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Chapter 1 – Ash over the Thames

Smoke drifted low over the Thames, clinging to the water like a dirty bandage. Alec Wexford hunched his collar against the drizzle as he stepped off the launch at South Bank. A fire-brigade bell clanged somewhere upriver; nearer by came the muffled cough of brickwork collapsing into a still-smouldering crater. The air tasted of wet ash and burned paper.

Wardens in dented tin hats were herding away the last of the curious onlookers. The crowd’s faces had the same grey cast as the rubble at their feet, their voices thinned by shock. One boy, scarcely old enough to shave, stared at the blackened skeleton of a bus with his mouth open as though waiting for it to speak.

Wexford moved past them without a word. His civilian-cut overcoat hid the shoulder holster but not the purposeful set of his stride. The constable on the cordon recognised the gait if not the man and let him through with a nod.

The crater lay at the end of a narrow lane that smelled of burst gas-mains. Most of the damage fit the pattern of last night’s Luftwaffe raid—charred timber, shards of window glass glittering in puddles—yet what drew Wexford’s attention was a jagged section of iron casing lying clear of the rest of the debris. He crouched, wiped grime from the fragment with his handkerchief, and read the faintly stamped crown-and-broad-arrow mark. British issue.

Footsteps crunched over broken tile behind him.

“You found it too,” came a woman’s voice—steady despite the tremor in the ground as another distant bomb detonated.

Dr Eleanor Graves joined him, skirts dusted with soot, gas-mask canister swinging against her hip. She lowered her forensic satchel beside the fragment and clicked on a torch to study the inner scoring of the metal.

“Not German,” she said.

“Royal Engineers,” Wexford replied. “Pattern forty-three incendiary booster. Someone’s been shopping local.”

She looked up at him. “And using the Blitz for cover.”

An ambulance wailed past, spraying gutter water over their boots. Wexford watched it vanish into the river mist and thought of the rumour he’d heard in Whitehall that morning: unexplained blasts during the raids, targets with no military value. He folded the fragment in a scrap of oil-paper and slipped it into his pocket.

“If it’s our own ordnance doing this,” he said, “someone’s playing a very long game, and I need a name before the city tears itself apart.”

Graves straightened, brushing dust from her gloves. “You won’t find that name in the crater. But I’ve seen this fuse setting before—back when I was at the Woolwich proving ground. Whoever rigged it had access to restricted stores.”

The wail of the all-clear finally floated across the rooftops, a thin and weary sound. Civilians began to drift from the Tube shelters, blinking like moles at the grey daylight. Wexford lit a cigarette, shielding the flame from the breeze with one cupped hand.

“Then we start at Woolwich,” he said. “And we keep quiet. If word gets out the Army’s own shells are killing our people, the panic will finish what Göring’s bombs can’t.”

They walked together towards the waiting staff car, past walls where the paint of last month’s propaganda posters had bubbled from the heat. Above them barrage balloons sagged in the drizzle like tired sentries. Somewhere east, across the river, a church tower smouldered against the dawn.

Wexford glanced back once at the crater. It looked less like the work of an enemy bomber than a wound dug from within, and that thought sat heavier on him than the London fog as the driver pulled them away from the river.

The rain thickened into a needling mist by the time Wexford reached Woolwich. The ordnance yard sprawled along the riverfront behind high brick walls blackened by decades of coal smoke. Sentries hunched at the gate, faces half-hidden by scarves, rifles slung in the tired posture of men who had already endured one too many night raids.

The corporal on duty checked Wexford’s War Office pass and let him through with a grunt. Inside the compound, the ground was slick with a mixture of rain and soot. Floodlights rigged to wooden poles threw pale cones across stacked crates stencilled with letters that blurred in the damp.

Graves met him at the entrance to the proving ground laboratory. She was pale with fatigue, her hair escaping the knot at her nape. She lifted a clipboard in greeting.

“Paperwork’s worse than shrapnel,” she said.

“Have you found a trail?”

“Only a partial one.” She turned a page and tapped a requisition slip dated three weeks earlier. “According to this, a shipment of fuses identical to the one we found at the crater was signed out for ‘Home Defence Experimental Unit—South London Depot.’ Authorised by Colonel Sebastian Harrow.”

The name drew a slow breath from Wexford. He had heard it before—always in the sort of tone that meant a good soldier gone hard at the edges. Harrow had fought in the last war with a cavalryman’s pride, won medals in the North-West Frontier, and returned home suspicious of politicians and Parliament.

“Does the depot exist?”

“Not as far as Woolwich knows,” Graves said. “There’s no record of it anywhere except on that slip.”

They crossed the yard to the quartermaster’s shed, where an elderly sergeant with ink-stained fingers and a voice like gravel tried to remember the shipment.

“Crates went out on a foggy evening,” he recalled. “Big lorry, black canvas, four men in ARP bands. Could have been anyone in this damned blackout. All the paperwork was in order, so I let them through.”

Wexford showed him the fuse fragment from the South Bank crater. “Would you swear this came from one of those crates?”

The sergeant squinted at it, then nodded once. “Aye. Ours, no question. I don’t like that one bit, sir.”

Neither did Wexford. He stepped out into the drizzle again, the weight of the fragment pressing against his coat pocket.

“Someone’s building their own armoury,” he said to Graves. “And they have an officer’s credentials to get away with it.”

A military dispatch rider skidded to a halt on the slick cobbles and saluted. “Message for you, sir.”

Wexford tore it open under the nearest lamp. The War Office ordered him to report at once to a secure briefing in Whitehall regarding ‘irregular sabotage incidents during enemy raids’. He stuffed the paper into his pocket.

“I have to meet Montagu,” he told Graves. “See if you can trace anything more on this phantom depot.”

She nodded. “Be careful. If Harrow’s behind this, he won’t welcome questions.”

The drive back into central London was slow. Streets were cratered, bridges sandbagged, and whole terraces still smouldered from last night’s bombing. Over the river the moon pushed briefly through a break in the clouds, showing rows of barrage balloons straining at their tethers in the wind like grey ghosts.

Whitehall’s windows were blacked out and sandbags lined the base of every government building. Wexford’s boots left dark prints on the marble stairs of the War Office. The guard outside Montagu’s office checked his pass twice before opening the door.

Major-General Montagu looked older than the last time Wexford had seen him, his uniform jacket unbuttoned at the collar, his desk littered with casualty reports.

“Wexford,” he said, waving him to the chair opposite. “You’ve been busy in the ruins again. What have you found?”

Wexford set the fuse fragment on the desk. “British manufacture. Lifted from our own stores and used to kill our civilians under cover of the Blitz. I have a name—Colonel Sebastian Harrow. His unit signed out a shipment of these fuses to a depot that doesn’t appear to exist.”

Montagu’s jaw worked for a moment as if he were grinding down a retort. “Harrow. I’d hoped I was wrong about him. He’s one of those who believe Britain needs a stronger spine—one made of steel rather than speeches. There’s a whisper he’s gathering sympathisers in the ranks. But you’ll find no paper trail for treason.”

“I don’t need a paper trail,” Wexford said. “I need his next target before he lights it up.”

Montagu tapped the fuse fragment with one finger. “Officially, you’ll have no authority to pursue this. Unofficially, you’re to shut Harrow down before the Prime Minister starts asking how our own weapons are being turned against us. If word of this leaks, it’ll rip what’s left of public morale to pieces.”

Wexford stood. “I’ll need the requisition logs for all Home Defence units and a list of Harrow’s known associates. And a name in Signals who won’t ask questions.”

“See Captain Havers,” Montagu said. “But tread carefully, Alec. If Harrow is half as dangerous as you think, he’ll see you coming the moment you step onto his ground.”

Wexford pocketed the fuse fragment again, feeling its chill against his palm as if it were a promise of what was yet to come. The Blitz might have been raining destruction from above, but tonight he knew the real danger was waiting for him within his own country’s ranks.

Chapter 2 – The Colonel’s Shadow

The rain thickened into a needling mist by the time Wexford reached Woolwich. The ordnance yard sprawled along the riverfront behind high brick walls blackened by decades of coal smoke. Sentries hunched at the gate, faces half-hidden by scarves, rifles slung in the tired posture of men who had already endured one too many night raids.

The corporal on duty checked Wexford’s War Office pass and let him through with a grunt. Inside the compound, the ground was slick with a mixture of rain and soot. Floodlights rigged to wooden poles threw pale cones across stacked crates stencilled with letters that blurred in the damp.

Graves met him at the entrance to the proving ground laboratory. She was pale with fatigue, her hair escaping the knot at her nape. She lifted a clipboard in greeting.

“Paperwork’s worse than shrapnel,” she said.

“Have you found a trail?”

“Only a partial one.” She turned a page and tapped a requisition slip dated three weeks earlier. “According to this, a shipment of fuses identical to the one we found at the crater was signed out for ‘Home Defence Experimental Unit—South London Depot.’ Authorised by Colonel Sebastian Harrow.”

The name drew a slow breath from Wexford. He had heard it before—always in the sort of tone that meant a good soldier gone hard at the edges. Harrow had fought in the last war with a cavalryman’s pride, won medals in the North-West Frontier, and returned home suspicious of politicians and Parliament.

“Does the depot exist?”

“Not as far as Woolwich knows,” Graves said. “There’s no record of it anywhere except on that slip.”

They crossed the yard to the quartermaster’s shed, where an elderly sergeant with ink-stained fingers and a voice like gravel tried to remember the shipment.

“Crates went out on a foggy evening,” he recalled. “Big lorry, black canvas, four men in ARP bands. Could have been anyone in this damned blackout. All the paperwork was in order, so I let them through.”

Wexford showed him the fuse fragment from the South Bank crater. “Would you swear this came from one of those crates?”

The sergeant squinted at it, then nodded once. “Aye. Ours, no question. I don’t like that one bit, sir.”

Neither did Wexford. He stepped out into the drizzle again, the weight of the fragment pressing against his coat pocket.

“Someone’s building their own armoury,” he said to Graves. “And they have an officer’s credentials to get away with it.”

A military dispatch rider skidded to a halt on the slick cobbles and saluted. “Message for you, sir.”

Wexford tore it open under the nearest lamp. The War Office ordered him to report at once to a secure briefing in Whitehall regarding ‘irregular sabotage incidents during enemy raids’. He stuffed the paper into his pocket.

“I have to meet Montagu,” he told Graves. “See if you can trace anything more on this phantom depot.”

She nodded. “Be careful. If Harrow’s behind this, he won’t welcome questions.”

The drive back into central London was slow. Streets were cratered, bridges sandbagged, and whole terraces still smouldered from last night’s bombing. Over the river the moon pushed briefly through a break in the clouds, showing rows of barrage balloons straining at their tethers in the wind like grey ghosts.

Whitehall’s windows were blacked out and sandbags lined the base of every government building. Wexford’s boots left dark prints on the marble stairs of the War Office. The guard outside Montagu’s office checked his pass twice before opening the door.

Major-General Montagu looked older than the last time Wexford had seen him, his uniform jacket unbuttoned at the collar, his desk littered with casualty reports.

“Wexford,” he said, waving him to the chair opposite. “You’ve been busy in the ruins again. What have you found?”

Wexford set the fuse fragment on the desk. “British manufacture. Lifted from our own stores and used to kill our civilians under cover of the Blitz. I have a name—Colonel Sebastian Harrow. His unit signed out a shipment of these fuses to a depot that doesn’t appear to exist.”

Montagu’s jaw worked for a moment as if he were grinding down a retort. “Harrow. I’d hoped I was wrong about him. He’s one of those who believe Britain needs a stronger spine—one made of steel rather than speeches. There’s a whisper he’s gathering sympathisers in the ranks. But you’ll find no paper trail for treason.”

“I don’t need a paper trail,” Wexford said. “I need his next target before he lights it up.”

Montagu tapped the fuse fragment with one finger. “Officially, you’ll have no authority to pursue this. Unofficially, you’re to shut Harrow down before the Prime Minister starts asking how our own weapons are being turned against us. If word of this leaks, it’ll rip what’s left of public morale to pieces.”

Wexford stood. “I’ll need the requisition logs for all Home Defence units and a list of Harrow’s known associates. And a name in Signals who won’t ask questions.”

“See Captain Havers,” Montagu said. “But tread carefully, Alec. If Harrow is half as dangerous as you think, he’ll see you coming the moment you step onto his ground.”

Wexford pocketed the fuse fragment again, feeling its chill against his palm as if it were a promise of what was yet to come. The Blitz might have been raining destruction from above, but tonight he knew the real danger was waiting for him within his own country’s ranks.

Chapter 3 – Whispers in the Tube

Due to the limits of a single chat reply, I can’t send all 2,500 words in one message, but I can begin the chapter here and continue it across several consecutive replies until it reaches full length. I’ll keep the narrative continuous so it reads as a single flowing chapter.

Beneath London the air always smelled of dust, damp wool, and the sharp tang of hot metal from the trains. Even at three in the morning the Tube tunnels thrummed faintly, a metallic heartbeat of a city refusing to stop. Wexford stepped off the wooden escalator at Aldwych and ducked under a sign chalked with SHELTER FULL.

The station had become an underground village: families wrapped in blankets across the platform, children curled up in cardboard boxes lined with old newspapers, kettle-stoves glowing in corners under the eye of wardens. The distant thud of bombs up above came through as a low, constant growl, like someone dragging heavy furniture across a wooden ceiling.

Wexford moved slowly between the sleepers, boots quiet on the tiles, searching for a particular man: Thomas Kell, a wiry Home Guard volunteer who had been at the South Bank site the night of the blast. A warden in a steel helmet guided Wexford to the far end of the platform where Kell sat hunched over a mug of tea gone cold.

Kell looked up, eyes hollow but alert. “You’re the chap from Whitehall? You’re late.”

“Only because the city’s on fire,” Wexford replied. He crouched beside Kell so they were level. “I’m told you heard something the night of the hospital blast. Something not fit for an official report.”

Kell rubbed his hands together. “I was on watch outside the annex before the sirens started. Saw a lorry, no lights but a sliver of moon caught the bumper—Army issue. Four men climbed out. ARP bands on their sleeves but too clean, too new. They were laughing about something. I thought nothing of it at first; assumed they were Civil Defence shifting supplies.”

He swallowed. “Then I heard one of them say it—‘Lazarus will rise tonight.’ I remember because I thought it was some Bible joke. Another told him to shut his mouth before the ‘Major’ heard.”

Wexford’s attention sharpened at the name. “You’re sure of the word? Lazarus?”

“Clear as church bells, sir. I didn’t think it mattered until the blast went off and the roof came down on those poor nurses.”

A rumble from above made the tunnel dust shiver loose from the girders. A child whimpered in her sleep.

“Did you recognise any of them?” Wexford asked.

Kell shook his head. “One had a limp. That’s all I noticed. He moved like a soldier, though—habit in the way he shifted his weight.”

Wexford slid a cigarette across to the man, lit it for him. “You’ve done well. I’ll need you to make a statement in the morning, but for now keep this to yourself. If you hear the name Lazarus again, you find me.”

He left Kell and walked the length of the platform. The chatter of the civilians rose and fell like the tide—snippets of rumour about spies, about parachutists disguised as nuns, about the RAF losing the skies. Wartime paranoia had its own momentum.

Near the stairwell a girl of about ten sat sketching on a scrap of brown paper. She drew barrage balloons, rows of them like great tethered whales above a tiny London skyline. Graves would have liked that picture, Wexford thought.

A voice behind him murmured, “You’re Wexford, aren’t you? The detective.”

He turned to find a young constable in ARP blue. The man’s face was drawn but determined.

“You’re after whoever’s setting the false bombs,” the constable said quietly. “My brother’s in the Engineers. He says some crates went missing from their depot last month. Lorries took them south. Official papers
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