppenheimer, Szilard, and the vast number of scientists who made the theoretical breakthroughs, but it was the kids working eighteen-hour days, seven days a week for the best part of the last decade who had turned theory into a practical solution. Without them, they would not be here.

“Confident, S.D.?”

The air vice-marshal recognised the voice, and hoped its owner was not accompanied by his constant shadow. Garbutt turned, and military discipline allowed him to keep the smile on his face. William Bracewell, the director of the program, was not alone. Frederick Waugh was not a man of God, and Garbutt disliked him intensely. Others clearly did not.

“Good morning, William. Frederick.” Garbutt said politely. “Yes, as confident as I can be. I think it will be a great success. God willing.”

“What’s He got to do with it?” Waugh barked. Bracewell winced as Garbutt held back an equally barbed response.

“You’ve done a tremendous job, S.D.” Bracewell said, a pointed look directed at his companion. “Tremendous. We wouldn’t be here without your hard work.”

“Thank you, William. Very kind. I just hope we’ve got everyone out of danger.”

“We’ve done everything we can.”

“This is more important than anything,” Waugh interjected. Garbutt looked at him with undisguised horror. “We’ve got to make sure it works. Then we can think about getting rid of the scourge of Nazism. This weapon changes everything.”

“We know it works,” Garbutt said frostily.

“The Americans know. We don’t,” Waugh said. “Can’t trust the Yanks. Look what happened in thirty-nine! Anyway, it’s only some abo’s,” he added with a shrug. Garbutt did not attempt to keep the look of distaste from his face, made his excuses, gave a courteous nod to Bracewell and stalked away. We are all god’s creatures. 

Garbutt hoped Bracewell was right. The flights across the desert had failed to spot anyone for two days. He preferred not to think about the toll of the test, and not just the people – he had seen kangaroos and dingoes, the local wild dogs, close to the camp. He knew many animals would perish, but Waugh had a point. He could not think of the Nazis as God’s creatures. He would pray for forgiveness.

“Phew,” Doctor Anthony Stimson breathed as they left the hot, sweaty, smoke-filled air of the bunker and walked into the hot dry air of the desert. 

“At least it’s fresh,” Chappell grunted, as he flicked a cigarette butt onto the sand, extracted a fresh one from the pack and offered them to Stimson. “Gonna be a helluva show!” He held a match to the tip of the cigarette, then lit Stimson’s.

“Let’s hope so.” Stimson sucked on the cigarette.

“It’ll work,” Chappell said confidently. They walked around the building towards the trench forty yards forward. “We’ve started a movement,” he said with a jerk of the head. Twenty-odd men followed them in the burning heat. It was early in the morning, but the temperature pushed one hundred degrees, the sky was cloudless, and the limited breeze merely circulated the warm air.

They were almost due west of Lake Mackay, around two hundred miles northwest of the point where Western Australia, South Australia and Northern Territory met in the Great Sandy Desert. The sand was a dark red, dotted with hummocks of green and blue-grey grass. A blue-headed parrot with a bright red chest squawked and took to the air as they approached. Stimson looked in wonder at the beautiful little bird, unable to shake a sense of regret at what was about to happen.

Chappell and Stimson scrambled down into the trench, four feet deep, with another foot raised in front from the excavated sand telling anyone who did not know which way to look. Another siren wailed, and the voice of Garbutt echoed from the loudspeakers dotted along the trench. The warnings were stark.

“Two-minute warning. All personnel must wear goggles. Failure to comply may result in loss of sight or eye damage. Be prepared for the shock wave. Do not approach the test site. Good luck. God speed.”

Stimson donned the heavy goggles. The stretchable headband was tight, and the glass wrapped all the way round to protect the sides of the eyes. They were incredibly dark – the sun barely a pinprick of light in the clear, dark sky. He looked up and down the trench as the eager men pulled goggles on, sucked cigarettes, and exchanged words with their neighbours. The excitement was obvious, and they knew they were fortunate to be present at such a historic moment. The speaker crackled, the conversations stopped, and the ten second countdown began. Stimson took a deep breath, clasped his hands behind his back, the rough scratch of his fingers against the palm of his hand the only other sound as the countdown hit zero.

The artificial night created by the goggles was broken by an incredibly sharp, brilliant light which left a faint ghost image on the cornea for a moment, despite the protection. The sense of relief was immense – a momentary, instinctive reaction shared by the dozens of people witnessing the test. It worked! The point of light expanded rapidly into a ball of fire, and although the intensity dropped, it remained brighter than the sun for longer than Stimson thought possible, first a brilliant whitish-yellow, then gold, orange, a darkening red, and finally purple. The goggles came off, and the smoke, tinted red, perhaps by the sand, rose into the pure blue sky to form the rough shape of a mushroom.

Up and down the trench, people cheered, shouted, shook hands, and clapped each other on the back. Chappell reached for Stimson’s hand, a hard handshake, a look of satisfaction, if not quite elation. “I told you it’d work.”

“Yeah, I know.” Stimson released the hand. “I’m not convinced it’s a good thing.” The last few words were almost drowned out as the noise of the blast and the shock wave slammed into them. It almost knocked him down, but Stimson managed to stay on his feet, unlike Chappell. Stimson helped him up.

“Course it’s a good thing. Has to be. The Americans have it. As far as we know, the Germans don’t. Let’s hope! I think it protects us.”

“Christ, let’s hope they don’t.” Stimson looked back towards the explosion. The cloud continued to expand. “I don’t see how it protects us if they don’t know about it. And if they do, you know damn well they’ll want it.”

Chappell looked at him dubiously. The logic was difficult to dispute. “God help us!” Chappell said. “Let’s get a drink.”

The bunker was a cacophony of noise, the celebrations punctuated by the regular pop of champagne corks. The staleness of old cigarette smoke in the air was slowly replaced by the aroma of cigars. The party would last throughout the day, and Garbutt worked his way around the room to congratulate the team, fighting off innumerable offers of brim-full glasses. Satisfied he had spoken to everyone, he slipped out to send a message to London.

Helios success. Exceeds expectations. May God preserve us.
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Dresden

The British Board of Trade office in Dresden was a small affair, as were most such offices where the Greater German Reich held sway, which was to say most of continental Europe. Despite the lack of appetite for trade between Britain and Germany, there were a surprising number of them dotted around second-tier European cities, attempting to drum up trade in uncontroversial areas such as food and wine.

Such a posting tended to generate complaints from the fresh young men who joined the Foreign Office for adventure and excitement, and were instead consigned to out-of-the-way places to work on trade deals everyone knew would never materialise. They were useful outposts, though. For the newest recruits, they were a rite of passage, for highflyers a chance to cut their leadership teeth, and for old lags, passed over once too often, a place to kill time until they could collect their pension.

Rowland Jamison fitted none of these categories. In his mid-fifties, his suit was old but serviceable; the once-white shirt was now almost ivory in colour, and the starch struggled to maintain a stiff collar. The tie was loose and speckled with mustard to complete the shabby image, but the shrewd grey eyes behind the thin spectacles were alert, and he missed little. Jamison’s first six months in Saxony had revealed little, but there were rumours of a new military program.

“Herman isn’t so bad,” Jamison said in his Welsh drawl, between slugs of the decent Alsatian wine. He shovelled the last of the sauerkraut onto his fork with a crust of bread, which disappeared in two sharp chomps. He pushed the plate away, attacked the glass again, then reached for the almost empty bottle. He splashed some in his companion’s glass, the rest in his own and leant back. “There are things the Germans do very well. Optics. Chemicals. But no-one will buy German!”

“Wouldn’t the Germans want something in return?” Oscar Martell sipped the wine and listened. His share of the bottle was little more than a glass, but it was Jamison’s expense allowance. Only a year out of university, Martell’s first overseas post had initially felt a disappointment, but after a couple of months with Jamison he had come to look upon it as an educational opportunity.

“Other than dollars? Or gold?” Jamison asked rhetorically. “We could sell loads of things.” He raised a hand to tick off chubby fingers as he recited a list of products both knew would never be allowed to cross the border. Martell smiled. Jamison gave off a slightly pro-German air in public, but was fulsome with his praise of British – especially Welsh – products. He was gregarious and generous, and invariably charmed anyone he met, even hardcore Nazis. Martel was sure there was more to Jamison than met the eye. He had no idea the Welshman had requested his posting; Jamison recognised potential. They finished the wine, declined coffee, and returned to the office.

An hour later, a cup of tea at his right hand, Jamison read yet another request from a local firm keen to buy British electronics. He would have to find another polite way to refuse. Their links to the Škoda Works were well known, and the risk of British electronics in German tanks made a deal impossible. He sipped the tea, almost spilt it on the letter when the phone rang, and muttered a mild rebuke to himself. He picked up on the second ring, an eternity for him.

“A call, sir,” his secretary said doubtfully. “Gave the name Bacchus. Hoped you enjoyed the Alsace at lunch. Said it was important. Quite insistent.”

“Bacchus?” Jamison said doubtfully, brow furrowed. “Did they sound Italian?” Martell glanced up from his desk across from the boss in the office they shared. He was rewarded with Jamison’s paperwork, and cups of tea from Jamison’s secretary. A half-dozen others shared an open plan room and fought for one of the two telephones. “Oh, put ‘em through.”

“Hellaw,” he said when the phone switched. “One moment.” Jamison waited for his secretary to disconnect. “Ah, hellaw. Bacchus, is it?”

“Herr Jamison,” an indistinct voice said in German. It was muffled, barely audible. “You speak German.”

Although it was a statement, Jamison felt obliged to answer. “A little.”

“Go to the church down the street,” they continued in slow German. They gave the name of the church. “The pew in the back row. The far corner to the altar. An envelope of interest.”

“What?” Jamison spluttered. “What d’yaw mean?” 

“I’ll call soon. Remember, Bacchus. It’s worth the walk.” The phone went dead, and he stared at it for a moment, then replaced it slowly. He looked out of the window. It would be dark soon, but the snow had stopped. The street looked pristine, and the cold did not bother him. He finished the cup of tea and stood.

“Come on, boyo,” he barked at Oscar Martell. “Walk time!”

Martell did not question why, just stood and reached for his coat and scarf. They walked down the stairs into the street; Jamison marched left, past the window of the furniture shop they were situated above. Martell did not bother to ask where they were going; he would be told when needed.

“Quick walk to the church,” Jamison said eventually, steam gushing from his mouth. His coat was not buttoned to the neck and his scarf flapped wildly.

“Church?” Martell asked, hunched in his coat – he did feel the cold. “Why?”

“Confess your sins, boyo. Might be out for the night, eh,” Jamison added with a hearty laugh and a nudge. Martell smiled as they walked on in silence. They reached the church; Jamison pushed the door with unexpected care and stepped inside deferentially. A few people sat or knelt near the front, and a priest walked towards a confessional booth. It was a small church; Jamison glanced at the pews and slid along the back row. To Martell’s shock, he knelt and crossed himself, then sat and nodded at Martell to do the same.

“I’m not Catholic.”

Jamison shrugged as he removed his steamed spectacles and rubbed at them with a clean handkerchief. “Needs must.” He waited for Martell to kneel, replaced the handkerchief, and carefully reached under the wooden pew. His fingers touched paper and he tensed slightly. Well, well! He gripped the envelope, pulled it free and slid it into the inside pocket of his jacket. “Come on,” he said quietly as he slipped the glasses back on, nudged them up his nose and indicated to the younger man they should leave.

Martell hid his confusion, stood, and walked to the doors. A gust of cold wind hit him as he pulled the door open. Jamison surveyed the street, his eyes falling on a small figure walking away quickly on the other side of the road. He shrugged, patted his pocket and they marched back to the office just as the snow started to fall again.

“What was that about?” Martell asked as they reached the office.

Shrugging his coat off, Jamison nodded towards the door. Again, his spectacles were steaming up, and he removed them and squinted as the intrigued Martell pushed the door shut and took off his coat. “That call. Odd message.” He reached inside his jacket and retrieved the envelope. Martell’s eyes widened slightly.

“A drop? Why you?” A sly smile crossed Jamison’s face. “I mean, how did they know?” It was a tacit admission his theory Jamison was more than just the local trade liaison was correct.

“Probably just an order for some Welsh lamb!” Jamison’s eyes twinkled. It must be a coincidence. At least, he hoped it was. Luck played a part in his work more often than he cared to admit.

He opened the envelope. Inside were several sheets of paper, folded into thirds. Jamison replaced the now clear spectacles and read the brief cover letter before he passed it across to Martell. Whilst he read, Jamison quickly flicked through the rest of the pages. They were covered with drawings and equations, written in a tight German script. He could read some of the notes on the diagrams, but the pages covered with dense text were filled with scientific language that was all but incomprehensible.

“Bloody hell,” Martell murmured. The two brief paragraphs explained the contents, recommended they be passed to scientific personnel, and promised further information.

Jamison pursed his lips. “An understatement, boyo.” He picked up the telephone and dialled a number rarely used. The conversation was mercifully short and sounded innocuous – the assumption was the Germans listened to everything – but a message was passed. Jamison should expect a visitor the following morning.

“This might get interesting,” Jamison said.
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The rain was hard and constant, and Karolina Koenig’s feet and legs were soaked by the time she walked the short distance from the bus stop to her building. She leant out of the door, shook the umbrella vigorously, and collapsed it with a frown – it had failed to do its job. Useless! She resisted the urge to throw it in the rubbish bin and clicked on the light above the dozen wooden mailboxes against the back wall. A quick check of her mailbox proved disappointing – there was no letter from her nephews in the East. She clicked the light out. The sign indicated the lift was still out of order, and she approached the dim stairwell. The narrow windows offered just enough light to see her way. With a sigh she began to climb the three flights of stairs to her apartment. After such a long day, the stairs seemed just a little steeper. It was always the same when she made her trips to Munich – the travel, the politicking and the frustration at the pointless secrecy drained her energy.

After several years of research, Koenig’s project had finally reached a point where they were moving from theory to practical implementation. The satisfaction she felt at solving the problem was tempered by her fears of the wider implications of her work. She was not supposed to know the ultimate aim of the project, and as far as her boss was concerned, she did not. The unspoken instruction was simple – if she knew more than she was supposed to, keep quiet about it.

It was quite dark as she approached the second floor; although the carpet was threadbare, it helped keep the noise down compared to the tiled lobby. Still, Koenig slowed and stepped carefully in an attempt to make as little noise as possible in the hope of avoiding a conversation with Ludger Vonnegut. It was not so much he was the blockleiter, it was his attitude. Alas, it was not to be. The door swung open; the landing light clicked on. The glare of the overly bright bulb made her squint, but Koenig stopped to look up at the man who towered over her, even though he was only one metre seventy. She forced a smile.

“Good evening, Frau Koenig,” he said curtly. He was a portly man, with heavy jowls, a cane in his right hand to help with the artificial leg – the original lost whilst he directed people to a shelter during an air raid. In his mid-sixties, he never failed to mention his sacrifice for the party, the Fatherland, the Führer, and anyone else you cared to mention. Vonnegut was dressed in heavy wool trousers, a thick cardigan over his shirt, and a tie. As with so much of his outerwear, a brown patch with a pair of gold stripes, flowers, and an eagle holding a swastika was stitched to the top of the arm of the cardigan, just in case anyone was unaware of his role. He edged the door closed, as though important state secrets might escape along with the muted sounds of Bach.

“Good evening, Ludger,” she said softly. She was too tired for a fight. Koenig just wanted something to eat and to sleep. She pointedly glanced at her watch. It was past nine.

“A late night, Karolina,” he stated obviously, the switch to her first name tinged with the constant air of irritation he showed when she failed to address him as Herr Vonnegut. She nodded, made a move towards the stairs. “Working?”

Could the man not see she was tired? She kept her temper. “Yes. A very long day with the travel.” She tried to smile. “I’m lucky to have a good job.”

“Yes,” he said tersely. “Far away?”

“Not too far,” she answered vaguely. He was desperate to push, to find out where she went, and what she was doing. Vonnegut thought it his duty to interrogate anyone in the block, just in case. The last time he pressed her, she admonished him for his prying – she was on a government project. If he wished, she would put him in contact with the security men to discuss – his questions stopped, but she knew he was unhappy. However, it was not a good idea to seem too interested.

“Very good. Serving the party. One moment.” He ducked inside, returned with two envelopes. “Your mail.”

“Ah,” she said. He forced her to put the bag down to accept the envelopes. “Thank you. You don’t have to worry, Ludger. I can get it from the box.” One was from work, the other, to her delight, appeared to be the letter she hoped for.

“Of course, but it’s no trouble.” The real reason, both knew, was that he wanted to check the envelopes to see what mail she received. She had seen him check other boxes in the communal entry hall where the post boxes were on occasion, and he seemed to have taken it upon himself to act as her personal delivery service.

“Well thank you,” she repeated. She knew he was lonely. Never married, no children and few friends, he took his warden role so seriously it made him unpopular. Everyone felt he wanted to catch people doing something wrong, no matter how trivial, just to make himself feel important. Perhaps if he were not such a pain, people might be more amenable to a conversation, or a meal. He once asked her if she wanted to join him for dinner, but she managed to make an excuse, and he never asked again. It was his job to be nosy, but did he have to be so obnoxious?

“I should go. It’s been a long day. See you tomorrow.” Koenig took a couple of steps away. He opened his mouth, and for a moment appeared about to say more, but evidently thought better of it. He wished her goodnight, edged back into the apartment and the door clicked shut. She breathed a sigh of relief as the lock clicked.

It was colder than expected due to the rain, and the smaller coat had been a mistake, so it was a relief to get into the warmth of her apartment. She dropped the dripping umbrella into the bath, kicked off her shoes and picked up a towel to rub at her damp, blond hair – perhaps more grey than blond now, she admitted to herself. Her house shoes were directly under the radiator, and she wriggled the toes deep into the warmth and walked to the small kitchen. She opened the door to the refrigerator, sniffed some leftover stew – it seemed fine – and looked longingly at the last two bottles of beer. No! Tomorrow was Friday. She would treat herself to something good for dinner and enjoy them while listening to the live broadcast of the Berlin Philharmonic on the radio.

Whilst the stew warmed in the oven, Koenig sat with a glass of water and wrote notes on a sheet of paper. It was strictly against security protocol, but she did not want to forget the details. The time in Munich was tedious, but a necessary evil. Without money, there was no project, so the needs of the leadership had to be met. Plans were reviewed, reassessed, and updated. The government never truly trusted civilians, so military oversight was ever present. It was two intense days, and by the time she got to the hotel at the end of the first she was fortunate to manage five hours in the hotel bed. Another long day followed, then the return home, and the rest of the week was spent implementing the changes demanded at the meeting. It would all be repeated in a few weeks if the manufacturers kept their promise. It seemed unlikely.

Politics were of no interest to Koenig. It was days spent at the research centre, and now the manufacturer and warehouse, that she found most interesting. Proper engineering work. She was happy to be home and smiled at her reflection in the window. It was the manufacturer she had to visit the following day, with an unpalatable message to pass on. Things were not moving fast enough.

Once she completed her notes for the meeting, Koenig sketched a picture on a fresh sheet of paper and added concise notes. As she jotted these thoughts onto the page, she considered the designs. She knew there were problems – it would not take long for them to come to light once they started using the machines. Did she really want to solve them? Intellectually, it was a problem to be solved, but if she were right, she feared the outcome. The official purpose of the project was to generate electricity. There was a darker motive. Did anyone else harbour the same fears? Perhaps the rest of the team welcomed the outcome she feared. In fact, she was sure they did, or would if they knew the truth, which made her even more reticent. If anyone worried, they did not share such thoughts. It was impossible to know who to trust, so the default was to trust no-one.

With a shrug, Koenig scanned her work, carefully folded the sheet of paper, slipped it into an envelope, then went to the kitchen to check on the stew. It was piping hot. She cut a thick slice of black bread, spread it with a generous amount of butter and carried the steaming bowl back to the table. It was too hot to eat immediately, so she opened her letter and began to read. After the first page she tentatively dipped the spoon along the edge of the bowl. The food had cooled slightly, and she took a small bite. She was thrilled to hear from her boys – they were not actually nephews, but still the closest thing to family in her life. The words were innocent, nothing the censors could quibble over, but the message was clear: the fighting in the East was horrific and no closer to ending. She considered her work. Would it help?
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London

Smoke rose slowly from the cigarette balanced on the edge of the packed ashtray. The whisper of breeze from the open window barely moved the stream off the vertical as it dissipated towards the ceiling, adding to the brownish tint on the white tiles. Late afternoon spring sunshine lit the room; despite the open windows the air was filled with stale cigarette smoke, and the pungent aroma of coffee burnt into the metal element where the pot the men shared stood empty.

David Brook took a final drag on the cigarette, looked glumly at the dregs of an empty coffee cup, and glanced at his watch. Could he justify an early exit? It was a quiet day. He looked across at the other man in his section who happened to be in the office. Branson rolled his eyes as he pretended to listen to whoever was on the other end of the telephone, which he had managed to wedge into the sling supporting his right arm and shoulder. The bruising on his face looked much better. Brook raised his left hand to show his wristwatch, made a drinking motion with his other hand and raised his eyebrows. A smile crossed Branson’s face, and he held up his uninjured hand, fingers splayed: five minutes. Brook began to collect the papers he needed to put in the safe, placed the less important ones in his desk and locked the drawer.

The intercom buzzed just as he stood. His eyes narrowed. Hopefully his secretary wanted to leave early. “Hello, Carol. Feel free to get off.”

“No, it’s not that sir. Sir Lawrence would like a word.”

“Now?” Brook asked, surprised. It was unusual to be summoned to the seventh floor this late in the day.

“Immediately, Ms. Symonds said.”

“Fine,” Brook said, trying to keep the irritation out of his voice. “On my way. Why don’t you get going, Carol? See you in the morning.”

“If you don’t mind. Thank you, sir.”

“Enjoy your evening.” Brook cut off the connection. “Someone might as well,” he muttered to himself. He glanced over at Branson and shook his head, resigned to a late finish. Brook shrugged on his jacket, checked his tie, and climbed the stairs to the top floor. Colleen Symonds, long red hair draped over a green blouse, faced the entrance and smiled brightly.

“Evening, David.”

“Hello, Colleen. How are you? What’s this about?” He added, flicking his chin towards the door.

“Very well, thank you. No idea. He got a call at lunchtime, told me to cancel everything. Been in there since. A couple of men from Cambridge arrived a few hours ago. He even fetched them coffee.” Sir Lawrence Belanger rarely made coffee – he was not lazy, just busy, and often got lost in his work. Colleen took a cup in every couple of hours and reminded him to eat lunch. Brook widened his eyes, shrugged, and waited whilst the redhead tapped the intercom button. “Mr. Brook is here,” she said once the connection was made.

“Send him in.”

Brook smiled at Symonds and pushed the door. It did not move, then there was a click as the door unlocked. It was the first time he had ever known the door to be locked. He looked at Symonds in surprise and pushed the door tentatively. This time it opened, and Sir Lawrence, stood at the side of his huge oak desk, waved him in. There were two other men in the office, and Brook recognised neither. One was in his late twenties, bright eyed, thin, and alert. He looked shocked, perhaps even scared. The other was older, maybe fifty, slicked hair, the bulbous red nose of a drinker, and the hint of a grim smile. Belanger introduced both, and they nodded briefly towards Brook, shook hands, and left. Brook glanced at the door as the lock clicked, then back at his boss.

Sir Lawrence Belanger KCB, DFC, MC was a big man, a couple of inches taller than Brook, broad shouldered and solid like the second rower he was in his university days. Almost sixty, he still appeared to be in good enough shape to carry two wounded men, one on each shoulder, back to the trenches as he had done to earn some of the letters after his name during the Great War. His iron-grey hair was cut short, and although he was no longer a soldier, his back was ramrod straight.

“Evening, Brook,” Belanger said and waved at a chair as he pushed an ashtray towards him. “Hope it’s not too late.” Brook shook his head – one did not complain about working later to Belanger, who was usually at his desk by seven and rarely left less than twelve hours later. “Good. Can I offer you a drink? Bit early, but you might need it.”

“Thank you, sir.” Brook said, his interest thoroughly piqued. Belanger was not a man who spoke in hyperbole. A big, ornate clock struck the half-hour from the mantlepiece as he watched his heavyset boss pour two generous measures of single malt into crystal glasses sat on the trolley behind the desk. He splashed water in one and waved the jug at Brook, who held his thumb and forefinger half an inch apart. Belanger added the water and slid the glass across the table, then raised his own glass in Brook’s direction. Brook returned the gesture, and when the older man took a sip, still on his feet, Brook followed his lead. It was a good malt – soft, warming, and strong. It was only then he noticed that Belanger looked worried. The tie was not as tight as usual, the jacket was on the back of the chair. It took a lot to worry Sir Lawrence Belanger.

“Cigar?” Belanger asked, waving his glass towards the box on the windowsill. Brook shook his head and stared at Hyde Park and the Serpentine, the park populated with the lucky office workers who had managed to escape early to enjoy the last of the early spring sun. Belanger clipped a cigar and worked to light it as Brook lit a cigarette. “Busy?” he muttered around the stubbornly unlit cigar.

“Mostly routine, sir. Some unexpected data out of Germany we’re looking at. Machine tool shortages. Increased demand for aluminium. Blackouts in Saxony despite new power plant construction.”

“Hmmm. Ever heard of Tube Alloys?” Belanger asked abruptly through the plume of blue-grey smoke that signalled he had finally got the tobacco to burn. He scowled at the end, gently blew on the ash, and was rewarded with a dull red glow. Satisfied, he looked at Brook expectantly. He shook his head. “Manhattan Project?” Again, negative. “Hmm, that’s something I suppose,” he grunted. “How about atomic energy?”

“A little. A couple of papers crossed the section’s desk.” Brook leant forward, tapped his cigarette into the ashtray and frowned. “One of them might have mentioned a weapon. Didn’t go into detail.”

“It wouldn’t. Tube Alloys was – well, is – the British project to develop it. An atomic bomb, if you will. The Manhattan Project is the American equivalent. We’re co-operating. To an extent. You know the Americans!” Belanger paused to suck on the cigar, and Brook wisely thought silence was the best option if he wanted to avoid a lecture on the failings of their American ‘partners’. “Anyway, it works. We’ve tested a bomb. To say it’s a superweapon is an understatement. The blast was equivalent to over twenty thousand tons of TNT.”

Brook looked distinctly unimpressed. “That’s what, a couple of Grand Slams?”

Belanger took a deep breath, slowly shook his head. “Tons. Not pounds.”

“Twenty thousand tons! In one bomb? How big is it?”

“Around five tons.”

“Five?” Brook asked, surprised. “A Lincoln can carry two and drop forty thousand tons of explosives on a target?” Belanger had his attention.

“Perhaps. With modifications. Might not survive the drop. Vickers are working on something new. Massive bloody thing. Another of Barnes-Wallis’ machines, I suppose,” Belanger added, doubt in his voice. “We’re not there yet. Might be a year before they can get an operational bomb.”

“How does it work?” Brook had no doubt that, if it were needed, the weapon could be operationalised quickly. Plenty of lab-fresh contraptions were flown when fears of a German invasion were at their worst.

“Don’t worry about it for now. You’re due in Cambridge tomorrow for a briefing,” Belanger said. He gestured towards the door with his cigar. “Those chaps are part of the project. That’s not important. What’s important is the Germans. Our sources suggest they are working on something similar. We picked up a lot of their scientists when Hitler was around. Dismissed it as Jewish science. Persecuted those who stayed. Most left. We picked up a good number of them. His successors are more pragmatic!”

“Sounds, ominous,” Brook murmured. The thought of the Nazis with a weapon of such immense power was terrifying, even if it did not solve their troubles in the East. What a threat it would be to Britain – another Blitz would not be necessary if a single bomb had the power carried by a thousand bombers. “How reliable is the source?”

“Hard to say. Lots of bits and pieces, unsubstantiated mostly,” Belanger admitted. “But we’ve started to receive some information from an unknown source. Interesting, stuff. Very detailed. Someone knows their stuff. It’s not earth-shattering – well, maybe.” He scowled at his own dark humour. “Nothing we don’t know, of course. The analysts think it’s proof of a program. And the source knows what it means.”

“How are the messages passed?”

Belanger laughed. “We’ve a Board of Trade office in Dresden. Covers all of Saxony, and around. Someone calls the chief with a location. There’ll be an envelope under a pew in a church, or a bottle in a tree stump in a park. We’ve no idea who they are. Best guess is someone technical. An engineer. A metallurgist. One chap said a chemist.”

“They’re taking a hell of a chance.”

“Damn right! And there’s an increase in traffic. The latest message was left a week ago. Alarm bells are ringing.”

“How did they know to contact this chap? Who is it?”

“Dumb luck! Name’s Jamison. D’ye know him?” Brook shook his head. “Just happens we’ve a man in Saxony. Lots of industry interest in trade.” He shrugged.

“Where do I fit in, sir?”

“We need a contingency plan. In case we need to act.”

“Act, sir?” Brook asked.

“That’s what we need to figure out. The PM’s scientific advisor has scared him. Bloody idiot,” Belanger snapped moodily. “Doesn’t help. Anyway, nothing’s off the table. You’ll understand why when you speak to Dr Stimson tomorrow.” Belanger looked Brook square in the face. “Sabotage. Steal or destroy the research. Remove the key players. Problem is, it tells them we’re worried.” Belanger glared at the dead tip of his cigar and struck another match.

“I see,” Brook said cautiously. He stubbed his cigarette out and waited whilst Belanger coaxed his cigar back to life.

“Thoughts?” Belanger pursed his lips, drained his whiskey, and gestured with the glass. Brook nudged his empty glass towards his boss.

“Well, sir, it’s hard to say. Difficult to operate over there.” He instantly regretted the words as Belanger banged the glass down harder than necessary and stared at Brook. He dropped into his seat, Brook’s glass still not quite within reach.

“Of course it’s bloody difficult,” he snapped, taking a slug of whiskey. His eyes narrowed and he pushed the glass towards Brook, almost reluctantly. “You’ve spent lots of time over there. Branson’s in no shape. Smith is already engaged. And, of course, you speak the best German.”

Brook accepted the glass, took a sip, and nodded. Belanger was already anticipating a need to act inside Germany. Brook had two excellent, active covers for travelling in Reich territory – businessmen keen to work with German companies, stymied by narrow minded British politicians. Before the war he had travelled to Germany several times, even attending the Berlin Olympics as a reserve for the modern pentathlon team.

“Sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to sound negative,” Brook said. “Of course, I’d like to be involved. It’s just rather vague, sir.”

“Isn’t everything?” Belanger responded with feeling, but a half-smile crossed his face. “Go to Cambridge tomorrow, listen to what Stimson has to say. He’ll explain the details. Take a couple of days to review the materials and think about it. We’ll talk Friday. Ten sharp.”

“Yes, sir,” Brook said. The meeting was over. He drained his glass and stood. “Thanks for the drink, sir.”

“Branson’s probably still waiting downstairs. Check he’s alright. Carol’s got the details for your meeting tomorrow.” Brook smiled as the door unlocked. How did the old bugger know he was going for a drink with Branson? Of course, it was his job to know everything! Brook walked down the stairs, and Branson was waiting with his coat at the door, a knowing look on his face. He would not ask about Brook’s meeting; if he needed to know, he would be told. They made their way to the pub on the corner; then, after a swift couple of pints, found a table at a nearby restaurant. It was not a late night, but as far as Brook could tell, Branson was raring to go as soon as his injuries healed. It was exactly what he expected.
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Cambridge

With a clear sky and the promise of a crisp spring morning with lots of sun and almost no chance of rain, and despite his misgivings, Brook took the forecasters at their word and took the time to lower the top of his burgundy Allard Coupe. He lay his worsted suit jacket and grey fedora in the small boot next to the spare wheel, but kept the waistcoat on in case it got cold once he reached the open spaces of the Great Cambridge Road. He was due to meet Stimson at the Cavendish Laboratory in Cambridge at ten, and had allowed himself plenty of time, resigned to a fight through the London morning traffic.

The car door swung backwards, Brook dropped into the soft red leather seat, set the choke, and pressed the starter button. The three-and-a-half litre Ford engine growled. He slipped it into gear and drove carefully up the slope, gave a nod to the garage attendant as he raised the barrier, and pulled into the light traffic. Brook shifted to settle into the seat. He had one hand on the wheel, a cigarette between index and forefinger, and the other hand on the gearstick as he nudged forward with the commuters, darting around buses and the occasional tardy driver. The ash grew and he was occasionally forced to switch hands to protect the leather. He turned left as he approached Mayfair, followed the eastern edge of Hyde Park then accelerated in a rare quiet patch through Marylebone and round Regents Park.

A torturously slow half-hour through Camden, Holloway, and Finsbury Park, then through Tottenham and he reached the A10, the main road up to Cambridge. Another flurry of traffic, and then he was clear of London and heading north. The sun shone brightly, but he was glad of the waistcoat as he coaxed the Allard into top and nudged a hundred miles per hour on the empty stretches of road. Brook smiled, made a mental note to thank the mechanic who kept the car tuned to perfection, and enjoyed the exhilaration of the wind in his hair. It did not compare to flying his Spitfire, but it was as close as you could get on four wheels.

The road skirted round Ware, and before Brook knew it he was crossing the river Cam and approaching Cambridge. He slowed, pulled the sheet of paper with the directions to the laboratory from the glove box and read as he drove. They were simple enough, and he arrived at the narrow stone archway, drove through, and parked. He climbed out of the car and glanced skyward. With no clouds threatening, he left the roof down. He slipped on the suit jacket, donned his fedora, and looked around to try and figure out where to go. Unsure, he approached an attractive young woman, laden with books. The spine of one included the word Radioisotopes.

“Good morning, I wonder if you can help me. I’m looking for the Cavendish Laboratory. Mr Stimson.”

She looked at him carefully. “Dr Stimson?” Brook offered a look of contrition and nodded. “In there. He’s giving a lecture until ten.”

“Yes, I’m early. Thanks for your help.” He started to turn.

She looked at him curiously. “Why are you looking for Dr Stimson? You don’t look like a student.”

“Just some business,” Brook said vaguely. “Thanks again.” He took a step towards the building she had said Stimson was in.

“You have to check with reception,” she said sternly. She pointed the other way. “I’ll show you.”

“Of course. I’m David Brook.” Brook fell into step with her. She was in her early twenties, average height and figure, generally unremarkable except for the medium length hair which was so black it was almost blue in the sun.

“Kate. Marsh.” She said it with reluctance.

“Do you know Stimson well?”

“Doctor Stimson?” she corrected again, with no attempt to hide her irritation. “I suppose. I’m a grad student. You ask a lot of questions.”

“Do I? Sorry. You’re a physics student? Atomic physics.”

“Here we are.” She bobbed her head at the door. Laden down with books, she could not open it herself, although Brook sensed she resented asking for help. He jumped forward to open the door and followed her through. She smiled at the receptionist and waited for Brook to introduce himself.

“Ah, Mr Brook. Dr Stimson mentioned you were coming. A little early. He said I could take you to his rooms. He’ll be with you at ten. Lecturing undergrads. Let me find someone to take the desk.”

“I can take him, Jill.” The receptionist looked at Kate dubiously. “I can make tea. We’ll be fine. Right, Mr Brook?” Brook smiled in agreement.

“Thanks Kate. See you later?”

“Probably. Come along, Mr Brook,” Kate said authoritatively. She seemed slightly less hostile now she knew he was not some random interloper. Brook followed her brisk pace, managed to get in position to open any doors they came to, and followed through a maze of corridors and up two flights of stairs until they eventually stopped at a door, which Brook once again opened. He followed Marsh into a large room, which appeared smaller due to the clutter. A pair of narrow windows were flanked by floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, crammed full of impressive looking texts. A bookshelf against the wall next to the door was filled with periodicals. Two overstuffed sofas and several comfortable armchairs surrounded a low, glass coffee table. Doors to the left and right of the room indicated Stimson was allocated generous space in the college.

Marsh lowered the books to the coffee table and looked at Brook. “Tea? Coffee?”

“Coffee would be splendid.”

“Sit,” she ordered, waving at the chairs as she marched to the door to the left. Brook took a couple of steps towards the table and glanced at the spines of the books. It appeared only one was related to atomic physics; the others appeared to be focused on mathematics. Brook wondered if she was working on the Tube Alloys project. Not that it mattered; he was here to speak to Stimson. Brook edged towards the door to see Marsh busy in a small kitchen. He moved back to sit on one of the sofas, and waited. Marsh soon returned with two cups, one with a small plate of biscuits balanced on top. It was evident she accepted Brook was expected, but she had no intention of leaving him alone. It confirmed Brook’s suspicion she was at least aware of the secretive nature of Stimson’s work, even if she was not directly involved. He accepted the cup, took a biscuit, and leant back, surreptitiously glancing at his watch. Stimson would be at least ten minutes. A sip of coffee forced her to speak first.

“You’re lucky to get time with Dr Stimson at such short notice,” she said. “Something important, Mr Brook?”

“David, please,” Brook said disarmingly. “I understand he’s busy. Just some business.”

“Rubbish,” she snapped. “Tony— Dr Stimson doesn’t talk business. He has time for two things. Neither are business.”

“His special project?”

Her eyes narrowed and she leant forward and picked up her cup, blew at the dark liquid and sipped in an effort to slow the conversation. It was too hot. “What do you know about it?” Marsh asked sharply once she had replaced the cup on the glass. She sat back on the sofa opposite Brook, legs crossed, confident and assertive. Her hair was cut shorter than the current fashion, but Brook could tell she did not give a damn what people thought.

“Not much,” he admitted. “But, yes, I’m here to talk about Tube Alloys.”

Marsh’s eyes bulged. “You can’t say that!” She breathed.

Brook shrugged. “I’m sure you know a lot more about it than I do.”

“Well,” she huffed, and risked the coffee again. This time it came to her rescue, and she selected a biscuit, took a bite, and chewed, contemplating Brook. “What do you know about it?”

“Practically nothing.”

“And what do you do?”

“I’m a civil servant.” It was Brook’s turn to take a drink. If the girl worked on the project, she was probably rather clever. Best not to risk getting caught in a lie.

“Is that so!” Marsh smiled mischievously, now on safer ground. She could have some fun teasing Brook until Dr Stimson arrived, now she had the upper hand. “That covers a multitude of sins. You don’t look like a scientist. Anyway, I’d know if you were in the field. And you’re far too good-looking to be an accountant.” She paused and nibbled the biscuit with a slight smirk. “Dr Stimson doesn’t have time for just anyone. And he was in London yesterday. You must be important!”

Brook shrugged, smiled disarmingly, and tried to dismiss the comment. “Just part of the machine. Nothing too grand, I’m afraid.” The door clicked and both turned to see a man walk in. Brook recognised him as the younger man from Belanger’s office, but the slightly faded suntan was slightly more obvious today.

“Dr Stimson,” Marsh said. “This is Mr Brook. I was just keeping him company until you arrived.”

Brook stood. “David Brook, how do you do.” He extended a hand. The man no longer looked scared.

“Anthony Stimson.” He grasped the offered hand firmly.

Brook gestured at the suntanned skin. “Been somewhere nice?” Stimson looked confused. “The suntan. The test?”

“Oh – er, yes,” he stuttered. “You’re here for a chat about our, er, project. What do you know about it?”

“Tube Alloys?” Brook asked. Marsh winced as Brook casually mentioned the project once more.

“Oh, don’t worry, Kate,” Stimson said with a brief smile. “This chap knows more secrets than both of us combined.” Marsh’s concern changed to a smirk, and it was Brook’s turn to look uncomfortable.

“I’ll leave you to it.”

“Why don’t you stay, Kate? You might be able to explain, er, bridge the gap.” Brook watched the doctor carefully. He rubbed his fingers together. Stimson was nervous. Brook wanted him at ease. He smiled and looked at Marsh questioningly. “I’m told I can be too, er, technical. Soon-to-be Dr Marsh is a mathematician. Not a physicist. She might translate. Mathematics is crucial to the project. Any of that
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