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Chapter 1 – The Murder in Garden City
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The Nile shimmered like beaten bronze beneath the late-afternoon sun as Jack Falcon stepped out of the black Humber staff car and onto the quiet, shaded street of Garden City. Cairo’s diplomatic quarter always felt strangely detached from the chaos only a few blocks away—where donkeys jostled against Packard taxis, and the call to prayer rose above the horn-blaring symphony of the Corniche. But here, among the jacarandas and well-trimmed hedges, it could have been the outskirts of London.

Except today, the tranquillity was broken.

Two Egyptian policemen stood outside the townhouse, rifles slung awkwardly, their faces creased with unease. A third man—Inspector Nasri, a longtime acquaintance of Jack’s—strode toward him, his moustache twitching in agitation.

“Falcon,” Nasri said, gripping Jack’s hand. “Thank God the Embassy sent you.”

“They didn’t,” Jack replied. “I was already nearby. What’s the situation?”

Nasri gestured to the open door. “A murder. A terrible one. And given who the victim is... well, Cairo will be buzzing by morning.”

Jack followed him inside. The townhouse’s interior was dim, curtains drawn, the ceiling fan lazily slicing the warm air. Books and papers lay scattered across the floor. A smashed lantern glittered in a puddle of oil. And in the study—

“Dr. Lionel Harcourt,” Nasri said quietly. “The archaeologist.”

Jack inhaled sharply. Harcourt had been a familiar figure around the British Embassy: brilliant, eccentric, and a magnet for trouble. He’d spent the last year excavating in the Western Desert, trying to piece together a trail of lost wartime operations—RAF reconnaissance routes, German signal posts, forgotten supply caches buried beneath dunes.

Now he lay crumpled beside his desk, his white shirt soaked with blood.

Jack crouched beside the body. “Stab wound. Deep. Clean. Likely a stiletto or commando blade.”

Nasri nodded. “The killing blow. But there is more.” He pointed to Harcourt’s hands—stiff, bloodied, but still clenched around something.

Jack eased the fingers open.

A rolled fragment of papyrus.

He uncurled it slowly. The material was old—ancient, even—but marked with fresh ink. Harcourt’s handwriting, hurried and sharp.

A series of hieroglyphs... followed by a strange set of numbers in a column.

Coordinates? Cipher sequences?

Jack felt a familiar tightening in his gut.

Nasri watched him. “You understand it?”

“Not yet. But Harcourt was many things, and careful wasn’t one of them. If he had time to write this before dying, he must have believed it mattered.”

Jack’s mind flicked back to the fragmented rumours swirling around post-war Cairo: former Axis operatives hiding among the ruins of the Third Reich, Soviet agents quietly recruiting from the shadows, black-market dealers trading in weapons, maps, and wartime secrets.

And something else—something Harcourt had hinted at only weeks ago over whisky at Shepheard’s Hotel.

“There are things buried beneath the desert, Falcon,” Harcourt had whispered. “Not artefacts. Not tombs. Plans. Entire wartime plans. Contingencies the RAF never admitted existed.”

Jack had laughed it off then.

He wasn’t laughing now.

He rose and scanned the room again. No sign of forced entry. No struggle beyond the overturned lantern. Whoever killed Harcourt had known exactly what they were doing.

“Where is his field bag?” Jack asked suddenly.

Nasri blinked. “Field bag?”

“Harcourt carried it everywhere. Brown leather. Covered in sand more often than not.”

Nasri gestured to the broken bookshelves. “We found nothing like that.”

Jack’s jaw tightened. Someone had got here first.

Before he could speak, footsteps echoed in the foyer. Light ones. Confident.

A woman stepped into the doorway.

Tall, dark hair tied in a scarf, wearing a crisp linen suit—too crisp for the heat, too deliberate for chance.

“Ah,” she said coolly. “Jack Falcon. I wondered how long it would take you.”

Jack stiffened. “Elena Markovic.”

The last time they’d crossed paths had been in Trieste—an operation involving a missing naval officer, a forged Yugoslav passport, and a night that had ended with Jack threatening to hand her over to Military Police. She’d smiled then, too. Just as she smiled now.

“Still working unofficially for your government?” she asked.

“Still not answering anyone’s questions?” Jack returned.

Elena’s eyes flicked to Harcourt’s body, then to the papyrus in Jack’s hand. “So it’s true. He found something.”

Nasri stepped between them. “Madam, you cannot simply enter a crime scene—”

But Elena ignored him.

“Falcon,” she said gently, “you need to listen. Whatever Harcourt uncovered, he wasn’t the first to die for it. And he won’t be the last.”

Jack frowned. “You’re working for Moscow now?”

“Not Moscow.” She hesitated. “Not exactly. I have... my own reasons.”

That did little to reassure him.

“Then start explaining.”

Elena glanced at the papyrus again. “Not here. Not with the police. Not with watchers outside.”

Jack stiffened. “Watchers?”

She nodded toward the window. Jack crossed the room, eased the curtain, and peered into the fading light.

A man stood across the street. Europeans features. Clean suit. The kind of posture that suggested military training. He pretended to read a newspaper.

Another sat on a parked motorcycle.

And a third, in a fez, spoke into a small handheld transmitter.

Soviets. Almost certainly.

“You brought them here,” Jack muttered.

“I did not,” Elena replied sharply. “But they followed me. And if they’re here, it means Harcourt’s discovery is bigger than you imagine.”

Jack’s pulse quickened.

“What do they want?” Nasri asked, suddenly pale.

“Whatever the Nazis left buried in the desert during Rommel’s retreat,” Elena said. “A cache the RAF hid from both sides. It contains plans—strategic ones—about post-war Middle East alignments. If the Soviets obtain it, they gain leverage across the region.”

Jack rolled the papyrus between his fingers. The hieroglyphs. The numbers. They weren’t coordinates... not directly.

A cipher. A hybrid one—part classical Egyptian, part wartime RAF encoding. Harcourt always loved riddles.

He pocketed it.

Nasri noticed. “Falcon—this is Egyptian jurisdiction.”

Jack looked at him evenly. “Inspector, with respect... if the Soviets want this, then Egypt is not the only nation at risk. Harcourt died trying to get this into the right hands. If I walk out of here without it, his death means nothing.”

Nasri weighed him for a long moment—then stepped aside.

“Go. But be quick.”

Elena exhaled as they stepped into the hallway. “So. We run?”

“Not yet,” Jack said. “First, we find out what Harcourt was working on. And who else knew.”

“And after that?”

Jack glanced at the watchers outside. “After that, we make them wish they never stepped foot in Cairo.”

Elena smiled faintly. “I’ve missed you, Jack.”

Jack didn’t reply.

He pushed open the door—and the first bullet tore into the wall beside his head.

They dove behind the stone balustrade. Jack drew his revolver, scanning the street. The man with the newspaper fired again before ducking behind a parked lorry. Shouting erupted. Cars stalled. Civilians ran for cover.

“Three shooters,” Jack muttered. “Possibly four.”

Elena pointed. “There—by the kiosk!”

A fourth man indeed stood beside the kiosk, raising a small submachine gun.

“Move!” Jack grabbed Elena’s wrist as the man opened fire, shredding the kiosk and sending splinters across the pavement. He dragged her down an alley, weaving past clay pots and stray cats.

Behind them, the shooters shouted in Russian.

“Friendly,” Elena murmured dryly.

Jack didn’t smile.

They burst into the back courtyard of an apartment block, where laundry flapped like surrender flags. Jack scanned for exits.

“Left,” Elena said. “There’s a service alley leading toward the river.”

They sprinted.

Footsteps pounded behind them—two, maybe three pursuers. Jack hopped over a crate, shoved through a wooden gate, and found himself near a row of taxis.

One driver, an old man in a tarboosh, stared at them in horror.

Jack flashed some notes. “We were never here.”

The man nodded vigorously and fled inside.

Jack crouched behind a taxi as gunfire rattled down the alley. Dust billowed. Elena crouched beside him, clutching her side.

“You hit?” Jack asked.

“No. Just reminded that Cairo hospitality is unforgiving.”

Jack peeked around the bumper—and saw one of the Russians breaking off, running toward the street.

They weren’t retreating.

They were circling.

“Come on.” Jack rose and pulled Elena with him. “We need to get to Shepheard’s. If Harcourt told anyone anything, it’ll be there.”

“And the papyrus?”

Jack tapped his pocket. “We’ll decode it. But first we need breathing room.”

They slipped into the pedestrian chaos of the riverfront—where tourists, vendors, and diplomats melted together in noisy anonymity. The last amber light of day caught the Nile in a shimmering blaze.

But Jack felt the shadows lengthening.

The Soviets had struck fast, confident, and brazen.

Someone high up wanted Harcourt’s discovery.

If the murdered archaeologist was right... an entire region’s future could depend







d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Jack Falcon and the
Cairo Cipher






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





