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Chapter One-The Call That Wasn’t Official
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Mark Doyle was halfway through a whisky he didn’t intend to finish when the phone rang.

He let it ring twice longer than he should have.

The flat was quiet in the way London only ever managed after midnight — not silent, just distant. Traffic murmured somewhere beyond the rain-streaked windows. A siren wailed and faded. The city pretending nothing was wrong.

Doyle knew better. He always did.

The phone rang again. Same cadence. Same insistence. Whoever it was knew he was awake.

He picked up on the fifth ring.

“Yes.”

No greeting came back. Only breathing — measured, professional. A man who had learned long ago not to rush.

“Mark,” the voice said at last. “You should not be in London.”

Doyle closed his eyes.

That voice belonged to a category of people he had hoped were finished with him. Not enemies. Worse. Administrators.

“I’m retired,” Doyle said. “Officially and otherwise.”

A pause. Papers shifting.

“Officially, you don’t exist.”

“Then this call isn’t happening.”

“It is,” the voice replied. “Because something from the Shadow War didn’t stay buried.”

That phrase landed like a weight on his chest.

Doyle straightened slowly, his free hand resting on the edge of the table where a folded newspaper hid a pistol beneath it. Habit. Muscle memory. Retirement hadn’t erased that.

“Go on,” he said.

“There was a breach,” the voice continued. “Not public. Not loud. Quiet enough that most people won’t notice until it’s too late.”

“And you’re calling me because...?”

“Because the name you buried in Bucharest has surfaced in Norway.”

Doyle’s jaw tightened.

“That man was dead.”

“So were the files that named him,” the voice said. “Until this morning.”

Silence stretched between them.

Rain tapped harder against the glass now. Doyle thought of the last operation — the shadow network, the false flags, the real blood. He had ended it. Or so he’d believed.

“You’re asking me to reopen a closed war,” Doyle said.

“No,” the voice replied. “We’re asking you to follow the cold.”

Doyle almost laughed.

“Where?”

“Oslo,” the voice said. “Then further north. Much further.”

“And if I say no?”

Another pause — longer this time.

“Then someone else will go,” the voice said carefully. “And they won’t understand what they’re looking at.”

Doyle looked at the phone, at his reflection in the darkened screen — older, harder, still recognisable to himself in ways that mattered.

“Send the details,” he said.

“They’re already there.”

The line went dead.

Doyle stared at the receiver for a moment, then replaced it gently.

He stood, crossed the room, and lifted the newspaper. Beneath it lay the pistol and an envelope he had not noticed before — thin, unmarked, damp around the edges as if it had been waiting outside.

Inside was a single photograph.

A snowbound facility. No markings. No flags.

And in the corner, barely visible beneath the ice-stained laminate, a symbol Doyle had last seen years ago — stamped on files that were never meant to survive.

He exhaled slowly.

The Shadow War wasn’t over.

It had just frozen.
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Chapter Two-A Dead Drop in Westminster

[image: ]


Doyle did not sleep.

By dawn the rain had thinned to a grey mist, the sort that clung to buildings and soaked through coats without ever seeming to fall. London wore it well. It made everything look older, heavier — a city carrying secrets in its stone.

The envelope bothered him.

It had not been there when he poured the whisky. He was certain of that. Which meant whoever had delivered it had either been very good, or very close. Neither option improved his mood.

He burned the photograph in the kitchen sink, watching the image curl and blacken until only ash remained. The symbol he memorised. He always did. Some habits were carved too deep to unlearn.

By eight-thirty, he was walking south across Westminster Bridge, collar up, hands in pockets. Tourists drifted in loose clusters despite the weather, cameras clicking at a city that hid its worst truths behind postcards.

The dead drop was an old one. Pre-digital. Pre-clean. A method from a time when intelligence work required patience and faith rather than satellites and algorithms.

A hollow brick in the embankment wall, two feet above ground, three paces west of the third drainage grate.

Doyle slowed without stopping, adjusting his stride just enough to let his fingers brush the stone. The brick moved.

He kept walking.

At the far end of the bridge, he paused to light a cigarette he had no intention of smoking. Only then did he glance down at his palm.

A key.

Not a modern one. Heavy. Cold. Its teeth worn smooth with use.

Attached was a small metal tag, stamped with a number.

47

Doyle’s pulse quickened.

Forty-seven wasn’t an address. It wasn’t a room. It wasn’t a file number.

It was a designation.

He flicked the cigarette into the Thames and turned back toward Whitehall.

Someone was watching him. He felt it as a pressure between his shoulders, a familiar tightening that had saved his life more than once. He didn’t look. Looking was a mistake amateurs made.

Instead, he stepped into the flow of pedestrians, let his reflection fragment in shop windows, adjusted his pace twice in under a minute.

The presence stayed with him.

By the time he reached Parliament Street, it had closed the distance.

“Mr Doyle,” a voice said quietly behind him.

He stopped.

The man was in his early thirties, neat coat, civil-service haircut. Too clean. Too careful. His eyes darted once, quickly, taking in exits and angles.

“You’re late,” the man said.

“For what?” Doyle replied.

The man hesitated. Just a fraction too long.

Doyle smiled thinly. “That’s what I thought.”

He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “You’ve been following me since the bridge. If you were competent, I wouldn’t have noticed. If you were authorised, you wouldn’t be alone.”

The man swallowed. “I was told to observe.”

“By whom?”

Another hesitation.

Doyle leaned in. “Wrong answer.”

He turned and walked away.

The man didn’t follow.

That worried him more.



The address linked to the key lay in Pimlico — an anonymous block of flats overlooking a side street most people never noticed. Doyle climbed the stairs rather than use the lift. Again, habit.

Flat 47 smelled of dust and stale tobacco.

Inside, the furniture was sparse, functional. No personal items. No photographs. A place designed to be occupied briefly and forgotten quickly.

On the table lay a folder.

Black. Unmarked.

Doyle opened it.

Inside were surveillance photographs taken over decades. Men in different countries. Different clothes. Different identities.

But the same eyes.

The same posture.

The same man.

“You have got to be kidding me,” Doyle murmured.

The man he had watched die during the Shadow War — the man whose name he had buried — stared back at him from a photograph dated two weeks ago.

Pinned beneath it was a single typed sheet.

FROST VEIL — STATUS: ACTIVE
PHASE ONE COMPLETE
Doyle closed the folder slowly.

Outside, a car door slammed.

Then another.

He moved to the window just in time to see two men step into the street below — not rushing, not hiding.

Waiting.

Doyle checked the back of the flat.

Locked.

Of course it was.

He looked again at the folder, at the impossible photographs, at the name that should never have resurfaced.

Whatever Frost Veil was, it had already found him.

And it wasn’t interested in being subtle anymore.
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