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Ch 1. The Clock That Refused to Strike

London 1948
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The rain had started again, thin and needling, slicking the pavements around Whitehall until the streetlamps looked like stars drowning in puddles. At the far end of the square, the great stone facade of the Ministry of Supply loomed behind a curtain of drizzle, its windows blacked out except for one rectangle of light burning in an upper office. It was well past midnight. No one should have been there.

The constable on night duty heard the sound first — a single crack, muffled and strange, like a handclap swallowed by cloth. He looked up from his shelter beneath the portico and frowned toward the glow. The light flickered once, then steadied. After a long moment, he climbed the steps and went inside.

By the time the body was discovered, the tea on the desk had gone cold and the clock on the wall had stopped at 12:03.

The dead man was Sir Henry Collingwood, senior undersecretary and adviser to the Prime Minister. The bullet had entered just below his chin, a tidy hole with no powder burns. The revolver lay on the floor several feet away, and the smell of burnt cordite hung in the air.

At first glance, suicide. But the weapon wasn’t his, and the constable swore the door had been locked from the outside.

By morning, Department 7 had the case.

Jack Falcon arrived under the same rain, coat collar turned up, a cigarette dangling unlit between his lips. Beside him walked Billy “Sparks” Devlin, hat low, his hands buried in the pockets of a frayed greatcoat.

“Ministry of Supply,” Sparks said, eyeing the building. “You’d think the war never ended. Smells of ink and fear.”

“It hasn’t,” Falcon replied. “Only the uniforms changed.”

Inside, a thin civil servant met them with the air of a man who’d been awake too long. “You’re from—?”

“Technical Branch,” Falcon said smoothly, flashing a folded card that said nothing and everything. “Show us the room.”

They climbed two flights of stone stairs to a narrow corridor lined with brass nameplates. The office door had been forced open; inside, the air was thick with dust and tobacco. Sir Henry’s body was already gone, but the dark stain on the carpet remained, precise as a map marker.

Falcon moved slowly around the desk. “Where was the weapon?”

The constable pointed. “There, sir. Near the radiator. A service revolver, no fingerprints but his own.”

Sparks frowned. “Convenient.”

Falcon knelt beside the desk. The front panel was ornate, oak carved with a pattern of acanthus leaves. Beneath it, the faint smell of oil and metal lingered. He ran a hand along the inner edge — and felt something cold and mechanical.

He flicked open his pocket torch. A small brass device was bolted beneath the desk, wires leading toward the blotter and a spring assembly wound tight. A fragment of cable trailed upward toward the inkwell.

Falcon let out a slow breath. “Well, now. That’s not a suicide. That’s a clock.”

Sparks crouched beside him. “Looks like a bomb fuse.”

“Closer to a timer,” Falcon murmured. “Set to fire the revolver when the alarm struck twelve.”

He reached for a handkerchief, unscrewed the casing, and held the mechanism to the light. Inside, a gleaming spiral of brass and tiny steel cogs meshed perfectly — the work of a master craftsman.

Sparks whistled softly. “That’s artistry, that is. A man who makes death tick like a Swiss watch.”

Falcon replaced the cover, his mind already turning. “Get this to Dr Drake. Tell her I want a full breakdown — composition, alloy, anything that smells foreign.”

Sparks nodded. “And you?”

“I’ll have a word with the Minister.”

The Minister for Supply, Lord Tolland, was a thick man with thin patience. He stood at the window of his private office, glowering at the rain. “A tragic accident,” he said. “Sir Henry was a friend. I can’t imagine who would wish him harm.”

“Anyone who knew what he was working on,” Falcon said evenly.

Tolland turned. “Radar components, post-war conversion contracts. Hardly espionage material.”

Falcon’s gaze didn’t waver. “Nothing’s ‘hardly’ anymore, Minister. The Russians are buying half of Europe one engineer at a time.”

The Minister’s jaw tightened. “Are you suggesting this was sabotage?”

“I’m suggesting,” Falcon said, “that someone built a mechanical trap inside one of your secure offices. That takes access — and skill.”

Tolland hesitated, then looked away. “There was a contractor—precision timing devices for munitions stockpiles. A firm in Clerkenwell. Peake & Sons. We discontinued their contract after the war.”

“Why?”

“Peake was eccentric. Said he could build machines that ‘remembered time.’ Whatever that means.”

Falcon’s mouth curved faintly. “Probably that he charged by the hour.”

By late afternoon, Evelyn Drake had joined them at the small Department 7 laboratory tucked beneath the Treasury. She stood over the dismantled device, tweezers in hand, glasses perched low on her nose.

“It’s exquisite work,” she said. “Each spring is hand-cut, the brass milled to half a thousandth tolerance. Not commercial manufacture — this is bespoke.”

Sparks leaned on the counter. “You find a signature?”

“Not exactly.” She turned the casing. On the inner plate, etched so faintly it could have been missed, was a mark: a tiny letter M inside a cogwheel.

Falcon frowned. “Initial or symbol?”

“Both, perhaps. But there’s something else. These bearings — they’re not British. The steel is high-nickel, probably Czech or Russian.”

Falcon lit a cigarette, watching the smoke curl. “So, a foreign craftsman with English taste. Or an Englishman with foreign friends.”

Drake looked up. “Either way, he’s still in London. You can’t make precision parts like this without tools, and the only shops capable are clustered around Clerkenwell.”

Falcon nodded. “Then that’s where we start.”

That night, the fog rolled in thick and yellow from the river. Falcon and Sparks walked the narrow lanes of Clerkenwell, where every third doorway smelled of oil and clock grease. Shop windows displayed rows of pocket watches ticking in uneasy unison, the chorus of a city obsessed with time.

Sparks squinted at a brass plaque: Peake & Sons — Horological Engineers. The blinds were drawn, the door locked. A faint ticking came from within.

Falcon picked the lock in silence. The shop smelled of dust and polish. Tools hung from the walls in perfect order. On the counter lay an unfinished mantel clock — and beside it, a photograph of a young man in uniform shaking hands with a group of engineers.

Sparks shone his torch across it. “That our man?”

Falcon studied the name etched on the frame: Arthur Mallory, Royal Armaments Office, 1943.

“Not Peake,” he murmured. “Mallory.”

Sparks frowned. “You know him?”

Falcon’s expression darkened. “I remember the name. He designed fuses for proximity bombs — until he tried selling the plans to a private buyer. Disappeared after the inquiry.”

They searched the workroom. Beneath the benches lay boxes of parts — cogs, springs, and metal plates engraved with the same cogwheel symbol. And at the back, half-hidden under a tarpaulin, a wooden crate stamped with Russian Cyrillic letters.

Sparks ran a hand over it. “Looks like he found a new employer.”

Falcon nodded grimly. “Mallory’s not building clocks anymore. He’s building weapons that tell time.”

From somewhere in the shop, a soft click echoed — unmistakable.

Falcon froze. “Out.”

They dove for the door as the workbench erupted in a flash of white fire. Glass shattered, gears screamed against each other, and the front window blew outward in a rain of shards.

Falcon hit the pavement, rolled, and came up coughing smoke. Sparks cursed beside him, hat smouldering.

“Well,” Sparks managed, “guess we found the right shop.”

Falcon brushed soot from his sleeve and looked back at the flaming ruin.

“Let’s hope,” he said, “the watchmaker didn’t hear us coming.”
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Ch 2. The Train That Shouldn’t Have Arrived
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London’s dawn arrived like a reluctant witness, pale light slipping through a city that still smelled of smoke. The remnants of Peake & Sons smouldered quietly in Clerkenwell as a pair of fire engines hissed water into the blackened husk of the shop. The crowd had already gathered—rag-and-bone men, milk sellers, and curious clerks in damp coats—watching as uniformed men shifted debris.

Jack Falcon leaned against a lamppost, collar up, cigarette lit but unsmoked, his eyes fixed on the ruin. Sparks stood beside him, one arm in a makeshift sling, chewing a matchstick.

“You know, Jack,” Sparks muttered, “I’m starting to take this personally. Every time we find a lead, it explodes.”

Falcon flicked the ash into the gutter. “That’s because we’re getting close. Men like Mallory don’t blow their own shops for pleasure. He’s covering a trail.”

“Yeah? He’s getting sloppy. If the fire brigade hadn’t got here so fast, half the street would’ve gone.”

Falcon gave him a sideways glance. “You told them it was a gas leak?”

Sparks grinned. “Of course. Wouldn’t want anyone thinking we were chasing clockwork assassins before breakfast.”

A familiar voice came from behind them. “You two always did like working off the record.”

Falcon turned. Colonel Ashford, Department 7’s London handler, approached through the thinning fog. His overcoat was immaculate as always, but his eyes betrayed the sleepless night behind them.

“Morning, Colonel,” Falcon said dryly. “Come to congratulate us on creative demolition?”

Ashford ignored the remark. “The Home Office is breathing down my neck. They want to know why two of my men were seen running from an explosion in Clerkenwell. I told them it was a training exercise.”

“Then I hope we passed,” Sparks muttered.

Ashford’s gaze moved to the wreck. “Any survivors?”

“None,” Falcon said. “But we found enough to confirm Mallory was here. He’s been manufacturing timed mechanisms with Soviet parts.”

Ashford’s expression tightened. “You’re certain?”

“Czech steel bearings. Russian-milled brass. And a crate in Cyrillic. Someone’s bankrolling him.”

The colonel lit a cigarette. “Mallory should have been hanged in ’46 for espionage. Instead, the Ministry hushed it up. Said he was suffering from ‘post-traumatic nerves.’ They let him vanish. Now he’s back and apparently trying to assassinate the Cabinet one by one.”

Sparks kicked at a bit of burnt timber. “So, where’s the next bomb, then? He can’t build these traps in the open.”

Falcon glanced toward the rising sun over the rooftops. “He doesn’t have to. He already built them. The question is where he planted them.”

They returned to Department 7 headquarters under the Treasury—an underground labyrinth of filing cabinets, typewriters, and cigarette smoke. Evelyn Drake was waiting with her usual stack of notes, hair tied up, white blouse smudged with graphite.

“You two smell like a foundry,” she said.

“Compliments later,” Sparks groaned. “Got any good news?”

Drake gestured to the worktable. “Pieces from the Clerkenwell blast. I salvaged part of the detonation core.”

Falcon bent over the fragments. Brass and steel twisted together like the bones of a tiny animal. He picked up a half-melted plate etched with the letter M inside a cog.

“Same maker’s mark,” Drake said. “But look here—” She placed a microscope slide beneath the lens and motioned Falcon closer. “These springs aren’t ordinary steel. They’re tempered with vanadium. Mallory was using the same alloys developed for aircraft instruments.”

Falcon straightened. “He had access to those through the Royal Armaments Office.”

“Precisely. And I found this lodged in one of the gear housings.” She handed him a small, scorched piece of paper.

Falcon unfolded it carefully. A schematic fragment—lines, measurements, and a single notation at the bottom: ‘R.P.M. set to 12.00 — test at Westminster.’

Sparks blinked. “Westminster? As in Parliament Westminster?”

Drake nodded. “There’s more. The rotation timing corresponds exactly to the chime mechanism of the clock tower.”

Falcon’s cigarette froze halfway to his lips. “Big Ben.”

Ashford, who had entered quietly behind them, swore under his breath. “You think he’s planning to rig the tower?”

Falcon laid the fragment flat on the table. “Sir Henry died when the timer hit midnight. That wasn’t coincidence—it was calibration. Mallory’s tuning his devices to the Great Clock itself.”

Drake looked grim. “If he plants something inside the tower, every chime could trigger a firing pin—or worse, a chain of them.”

Sparks leaned back in his chair. “All those diplomats coming in for the Commonwealth dinner next week... half the Cabinet, the French ambassador, the American attaché—”

Falcon’s voice was low. “If Mallory wanted a stage for revenge, that’s the biggest clock face in the world.”

Ashford exhaled smoke. “All right. You’ve got forty-eight hours. Find Mallory. Find the device. And for God’s sake, don’t let the press hear the words Big Ben.”

By dusk, Falcon and Drake were crossing the Thames Bridge, fog curling around their ankles. The lights along the Embankment flickered in the drizzle. Westminster Palace rose ahead, dark against the orange haze.

Sparks trailed behind, clutching his coat against the wind. “Remind me why we’re walking toward the building we think is about to explode?”

Falcon didn’t slow. “Because the people inside it won’t walk out.”

They reached the base of the Elizabeth Tower. The constable on duty recognized Falcon’s papers and waved them through without question. Inside, the narrow stairwell wound upward like the inside of a shell.

Each step echoed. The air grew warmer, heavy with oil and dust. At the first landing, Drake paused, listening. “You hear that?”

Falcon cocked his head. The deep, rhythmic tick of the clock’s heart vibrated through the walls—steady, ancient, indifferent.

Sparks muttered, “If I die in here, Jack, I want you to tell everyone I hated punctuality.”

They climbed higher, reaching the maintenance gallery just below the clock faces. Gears the size of carriage wheels turned slowly in the dim light, their teeth glinting.

Drake ran her fingers along a railing dusted with filings. “Someone’s been here recently. Fresh metal dust.”

Falcon moved to the main gear assembly and shone his torch along the supports. A new bracket gleamed amid the old brass—too new, too clean. He crouched and pulled back a panel.

A small clockwork housing was bolted into the structure, wires leading into the shadows.

Sparks swore softly. “He’s built it into the mechanism itself.”

Drake leaned over his shoulder. “This isn’t a bomb. It’s a relay. A timing unit. Every time the clock reaches twelve, it completes a circuit.”

“Which means,” Falcon said grimly, “something else is waiting to receive it.”

A noise drifted up from below—footsteps echoing in the stairwell.

Falcon drew his revolver and motioned the others to silence. The steps grew louder, deliberate, metallic.

Sparks whispered, “You expecting company?”

Falcon shook his head.

A shadow appeared at the base of the stairs—tall, thin, carrying a lantern. The man looked up, his face catching the light: lean, hollow-eyed, soot on his hands.

Arthur Mallory smiled. “I wondered when you’d come looking, Captain.”

Falcon kept the revolver steady. “Step away from the stairs.”

Mallory climbed another step, unhurried. “Careful. The floor here is very sensitive. One false vibration and the relay above us completes early. Then you’ll see how punctual my invention can be.”

Sparks muttered, “Blimey, he’s got the whole thing wired to his temper.”

Mallory’s smile widened. “Not my temper. My masterpiece. Do you know what it is to spend your life measuring time, Falcon? To hear every second slip away while bureaucrats steal your future?”

“Men died for that future,” Falcon said. “You sold it for rubles.”

“I sold it for recognition,” Mallory snapped. “The Russians at least understand genius.”

Falcon took a slow step forward. “They’ll understand treason just as well.”

Mallory’s eyes gleamed. “You think I fear the gallows? When that clock strikes twelve again, London will remember my name.”

Drake whispered, “Jack—if the relay’s armed, even the vibration from the bells could—”

Falcon cut her off with a look. “Then we make sure it doesn’t reach twelve.”

Mallory tilted his head. “You can’t stop time, Falcon.”

“No,” Falcon said quietly, “but I can stop you.”

The words hung between them, carried on the slow, relentless tick of the Great Clock.

And somewhere deep within the mechanism, a single gear clicked into place—counting down.
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Ch 3. Sandglass
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The immense clock tower was more than just a structure of iron and stone; it was a colossal, breathing entity. Its relentless tick-tock resonated through Falcon’s very bones, a metallic exhalation that filled the vast vertical expanse. Each tick was a percussive echo, bouncing off the iron girders and the polished glass faces of the clock, mimicking the thunderous pulse of an enormous, mechanical heart. He felt its vibrations beneath the worn leather of his boots, a constant thrumming that permeated the air, a stark reminder that their presence, their every move, was teetering on the edge of disaster. A single misstep, a moment of hesitation, and this monumental edifice could become their elaborate, iron-clad tomb.
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