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    A chase unfolds in the unseen airwaves, where signals become footsteps and the ether a map. Tracked by Wireless by William Le Queux channels the fascination and unease of a world awakening to instantaneous communication. Written by a pioneer of popular spy and adventure fiction, it explores the allure of new technology as both instrument and omen. The novel’s drama is built on interception and pursuit, turning technical possibility into narrative tension. Without relying on complex science, it uses the idea of wireless contact as a catalyst for suspicion, speed, and secrecy, staging a contest between ingenuity and invisibility.

Composed in the early twentieth century, the book belongs to the era when wireless telegraphy leapt from experimental marvel to practical network, reshaping news, navigation, and national security. Its genre sits at the intersection of espionage thriller and crime adventure, with the atmosphere of pre-war anxieties and the modernity of buzzing transmitters. The setting is recognizably European and British in mood and institutions, where borders and bureaucracies tangle with clandestine actors. Le Queux writes from within a culture alive to rumors, plots, and technological progress, capturing the cadence of a society that listened as much to the ether as to the street.

The premise is elegantly simple: an elusive adversary uses the cover of distance and disguise, and the protagonist turns to wireless messages to close the gap. From this starting point the novel offers a kinetic game of cat and mouse, heightened by intercepted signals, coded hints, and the persistent uncertainty of who is watching whom. The storytelling favors brisk movement and escalating stakes, with a reporter’s eye for timely detail and a showman’s sense of cliff-edge momentum. Readers encounter a world where a faint transmission can alter a plan, and where every new connection—literal and figurative—raises the risk of exposure.

Themes of surveillance, trust, and technological disruption course through the narrative. Wireless becomes more than a tool; it is a metaphor for the permeability of private life and the speed at which information outruns intention. The book probes the tension between public safety and personal liberty, asking what is justified when threats can travel as quickly as a spark across the air. It also meditates on knowledge and power: those who can listen, decode, and act gain an advantage that seems almost magical, while others are left navigating a landscape made uncertain by signals that can be sent, copied, or misunderstood.

For contemporary readers, the novel’s preoccupation with invisible networks feels strikingly current. While the technology has changed, the questions remain: Who controls the channels of communication? How do we verify what we hear? What traces do our messages leave behind? Tracked by Wireless anticipates debates about metadata, interception, and the ethics of monitoring by dramatizing their earlier incarnation. It invites reflection on how tools intended to connect can isolate, how speed can invite haste, and how authority can expand into the spaces opened by innovation. In this sense, the book functions as an early mirror for today’s digital dilemmas.

Le Queux’s style blends sensational momentum with topical detail, offering accessible explanations of devices without drowning the plot in mechanics. He leverages the novelty of wireless to stage surprising reversals, turning the characters’ ingenuity into set pieces that hinge on timing, misdirection, and nerve. The prose favors urgency over ornament, and the narrative voice often adopts a confident, investigative tone that points readers toward clues while preserving ambiguity. This balance of clarity and mystery sustains the novel’s forward motion, making its technological focus feel lived-in and its moral questions—about ends, means, and consequences—pressing rather than abstract.

Approached as both period piece and proto-techno-thriller, the book rewards readers who enjoy high-stakes pursuit grounded in emergent science. It carries the imprint of its time, including attitudes and assumptions shaped by early twentieth-century geopolitics, and it is best read with that context in mind. Yet its central drama—messages racing ahead of men; secrets transmitted faster than they can be contained—retains a vivid charge. Tracked by Wireless offers suspense with a historical pulse, a study of how new media reorder human conduct, and an invitation to consider what we gain, and what we jeopardize, when we learn to listen to the air.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    The story opens with a chance interception of a cryptic wireless message that does not fit routine maritime traffic. Its clipped code groups and evasive call signs suggest a clandestine exchange. The narrator, drawn by curiosity and a sense of duty, traces the signal’s direction to a stretch of English coast linked with discreet visitors and unusual night activity. The tone is set for a pursuit shaped by modern technology, where words sent through the ether hint at hidden alliances. This first disturbance frames the central puzzle: who is sending these messages, and what urgent secret is being concealed or conveyed?

Seeking clarity, the narrator carries the intercepted text to an experienced official accustomed to wartime subterfuge. Preliminary analysis reveals a pattern of transmissions that predate the initial signal, implying a network rather than an isolated incident. The code resists ready solution, but key repetitions point to rendezvous points and a method of payment. A woman’s name recurs in fragments, aligning the technical trail with a human story. The authorities quietly authorize inquiry, and the narrator begins systematic observation. The wireless sets the timetable; each burst of static dictates the next move, drawing investigators from city streets to remote outposts.

Early steps focus on London, where a set of modest addresses and innocuous businesses conceal unusual comings and goings. A modest flat appears to serve as a listening post and relay. When it is hurriedly abandoned, papers left behind offer partial ciphers, transit receipts, and a postcard that connects a coastal inn to a private yacht. An attempt to shadow a courier fails amid crowded traffic, confirming the opposition’s experience. Yet the aggregate clues define a structure: mobile operators, temporary premises, and carefully timed messages. The chase shifts from passive eavesdropping to active pursuit as a first solid lead emerges.

With cooperation from technical experts, directional measurements isolate a clandestine transmitter operating intermittently from the countryside. A night approach finds the house seemingly ordinary, its rooms tidy and unremarkable. Hidden fittings and the scent of hot metal betray recent use, but the equipment has been removed. A concealed compartment yields a single sheet carrying code groups and a diagram of a coastline. The failure to seize operators underscores the adversary’s agility. Still, the team now understands the rhythm: signals precede movement by hours, and silence masks decisive shifts. The investigation widens to ports and railheads aligned with that coastal sketch.

The narrator adopts a discreet cover and follows the wireless trail abroad, where similar call signs recur in port cities frequented by yachts, traders, and exiles. Meetings arranged by innocuous notes bring contact with figures who may be couriers or decoys. Some offer fragments of truth, others plant plausible errors. A pattern of misdirection suggests a central hand coordinating dispersed actors. Through careful cross-checking of signal times against ship movements, a route begins to emerge. The presence of a woman, glimpsed briefly and later alluded to in code, deepens the stakes, coupling the technical pursuit to a personal predicament.

A fresh burst of transmissions warns of an imminent transfer, driving a hurried return to an English harbor where a sleek craft waits offshore. Night fog hides silhouettes and muffles sound. Shore watchers track a small boat rowing to and from the yacht, while a distant relay crackles with acknowledgments. An attempted interception on the water falters, revealing the operators’ use of alternate frequencies and prearranged light codes. The motive behind the network becomes sharper: not random smuggling, but the passage of information and valuables bound to a larger scheme. A misstep risks lives, and urgency replaces methodical patience.

Evolving tactics bring covert entry into a cosmopolitan villa where guests come and go under the cover of social routine. The rooms suggest leisure; the locked annex reveals calculation. Hidden aerial wire runs under eaves, and portable coils sit packed for flight. Notes recovered there explain the organization’s use of innocents as messengers unaware of what they carry. The narrator narrowly avoids capture when a false meeting is arranged to test loyalties. The wireless, again, becomes the decisive tool; a sudden transmission, now partly understood, outlines a final consolidation of the group’s efforts and the peril facing the woman entangled in them.

The investigators choose to set a counter-plot in motion, issuing controlled wireless traffic to imitate the adversary’s style and timing. The crafted signals propose a new meeting and hint at a shift in custody of the contested material. Surveillance teams take positions along quay and country road, tied together by quiet receivers ready to catch acknowledgments. A final sequence unfolds through short, tense messages, each confirming proximity and intent. The encounter that follows resolves the immediate crisis, thanks to careful triangulation and the deception sustained over the air. The narrative withholds some identities and methods, emphasizing process rather than revelation.

In the aftermath, explanations consolidate what the chase implied: wireless did not merely enable the conspiracy; it also exposed its cadence and seams. The network’s reliance on speed and distance became a vulnerability once patterns were recognized. Those caught face appropriate consequences, while those who aided the inquiry return to anonymity. The woman’s predicament is addressed without melodrama, closing the human thread discreetly. The book’s message centers on vigilance in an era transformed by communications, where secrecy travels quickly but can be followed even faster. The narrative ends with watchful calm, suggesting that new signals may rise again.
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    Tracked by Wireless unfolds against the late Edwardian and early wartime landscape of Britain and continental Europe, a period densely networked by railways, steamship routes, and the new lattice of wireless telegraphy. London’s West End, the Channel littoral from Dover to Portsmouth, and ferry-linked ports such as Calais and Boulogne form a plausible arena for clandestine movement. Coastal radio stations, Admiralty supervision, and police modernization frame a milieu where messages travel faster than men. The social climate mixes imperial self-confidence with fraught anxieties about espionage, migration, and technological disruption. Le Queux situates his intrigue within this charged environment, using wireless sets, codebooks, and border crossings to anchor the chase in recognizable geographies and institutions.

The rapid rise of wireless telegraphy shaped public imagination between 1895 and 1912. Guglielmo Marconi’s experiments progressed from Italian trials to British demonstrations: the 1899 cross-Channel signalling, the 1901 transatlantic reception from Poldhu (Cornwall) to St. John’s (Newfoundland), and the 1907 Clifden–Glace Bay commercial service. Regulation followed with the United Kingdom’s Wireless Telegraphy Act (1904), licensing apparatus and clarifying state control. In 1903 the stage illusionist Nevil Maskelyne sensationally disrupted a Marconi lecture at the Royal Institution, exposing vulnerabilities in wireless signaling. The Titanic disaster (April 1912), with CQD and SOS transmissions handled by Marconi operators Jack Phillips and Harold Bride, cemented wireless as indispensable. Tracked by Wireless exploits this technological momentum: its pursuit depends on the expanded coastal network and on the public’s awareness that invisible signals can be intercepted, forged, or traced across sea lanes and railheads.

The institutionalization of radio intelligence during the First World War decisively altered the meaning of wireless traffic. In 1914 the Admiralty’s Room 40, organized under Sir Alfred Ewing and later driven by Director of Naval Intelligence Captain Reginald “Blinker” Hall, began exploiting captured German codebooks, notably those taken after the grounding of the cruiser Magdeburg. A nationwide lattice of “Y” stations—intercept posts at sites such as Hunstanton and along the south coast—fed raw signals into analytic centers. Direction finding, increasingly using Bellini–Tosi apparatus by the mid-1910s, enabled triangulation of enemy transmitters; such methods contributed to awareness preceding Jutland (1916) and culminated in strategic coups like the Zimmermann Telegram disclosure (1917) by Room 40 cryptanalysts Nigel de Grey and William Montgomery. Le Queux’s narrative anticipates and reflects these techniques: agents are located through bearings, call signs, and timing, and the very phrase “tracked by wireless” mirrors the era’s confidence that patterned ether traffic could reveal clandestine movement.

Edwardian Britain experienced a pervasive “spy fever,” blending genuine security concerns with sensational journalism. The Secret Service Bureau was established in 1909 under the Committee of Imperial Defence, splitting into domestic counter-espionage (Vernon Kell, later MI5) and foreign intelligence (Mansfield Cumming, later MI6). The Official Secrets Act (1911) broadened offenses related to espionage and the improper handling of state information. Press campaigns warned of enemy agents disguised as waiters or commercial travelers. Le Queux, a prolific journalist-novelist, amplified and channeled these anxieties; in Tracked by Wireless, suspicious foreigners, sealed letters, and shadowy clubs echo the atmosphere that led to formalized British intelligence and the criminalization of illicit information flows.

The Anglo–German naval arms race, crystallized by the launch of HMS Dreadnought in 1906 under Admiral Sir John Fisher, reshaped strategy, procurement, and coastal surveillance. Successive German Naval Laws (1898, 1900) under Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz intensified rivalry in battleships and battlecruisers, focusing attention on the North Sea approaches and the English Channel. Civilian maritime traffic and naval reconnaissance increasingly relied on wireless for safety and signaling. During the war, Zeppelin raids on Britain, beginning with Great Yarmouth and King’s Lynn in January 1915, dramatized the vulnerability of the home front and spurred integration of searchlights, sound-ranging, and radio reporting. In the novel, coastal chases, shipboard sets, and portside intercepts mirror a world where maritime power, aerial threat, and radio vigilance converge.

Eastern European upheavals fed transnational clandestine networks that British audiences associated with intrigue. The 1905 Russian Revolution galvanized revolutionary parties and provoked Okhrana countermeasures, including surveillance and operations among émigrés in Paris and London. Earlier anarchist bombings in the 1890s and the Balkan Wars (1912–1913) destabilized borders and created smuggling and intelligence corridors from the Adriatic to the Black Sea. The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand at Sarajevo in June 1914 dramatized how conspiratorial cells could trigger global crisis. Tracked by Wireless echoes these currents by casting adversaries with origins or routes in Eastern Europe and the Balkans, using wireless codes to obscure affiliations while crossing jurisdictions that were, in reality, porous and contested.

Modern policing and administrative coordination advanced quickly in the period. The Metropolitan Police under Commissioner Sir Edward Henry (1903–1918) expanded the Criminal Investigation Department and embedded the Henry fingerprint classification (adopted in England and Wales in 1901). Telegraph and telephone networks increasingly linked provincial forces with Scotland Yard, while the Aliens Act (1905) and wartime Aliens Restriction measures (1914) formalized controls on foreign residents. British extradition practice, anchored in the Extradition Act (1870), enabled cross-border pursuit of suspects. In Le Queux’s story world, detectives leverage telephonic alerts, warrants, and inter-agency liaisons, but wireless interception becomes the decisive adjunct to traditional surveillance, dramatizing the convergence of forensic identification with signal-based manhunts.

As a social and political critique, the book dramatizes both the promise and the peril of a society reorganized by instantaneous communication. It exposes tensions between civil liberty and the expanding secrecy state born from the Official Secrets Act and security panics, and it reveals how suspicion of migrants—encoded in the Aliens legislation—could shade into prejudice. Class divides surface in the juxtaposition of cosmopolitan clubs, discreet country houses, and precarious dockside labor, with access to technology and information unevenly distributed. By depicting how wireless can empower the state and the criminal alike, Tracked by Wireless interrogates complacency about progress and warns of the ethical costs of surveillance-led order.
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Geoffrey Falconer[1] removed the wireless telephone[3] receivers from his ears, and sat back in his wooden chair, staring straight before him, utterly puzzled.

“Eighteen-and-a-half minutes past seven!” he muttered to himself, glancing up at the big round clock above the long bench upon which a number of complicated-looking wireless instruments were set out.

In front of him were half-a-dozen square mahogany boxes with tops of ebonite and circles of brass studs, with white circular dials and black knobs and a panel of ebonite with four big electric globes for wireless transmission. Across the table ran many red, white, and green wires from a perfect maze of brass terminal screws, while in one oblong box there burned brightly seven little tube-shaped electric glow-lamps, the valves of the latest instrument which amplified the most feeble signals coming in from space from every part of the western world. It was the newest wireless device for the reception of weak signals and he himself had made an improvement upon it, a new microphone amplifier which was at present his own secret.

“Eighteen-and-a-half minutes past seven!” he repeated. “Always at the same moment that strange signal is repeated three times.[1q] And not Morse—certainly not in the Morse code. It’s a most mysterious note,” he went on, speaking to himself. “Others must surely hear it—or else my amplifier is so ultra-sensitive that I alone am able to listen.”

He took from near his elbow a long scribbling-diary, and glancing through its pages, noted various entries concerning that mysterious signal which never failed to come each evening at eighteen-and-a-half minutes past seven.

That small private experimental laboratory in the ground floor room of a spacious country house on the brow of a low hill in Essex was well fitted with all kinds of apparatus for wireless telephony, telegraphy, and the newest invention of direction-finding for the guidance of aircraft in darkness or fog.

The tall, clean-shaven, dark-eyed young man, whose hair was brushed back, and whose bearing was distinctly military, had done excellent service in the wireless department of the Royal Air Force, and had won his Military Cross[2]. Before the war, at the age of nineteen, he had been a persevering amateur, keenly interested in the mysteries of wireless. His knowledge thus gained, with crystal receivers and “spark” transmitters, stood him in good stead; hence, during the war, he had held a number of responsible appointments connected with aircraft wireless.

After demobilisation he had at once taken his degree in Science, and then joined the research department of the great Marconi organisation, in which he was showing excellent promise. Quiet and unassuming, he possessed for his age unusual technical and mathematical knowledge, and great things were being predicted of him by his superiors at Marconi House. Already he had made certain improvements in the application of the telephone to wireless, together with small adjustments and the use of condensers in certain circuits, technicalities which need not be referred to here because only the expert could follow their importance. Suffice it to say that Geoffrey Falconer’s whole heart was in his work. Though he did wireless all day in the great well-lit laboratory at the Chelmsford works, he nevertheless spent most of his evenings at his own private wireless station at his father’s house at Warley, about a mile from Brentwood, which was about ten miles from Chelmsford and twenty from London.

Old Professor Falconer’s house, a Georgian one, half-covered with ivy and surrounded by several giant cedars, stood well back from the broad high road which runs from Brentwood Station through Great Warley Street to Upminster. Those who pass it will see a double-fronted house approached by a curved drive half-hidden from the road by a high yew hedge. The big gates of wrought iron are as ancient as the house, which, built in the days of George the First, still retains its old-world atmosphere of the times when dandified neighbours in wigs and patches were borne along the drive in their sedans to visit old Squire Falconer and his wife.

Outwardly the house is the reverse of artistic, but within it is a charming old place, with oak floors and panelled walls, a great well staircase leading from the wide square hall, while the furniture is even to-day mostly in keeping with its restful atmosphere.

The Falconers have lived at Westfield Manor ever since its construction. Its present owner, John Falconer, had been a famous Professor of Science at Oxford, until he retired and returned to Warley to enjoy the evening of his days, while his son Geoffrey, who had been brought up in an atmosphere of science, and who followed closely the footsteps of his distinguished father, now lived with him on being demobilised.

By the elastic licence granted to him as an experimenter by the General Post Office Geoffrey had been allowed to erect high twin aerial wires double the length of the official regulation of one hundred feet, and these, suspended from poles placed in the tops of two of the high Wellingtonias, were brought across the wide lawn to the rear of the house, and down into the room in which the young man was seated.



“Always the same long drawn-out note at exactly the same time!” he went on. “Eleven-and-a-half minutes before ‘F.L.’ sends his weather report. What, I wonder, can it mean?”

From the Eiffel Tower, whose call-letters in the radio-telegraphic code are “F.L.,” weather reports from western Europe are each evening sent out upon so powerful a note that they are read on the opposite side of the Atlantic. Young Falconer, therefore, fell to wondering whether those strange signals he heard nightly, and which were so unaccountable, were not in some way connected with the transmission from Paris.

The eleven-and-a-half minutes passed, and just as the Eiffel Tower began to call in that peculiar cock-crowing note which all wireless men know so well, his father entered.

“Hulloa, Geoff! I thought you had gone up to town—it’s Mrs. Beverley[4]’s dance, is it not?”

“Yes,” replied the young radio-engineer; “but I’ve just been listening. I’ve tuned in that same strange signal as last night. It is really most curious.”

“Automatic transmission, perhaps,” replied the alert, white-bearded old gentlemen. “Did you not say that there were some transmissions at a hundred words a minute in progress?”

“Yes, Witham and Farnborough. But I have heard them many times during the past few weeks. I know the note of Farnborough. Besides, his wave-length is different. This mysterious signal is on eleven hundred mètres—a continuous wave—above the ships and the Air Ministry.”

“And nobody else hears it except yourself?” asked the lean, deep-eyed old man, who possessed such wide scientific knowledge, though he admitted that wireless was a branch with which he was not familiar. Radio-telegraphy was a new science, fresh discoveries being made daily by those who, like his son, were engaged in active research work.

“Not so far as I can learn. I’ve asked our people at Poldhu, Carnarvon, and Witham, and I’ve listened myself at Chelmsford, but nobody hears it.”

“Your improved amplifier—without a doubt![2q]” his father said, bending over the long oblong metal case in which the seven little lights were burning in vacuum tubes about three inches long, and set in a row. Attached to the amplifier was a double note-magnifier, and an oblong wooden box—the invention of Geoffrey Falconer.

“Perhaps,” said the young man, whose well-cut, impelling countenance wore a puzzled look. “But I can’t see any reason why I should be able to detect signals which are lost to others,” he added. “I know I’ve got excellent rectification, but not more than the ordinary type of ‘fifty-five amplifier.’ It is only the amplification that is higher.”

“Well, the signals are certainly a mystery,” agreed the Professor. “When I listened to it last night it seemed like a high winter wind howling through a crack in a door or window.”

“To you it might. But, you see, I’ve developed the wireless ear, and sounds that you pass, I recognise.”

“Of course, my boy,” the old gentleman said. “You live for wireless, just as I now live to complete my great book. We must both persevere in our own spheres. I am only glad that the war is over, and now that your poor mother is, alas! dead, you have returned to keep me company in my loneliness,” and the old man sighed at the remembrance of his dear, devoted wife, who had died two years before.

“Well, the old place could not be handier for me—close to Chelmsford. Besides, away here I can continue my research work each night without disturbance.”

“That’s so. But, surely, you recollect accepting the invitation Mrs. Beverley so kindly sent us? We really ought to go,” his father urged. “It isn’t too late—even now.”

Geoffrey smiled within himself.

“Right-o! I suppose we ought,” he replied. “Let’s dress at once. I’ll take you to the station in the side-car, and we can get a hasty bit of dinner at the club before we go along to Upper Brook Street.”
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