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CHAPTER 1 – A DISAPPEARANCE IN CAMBRIDGE
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The rain came thin and steady over the gothic spires and weathered slate rooftops of Cambridge, a persistent, chilling mist that seemed to press the ancient city into silence. It had been falling for hours, turning the cobblestones of King’s Parade slick and mirroring the occasional headlights in greasy streaks. The air, heavy and immobile, was sour with the smell of damp, decaying leaves churned up from the riverbanks and the acrid sting of decades of old coal smoke trapped beneath the low cloud base. Streetlamps, few and far between in the austerity of the late night, burned as pale, sickly saffron ghosts through the thick curtain of atmosphere, and the River Cam, usually a lively artery, lapped against its stone banks with an indifferent, monotonous whisper.

Inside the monolithic, red-brick bulk of the Cavendish Annex—a structure repurposed during the war for sensitive physics research—the night shift should have been winding down its final calibration routines. Instead, the long, institutional corridor outside Laboratory 3A was unnervingly empty. The only signs of recent human presence were disturbing: a solitary, oak veneer chair lying on its side, and a faint, sharp scent clinging to the stagnant air—the metallic, biting smell of ozone, the ghost of massive electrical discharge.

Jack Falcon crouched low near the bolted doorway, his trenchcoat already absorbing the cellar-like chill of the building. He was a man built lean and wiry, his economy of movement suggesting professional caution drilled over years. His fingers, long and sensitive, brushed the cold, black-and-white tiled floor where a thin, vitrified scorch mark ran in a perfect, alarming arc toward a heavily shielded workbench.

“No thermal signatures consistent with fire,” he stated, his voice a low rasp, half to the room and half to the cigarette dangling unlit on his lip. “Just immediate, catastrophic discharge. High voltage, focused and contained—enough to instantly vaporize copper shielding, or the nervous system of a man.”

Across the wreckage-strewn room, Dr. Evelyn Drake adjusted the frame of her thick black spectacles, her gaze clinically dissecting the remains of a smashed oscilloscope. She was dressed in sensible tweed, her hair pulled back tightly, radiating an intellectual intensity that cut through the physical chaos.

“The vacuum tubes are imploded, not shattered outwards,” she murmured, tracing a finger lightly across the curved glass housing. “The violence originated inside the circuit, Falcon. As if the current was deliberately reversed and massively amplified in the final nanosecond.”

Falcon straightened, rubbing the back of his neck. “Sabotage, then? To destroy the data?”

She straightened too, the severity of her expression only deepened by the spectacles. “More than sabotage. It was erasure. Someone wanted to obliterate the history of these devices, quickly and completely. These machines weren’t merely destroyed—they were silenced before they could record their findings.”

A third man shifted uncomfortably behind them, the rustle of his heavy mackintosh loud in the silence. This was Colonel Ashford, a figure etched with the deep lines of too many sleepless intelligence briefings in London. He represented Department 7, the deep-cover liaison section of the Ministry of Supply, and his face was grey with professional dread.

“The night watchman found the facility sealed at dawn,” Ashford reported, his tone flat. “Door locked from the inside. No breach, no alarm. No sign of Dr. Brooke, except for this.” He extended a hand, holding out a delicate object wrapped in a pristine linen handkerchief.

Falcon took it, peeling back the cloth. Inside lay what had once been a high-quality fountain pen. Its casing was blistered and scorched, the iridium nib fused into a dull, unusable lump of metal. The initials ‘L.B.’—Lewis Brooke—were barely distinguishable beneath a coating of soot and fused plastic.

Sparks, the mission's technical support and security man, whistled low. He was crouched by a junction box, tracing stray wires with a screwdriver, a cigarette glowing faintly in the gloom of the corridor. “Poor bastard must’ve had it on him when something blew.”

Drake shook her head sharply. “No. The current that did this wasn't random overload. It was controlled—a focused burst. A bespoke energy pulse, I’d wager, fired directly from one of his experimental prototypes.”

Ashford sighed, the sound heavy as lead. “Which is precisely why we’ve sealed the campus and posted military police—quietly. If his equipment is unstable, the risk is enormous. But the real trouble isn't this lab. It’s the fact that Brooke is gone.”

Falcon rose fully, brushing microscopic dust from the wool of his trousers. “Walked out on his own volition, you think?”

“The college porter swears he saw Professor Brooke leave the Annex at precisely midnight,” Ashford confirmed. “He was carrying his typical worn briefcase, but also a heavier, leather valise—suggesting supplies for a journey. Said he looked tired, distracted. Didn’t specify a destination, merely hailed a taxi toward the town center.”

“Trains? Buses?”

“Stationmaster doesn’t recall him. No ticket bought under his name. No hotel check-ins. He vanished clean between one o’clock and dawn. A military-grade disappearance.”

Sparks leaned against the wall, the faint glow of his cigarette providing the only light in his corner. “That takes planning, Colonel. You don’t just vanish from Cambridge with half the Royal Air Force’s advanced radar secrets tucked into your coat pocket.”

Ashford’s gaze hardened, meeting Falcon’s. “Which is why the Minister himself wants actionable intelligence before Fleet Street smells it. Brooke was due to present the final schematics of his new system—‘Project Nightingale’—to the Air Defence Board in forty-eight hours. If that technology is compromised—or sold—we’ll be literally blind to foreign incursions before we even know where to look.”

Falcon nodded toward the scattered debris and notes on the floor. “Did he leave any indication of where he might have gone, or who he was meeting?”

Dr. Drake, meanwhile, had been meticulously picking through the wastebasket. She smoothed out a torn sheet of graph paper ruined by moisture. Half the sheet was covered in densely written, highly abstract differential formulae; the other half contained a short, frantic handwritten note: Signal beyond horizon... strong reflection from unknown source... pattern repeats precisely every nine seconds. Non-terrestrial? Must verify projection.

Her brows drew together, a furrow of deep technical confusion on her face. “This isn’t standard radar notation, not even close. This is something else entirely—perhaps an experimental algorithm for deep, long-range detection. He’d been working on radical atmospheric bounce theories, pushing the limits of the ionosphere before the war, trying to find a way to see past the curve of the earth.”

Sparks peered over her shoulder, trying to parse the math. “Meaning what, in plain English?”

“Meaning,” she said quietly, her voice ringing with sudden, profound realization, “that Lewis Brooke might have successfully found a way to see further than anyone else on earth. He potentially nullified the concepts of line-of-sight and air defense as we currently understand them.”

Falcon turned back to Ashford, his eyes narrowed. “Who knew the depth of his final project?”

“Officially? Five people besides Brooke. Including me, and the Minister.”

“And unofficially? Who was sniffing around the laboratory funding?”

Ashford grimaced, the movement costing him effort. “Anyone reading foreign intelligence briefings from Berlin or Prague. The Soviets have been systematically poaching our best minds since the armistice. We’ve lost three physicists to them this year alone—all ‘emigrants’ who never sent a postcard home.”

Drake looked from one grim face to the next. “If Brooke defected, he would have meticulously taken his notes, his micro-films, his final prototypes. There is nothing here but destruction and an empty valise.”

Falcon paced to the window overlooking the black expanse of the college quad. “Then someone meticulously cleaned the place. The question is, did they take him willingly, or was he already gone when his kidnappers arrived to secure the evidence?”

Sparks checked the corridor again, his hand instinctively resting near the inner pocket of his jacket where a compact Webley revolver waited. “What’s the betting the Soviets are only half our problem? I’ve been hearing whispers—ex-German scientists running organized auctions, selling advanced research to the highest bidder on the continent.”

Ashford’s gaze was heavy, confirming the fear. “That is precisely why you, Falcon, are here. I cannot deploy Special Branch or the local Constabulary without causing a political wildfire. Department 7 operates outside the official channels. You, Sparks, and Dr. Drake are to find Brooke and recover whatever he was working on. Quietly. And quickly.”

“Where do we start the search?” Falcon asked.

Ashford produced a crisp, sealed envelope. Inside were two grainy, low-quality surveillance photographs from a London Air Ministry file. They showed Brooke, three weeks ago, standing outside the Ministry entrance, shaking hands with a tall, thin man in a wide-brimmed homburg hat. The man’s face was turned slightly away, but the sharp, distinctive cheekbones and hooked nose were unmistakable, even in the poor light.

Drake inhaled sharply. “That’s Dr. Dieter Voss. He was a critical radar guidance engineer at Peenemünde during the rocket program. We believed he was taken by the Americans for processing after the surrender.”

“Apparently, he changed handlers,” Ashford said dryly, the word heavy with implication. “Voss turned up operating under a new identity in the coastal city of Lübeck last month. And someone wired him a substantial sum of non-traceable currency from a defunct London bank account the very morning Brooke disappeared.”

Falcon slipped the photos into his inner coat pocket. The damp chill of Cambridge was forgotten, replaced by the immediate, electric focus of the hunt. “Then Lübeck, Germany, is where we go next.”

Ashford nodded, urgency tightening his jaw. “There’s a transport flight leaving Northolt Aerodrome at dawn. You will have cover as technical liaisons for a post-war reconstruction survey.” He leaned closer, lowering his voice until it was almost a threat. “Falcon—I don’t need to remind you that this isn’t the Blitz anymore. The Germans are now, officially, allies. If you fire a weapon, make damn sure you leave no witnesses to write the report.”

Falcon offered a tight, glacial smile. “We’ll keep it quiet, Colonel. But if Brooke has been pulled East, toward the Soviet sphere, quiet might very well cease to be an option.”

Sparks ground out his cigarette butt carefully on the stone bench outside the lab door. “And if he walked away willingly, taking the secrets for himself?”

Falcon looked again at the clean, destructive arc of the scorch mark on the floor, the fused pen, the empty room that still hummed faintly with residual static charge. “Then we’ll find out why a man who had effectively found a way to see beyond the horizon decided not to come back to the world he knew.”

Outside, the persistent rain thickened further, drumming a staccato rhythm against the window glass. Somewhere in the deep, cold dark, the bells of Great St Mary’s struck midnight again—the official start of the desperate pursuit.
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CHAPTER 2 – DEPARTMENT 7’S NEW ORDERS
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Dawn peeled a grey film over London like varnish that had run and never dried. At Northolt, the runway lights burned a tired orange through low cloud; the wind strutted up the tarmac with a fists-in-pockets swagger that promised rain by nine. A Dakota sat with engines ticking like a patient clearing its throat. RAF ground crews moved briskly in duffel coats and gloves, steam rising from mugs clutched like talismans.

Falcon arrived with Sparks and Dr Evelyn Drake in a nondescript staff car that had acquired as much War Office dust as it had miles. Colonel Ashford climbed out from the back seat, tugged his scarf tighter, and handed across a brown envelope thick enough to be meaningful.

“Passports, cover letters, and a stack of forms from men who believe paper prevents disaster,” he said. “You’re attached to a Reconstruction Materials Survey. You will try not to reconstruct anything that explodes.”

Falcon flipped the envelope open, scanning the names. “John Fletcher, technical liaison; William Doyle, assistant; Mrs. Eleanor Dale, translator.”

Sparks peered at his own photograph and made a face. “Do I look that respectable?”

“You look like a man who’s lost a fight to a barber,” Ashford said. “That’s respectable in Germany.”

Drake checked her papers with the calm of someone who liked details more than people. “Our destination?”

“Hamburg first. You’ll switch to a British zone train to Lübeck. Voss’s trail starts there. Liaise with the local Combined Intelligence Objectives Sub-Committee officer if you must, but keep it minimal. If this is a commercial snatch, CIOS will only slow you down with forms.” Ashford’s gaze settled on Falcon. “And if it’s Soviet, do not get yourself interned by the MGB out of pride. There are ways back from a German gaol. From the east—less so.”

Falcon nodded. “We’ll tread lightly.”

“Good,” Ashford said, though his eyes said that lightness was a luxury men like Falcon rarely afforded themselves. He pulled a smaller envelope from his coat and tapped it. “Two items for your pocket. First—our photo negatives of Brooke with Voss. If anyone insists the Germans are all tame now, show them how house-broken a wolf can look. Second—an Air Ministry chit authorising you to claim materials in the field. It’s a lie, but it’s a confident lie.”

“Confidence is half the job,” Falcon said.

“And the other half?”

“Knowing when to stop pretending,” Falcon answered.

Ashford’s moustache acknowledged the line with a twitch. He took a breath that misted and vanished. “Find Brooke. Bring him home if he wants to live. If he doesn’t—find why.”

They shook hands without fuss. Sparks shouldered a canvas holdall that clanked quietly with things not on the inventory. Drake carried a neat leather valise that weighed more than it looked.

The Dakota’s cabin smelled of cold canvas and fuel. They strapped in as the engines spun up and the airframe trembled with that familiar pre-takeoff anxiety of machines about to trust physics more than sense. Falcon watched London shrink to semaphore gestures of smoke and chimneys, then flatten under the grey.
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