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			The Arcadia

			The Arcadia cast a vast shadow over the River Thames as it wove through the Isle of Dogs and past Greenwich on its route to the bustling East India Docks. A marvel of maritime engineering, P&O’s new iron and steel titan weighed as much as Blackfriars Bridge, stood as tall as three telephone poles, and carried over five hundred passengers and seven thousand tons of cargo.

			Having departed Bombay less than two weeks earlier, the giant steamer had made short work of the Arabian Sea, threaded its way through the Suez Canal, and sped across the Mediterranean all in record time, picking up eager passengers and vital supplies destined for its final stop: London.

			However, it wasn’t the arrival of the enormous steamship that caught the attention of the dock hands and crane operators and brought their work to a shuddering halt – it was the Metropolitan Police. They had turned out in force along the quayside and were waiting impatiently for the Arcadia to finally come to a stop. Something had happened on the ship during the long journey from India, something serious enough to require seven police constables, one motorised vehicle, two bicycles and a huge horse-drawn Black Maria, used for transporting prisoners. 

			Having watched the heavy ship crawl to a halt, Police Inspector Ken Jenkins, a stout man with a balding head and cropped moustache, shouted up to the crew to open the hatch. The great metal door had scarcely touched down on the East India Docks’ concrete when Jenkins and his constables eagerly leaped on board. 

			While his men fanned out to search the vessel, Jenkins made his way through the giant steamer toward steerage, where the third-class passengers were being held by the staff in anticipation of his arrival.

			‘This is all of them, sir,’ said the waiting steward, waving a hand at the horribly cramped and fed-up passengers. ‘Well, all of them except for Clifford Bambury, of course.’ ‘Still no sign of him then?’ asked Jenkins.

			The steward leaned in, keeping his voice low. ‘We haven’t seen or heard from him for nearly two days. We’ve checked the entire ship and he’s nowhere to be found. My guess is that some of this lot may have done for him.’ ‘What are you saying?’ asked Jenkins.

			‘I’m saying that there are a lot of people down here in very tight and uncomfortable conditions. Steerage has a way of getting to folk, you see. Some get irritated by the confinement quicker than others, and a man like Bambury, who was partial to drinking and gambling, could have easily rubbed some of those irritated people the wrong way.’

			‘You believe someone in here has killed him?’ asked Jenkins.

			‘Killed, thrown overboard… there’s no better place to hide evidence of a crime than in the deep blue.’

			Jenkins looked around the room, taking in the clothes and faces of the passengers. He’d never seen such a varied collection of people in one space at the same time.

			‘A villainous-looking bunch, wouldn’t you agree, Captain?’ whispered the steward, clearly enjoying the moment.

			‘It’s Inspector. Inspector Jenkins.’

			‘Nice to make your acquaintance, Inspector. I’m David Scarborough, although the crew call me Davy, you know, on account of us being at sea most of the time and Davy Jones.’

			‘And what exactly is your role on the Arcadia, Mr Scarborough?’ asked Jenkins.

			‘I’m the steerage steward. Although, as fate would have it, my father wanted me to be a copper, you know, an inspector like you. I’ve always had a nose for rooting out the wrong ’uns.’

			‘How interesting,’ replied Jenkins dryly, eager to get back to the matter at hand.

			‘Hold on!’ exclaimed the steward excitedly. ‘I’ve had an idea. I could help you, with the questioning. I’ve spent the last two weeks with this lot, racking up tons of invaluable intelligence. It wouldn’t be hard for me to get them to talk.’

			Jenkins raised a hand to protest when he was interrupted by one of his constables entering the room. The officer approached and quietly whispered something into Jenkins’s ear, before receiving instructions from the inspector in return.

			‘So, are we on then?’ pressed the steward. ‘I could use the first mate’s office, or the second’s, or, come to think of it, more likely the mess. But don’t worry, it’ll be quiet now we’ve made land.’

			‘That won’t be necessary,’ replied Jenkins, motioning towards his constables who had begun rounding up a few male passengers while directing the rest toward the exits. ‘We’ll take a handful down to the station for questioning, for now. We have the full passenger list for the others, should we need to bring any of them in.’

			‘You’re letting them all go?’ asked the steward, shocked.

			‘There’s no blood, no body, no weapon … or witness to any violence. We can’t very well detain all these people after two weeks at sea on the slim possibility that a crime has been committed here.’

			‘Slim possibility!’ repeated the steward, aghast.

			‘Who’s to say that Mr Bambury isn’t hiding somewhere on this ship right now, determined not to be found? Or that he didn’t disembark during one of your stops?’

			‘He was on the ship after we left Egypt, our final stop. I saw him myself.’

			‘Then who’s to say he didn’t decide to jump off? You admitted yourself that he was a drunk and a gambler. Per- haps he’d had enough and decided to end his unfortunate life prematurely?’

			‘I very much doubt it,’ replied the steward, casting a sneering glance at the passengers as they hastily gathered their things and sped for the doors. ‘You don’t know what it’s been like down here. Most of them were barely civilised to begin with. After two weeks at sea, some stopped being human entirely.’

			Irritated by the steward’s vitriolic comment, Jenkins shifted his attention away only to notice an Indian woman leaning forward, clearly eavesdropping on their conversation. As he turned towards her, she quickly averted her gaze, hastily gathering her things and making her way toward the exit with the other passengers.

			‘You see,’ continued the steward, observing the woman’s odd behaviour. ‘They’re all in on it.’

			Curious, Jenkins followed after her. 

			‘Excuse me,’ he called out gently, but the woman kept her head down and continued striding forward.

			‘You there,’ he called again, quickening his pace, determined to catch her before she reached the door.

			‘Wait!’ he bellowed firmly, reaching out and placing a hand on her shoulder.

			The woman turned and looked up at him, her expression startled. Jenkins took a step back, so as not to frighten her.

			‘Apologies, I’m Police Inspector Ken Jenkins,’ he said slowly and clearly, so that she could understand him. ‘I’d like to ask you some questions.’

			‘You may ask, but I might not have the answers you are seeking,’ replied the woman in perfect English, her mild Indian accent barely noticeable.

			‘You speak English?’ asked Jenkins.

			‘I had an English tutor and nanny growing up,’ she replied calmly.

			Jenkins looked her up and down, taking note of her expensive clothes and travel case. ‘How is it that an Indian woman with such fine belongings and whose family could afford the luxury of an English tutor and nanny is now traveling alone in steerage?’

			‘My father had his wealth and home taken by the British, like many Indians before and many more after him. We were, however, permitted to keep some of our personal belongings. You British like people to keep up appearances, even when you’ve taken almost everything from them.’

			‘Forgive me,’ said Jenkins, feeling immediately remorseful, ‘it was a poor choice of question.’

			‘Do you mind if I eat while you continue with your questions?’ asked the woman. ‘The long journey and lack of sleep have taken a toll on my energy levels. I get tired very quickly and need a little dose of sugar to revive me.’ ‘Please, do as you must,’ replied Jenkins.

			The woman leaned down and rummaged through her bag, pulling out a small plate wrapped in a bright saffron towel. She carefully untied the knot and removed the cloth, revealing an array of small Indian desserts.

			‘If I may,’ continued Jenkins, ‘did you come across Mr Clifford Bambury at any time during your journey? Only, I noticed you listening intently to my conversation with the steward before hurriedly departing.’

			The woman held out the plate towards Jenkins. ‘Can I tempt you?’ she asked.

			‘No, I really mustn’t,’ replied Jenkins, keen for an answer to his question. ‘I have a notoriously sweet tooth, one that must be tempered.’

			‘You know, in some cultures it’s considered impolite to refuse lovingly prepared food,’ said the woman. ‘Especially when asking for something in return. Go on… no one will see; the ship is practically deserted.’

			Jenkins looked around the ship, surprised at how quickly it had emptied. The cramped and overcrowded space he had entered moments before now seemed open and spacious as his constables led the last of the passengers to the exits.

			‘That’s the lot, Inspector,’ called one of his men. ‘Should we hold the vehicles outside for you?’

			Jenkins considered the question, then glanced down at the mysterious woman standing in front of him. On the surface, she appeared harmless enough, quite ordinary actually: a single woman, small in stature, travelling alone to a foreign country with a plate of homemade sweets. Yet, there was something about her that compelled him to stay and delve a little deeper.

			‘No need, Constable,’ he replied. ‘You go on ahead. I’ll meet you back at the station shortly.’

			‘Very well,’ replied the constable, leading his fellow officers out.

			With the room finally emptied, Jenkins turned back to the woman, who held the plate a little higher. Consenting to the trade, he reached out and took the smallest dessert on offer: a golden-brown ball made of flour, butter, sugar, and cardamom, known as a laddu, and took a small bite.

			‘Delicious,’ he said politely, though not entirely convinced by the sweet’s unfamiliar taste. ‘Now that we’ve honoured your cultural traditions, perhaps you could indulge mine by answering my questions?’

			‘Very well,’ replied the woman, lowering the plate.

			‘Did you come across Mr Clifford Bambury at any time during your journey?’ asked Jenkins again.

			‘Not until yesterday,’ replied the woman. ‘We spent almost two weeks occupying the same space, and I hadn’t noticed him once, until yesterday.’

			Jenkins leaned forward, intrigued by her answer. ‘And what happened yesterday to suddenly bring him to your attention?’

			‘To understand that, I must take you back to the start of our journey,’ replied the woman, lowering herself into a cross-legged sitting position on the floor.

			Curious, Jenkins took a seat opposite her.

			‘When we first set eyes on the Arcadia in Bombay, there was an enormous wave of excitement,’ she began. ‘People were in awe of this floating metal city that had come to take them over the wide sea and change their lives forever. We all boarded with such hope and adventure, regardless of our backgrounds or social status.

			‘For those fortunate enough to travel first class, the journey promised to be an ostentatious display of modern travel. They would luxuriate in spacious cabins with private bathrooms, dine in elegant restaurants offering lavish menus, relax in comfortable lounges, enjoy smoking rooms, peruse libraries, and even stroll on the ship’s wide promenades.

			‘For those in second class, the journey would be a more modest affair, with basic accommodations and fewer luxuries, yet still far beyond anything they had ever seen or experienced before.

			‘However, for us poorer folk in steerage,’ she sneered, clearly irritated at having been forced to travel in such a lowly manner, ‘the two weeks at sea would prove to be a monumental test of endurance as we grappled with cramped quarters, shared facilities, poor ventilation, and the sickness-inducing movements of the ship. Confined to the bowels of the Arcadia, we felt every swell of water, every passing current, and every one of the ship’s cumbersome manoeuvres with greater stomach-churning intensity than our fellow passengers in first and second class.

			‘With little else to do aside from clutching our stomachs and dreaming of the English coast, we resorted to guessing the stories of our fellow travellers lives to pass the time. They hailed from the far reaches of Asia, the Middle East, and North Africa, a vibrant mix of students, merchants, intellectuals, and workers. They wore a kaleidoscope of clothes, from ornate silk robes to simple linens, every hue and texture, and carried a fascinating array of objects, from practical contraptions for holding spices to precious trinkets that reminded them of distant homes.

			‘To fill the time, some played exotic instruments like sitars and tabla hand drums, while others prayed and chanted in equally melodic tones to the sound of Arabic tambourines, or played games of logic with stones and dice. A few even managed to smuggle aboard live animals, treasured family pets and auspicious creatures like snakes and small monkeys, to bless the voyage with good fortune and ensure safe passage.

			‘However, even among such a colourful collection of people, it was a group of seven Indian travellers, four men and three women, sitting cross-legged in a tight circle, that drew the attention of the curious passengers. Though incredibly alike in appearance, it was their differences that made them stand out in the bustling steerage crowd.

			‘The first thing anyone with a keen eye noticed was that each of the seven wore differently coloured clothes. Among the three women, one wore a saffron sari elegantly draped around her body, another donned a delicate green sari with a white blouse choli, and the last was dressed in a red and gold shalwar kameez, a long tunic with wide, comfortable trousers.

			‘Among the men, one wore a dark blue dhoti, an unstitched piece of cloth about five meters long, wrapped around his waist and legs, paired with a long blue kurta tunic. Another man sported a black kurta and turban, while the two remaining men wore a pink and a yellow dhoti, each with a similarly coloured long coat known as a sherwani, and intricately designed pashmina shawls. Sitting together, they looked like the vibrant rainbows one sees after a heavy downpour followed by piercing sunshine.

			‘The next curiosity for the eagle-eyed passengers was the markings on each of the seven’s bodies. Proudly displayed on their arms, hands, and feet were an array of intricate ink patterns: henna tattoos and colourful mandalas. To most, the designs might have looked similar, but to the trained observer, it was clear that the patterns on each of the seven were unique. As individual as snowflakes in winter, as were the designs on their vast array of jewellery: stunning gold, silver, and iron bracelets, earrings, nose rings and armlets.

			‘However, to truly perceptive observers, the most curious thing about the seven was the way they acted towards each other. Despite sitting in a close circle for nearly two weeks, there seemed to be a great distance between them, a cold reluctance to engage or connect. It wouldn’t have been an exaggeration to say there was an obvious dislike, even disdain, for one another. Over the course of the journey, few words passed between them, and even fewer signs of friendship.

			‘During the day, the seven made use of the ship’s additional facilities, including the third-class deck. However, they never left together or walked the ship in groups. Instead, one would leave for a few hours while the other six waited patiently for their return. Once back and seated in their position within the circle, another would get up and leave for their daily dose of fresh sea air. This pattern continued all day until each of the seven had taken their allotted time, and evening came back around, confining the steerage passengers to the ship’s underbelly once more.

			‘Even when seated together, they barely took their eyes off one another. It was as though they’d formed the circle specifically to keep watch over each other, the most efficient way to maintain collective vigilance and avoid any blind spots.

			‘When they ate, they shared food, taking a mouthful from the plate of the person next to them. When they stood up to stretch their limbs, the others watched their every move with growing suspicion. When it was time to use the toilet, they were given a strict ten-minute window in which to return, and even at night, when it was time to sleep, a group of them kept watch, rotating the order every evening to ensure each received their fair share of duty and rest.

			‘With more and more passengers becoming aware of the seven and their peculiar behaviour, it wasn’t long before the group became the primary topic of conversation in steerage. The odd whispered comment quickly turned into full-blown conversations, and before long, the mysterious seven were all anyone talked about, offering an escape from the hardships and boredom of the long journey.

			‘Theories about the seven ranged from a radical religious sect sent to impose discipline on London society to a family troupe, touring Europe with their travelling show. Some even suggested they might be emissaries from the farthest corners of India, sent to negotiate trade with the government, or offspring of India’s royal houses sent to marry British nobility and mix the two countries’ bloodlines.

			‘However, it wasn’t until drunken wagers were made, prized possessions were staked, and money changed hands that harmless speculations became unhealthy obsessions. Compelled to prove their theories correct and win their bets, passengers set about engaging the seven, determined to uncover the truth.

			‘At first, they attempted to approach the group’s tightly formed circle and engage in polite conversation. But each time someone got close enough to say hello or wish them a good morning, they were met with stern glares or an icy wall of silence. Sometimes, the seven would even turn their gaze to the floor in unison, making it clear they did not wish to be spoken to.

			‘After several failed attempts over several days to breach the group’s stubborn defences, the passengers conspired to approach them one by one during their solitary walks on the ship’s deck. They would pop out of doorways or accidentally bump into them, some even feigning falls or dropping items to gain their attention.

			‘Male passengers attempted to act suave and gentlemanly in front of the three women in the group, hoping to catch their eye, while female passengers tried to use their femininity and seductive charm to attract the four men. However, no matter the timing or tactic, the passengers couldn’t break the seven’s iron resolve.

			‘For many, it was an odd and infuriating conundrum. How could these people, who clearly didn’t like one another or enjoy each other’s company, be so united in protecting the integrity of their group? For those with money on the line, the ongoing mystery was stretching their patience to breaking point. With just under two days left at sea, they had to find a way to break the impasse, if they hoped to settle their bets and collect their winnings in time.

			‘With the passengers at a complete loss on how to proceed, it was Clifford Bambury, a drunk British merchant with a novel but dangerous idea, who found a way to pierce the seven’s armour.

			‘An old sailor with firsthand experience of life at sea and weeks spent in confined spaces like steerage, he had seen and heard it all. Deciding that the only way to get the truth out of the seven was to give them something of equal value in return, he set about trying to uncover the root of their desire to travel to London. If he could find out what motivated them, it would be much easier to get them to talk.

			‘Having spent most of the journey drinking rum, playing cards, and sleeping, he had cunningly portrayed himself as a harmless sea dog, interested only in gambling and booze – a quiet and reclusive man of no consequence or threat to anyone. Positioned near the seven, he began drunkenly ranting about various topics: the British weather, the economy, the aristocracy, even the King. However, it wasn’t until he started ranting about the prime minister and his former home secretary, Thomas Percy, that Bambury finally struck gold.’

			‘What do you mean? What did he discover?’ asked Jenkins, fully engrossed in the tale.

			‘A chink in their armour,’ replied the woman. ‘For nearly two whole weeks no passenger had even managed to make eye contact with one of the seven, but when Bambury mentioned Felix Grey and Thomas Percy, he noticed one of the women flinch and steal a momentary glance at him. He got what he was fishing for… a reaction.’

			‘The next morning, he waited for the woman to take her daily walk and quickly followed after her. Confronting her on the third-class deck he finally uncovered the true reason behind the seven’s mysterious journey to London.’

			‘And what was it?’ asked Jenkins, feeling a sudden wave of dizziness come over him. 

			‘Nobody knows,’ replied the woman. ‘Clifford Bambury was never seen again.’

			‘And what about the seven?’ asked Jenkins, placing a hand on the ground to steady himself. ‘What happened to them?’

			‘They disappeared,’ replied the woman, calmly observing the beads of sweat starting to roll down his forehead. ‘When the passengers awoke the next morning, there was no sign of them… no circle, no possessions, no colourful clothes or ornate jewellery. They were gone. Simply vanished into thin air.’

			‘That’s preposterous,’ barked Jenkins, suddenly irritated by the woman’s story and its unsatisfactory ending. ‘Even if your story were true, how could you possibly know that level of detail? How can you be sure that he really uncovered the truth about the seven?’

			‘Now, that’s a much better choice of question, Inspector,’ replied the woman, methodically packing away the plate of desserts without touching a single one.

			Jenkins’s gaze fell to the plate, then to the saffron-coloured towel she used to cover it. His eyes caught the henna tattoos snaking from beneath her long sleeves, and then the tiny holes in her nose where ornate rings had once glinted.

			The realisation set in at once.

			‘It was you,’ he rasped, his throat tightening. ‘You’re one of the…’

			But the words never came. Before he could finish his sentence, the poison in his sweet finally overcame him, and the woman had claimed her second victim of the voyage.

		

	
		
			Swami Bal Chandra

			November 5, 1904.

			As the clock struck seven in the evening, the atmosphere outside the gates of Downing Street began to swell with throngs of revellers gathering to celebrate Guy Fawkes night.

			Laughter and chatter filled the air, mingling with the scent of bonfires and the crackling of fireworks. It felt somewhat ironic to be marking the occasion so soon after the recent attempt to blow up the Houses of Parliament, but the British public always had a knack for finding humour in even the darkest of circumstances.

			With Parliament dissolved and the General Election looming less than a month away, Felix Grey faced weeks of frenzied campaigning ahead. He would need to travel the length and breadth of the country, showing his face in all manner of halls, churches and squares, holding rallies, giving speeches, smiling, shaking hands with the voters, and answer ing difficult questions about his time as prime minister and why he hadn’t sniffed out Thomas Percy’s treachery sooner.

			Felix was under no illusion that re-election would be a tall order. How could he expect the British public to place their trust in his leadership again after the recent debacle?

			While the newspapers had offered some semblance of praise, commending Felix for thwarting the plot and saving the historic Palace of Westminster, pressing concerns still remained. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t shake the guilt of having been so convincingly deceived by his former home secretary, nor could he ignore the devastating aftermath of the factory disasters that had claimed so many innocent lives.

			In truth, Felix felt unworthy of a second term as prime minister and had all but abandoned any hope of re-election. In fact, he had already begun packing up his belongings at Number 10, quietly bidding his farewells to the Downing Street staff. The only thing keeping him from withdrawing entirely was the King. Felix had given his word to Edward VII that he would run, and he was determined to honour that promise, even if it meant enduring further humiliation.

			That evening, his mind swirling with past regrets and campaign travel plans, Felix sank into his study chair and reached for his journal, seeking solace in its familiar pages. Writing had always been a cathartic exercise, helping him navigate the maze of conflicting emotions and offering a rare sense of clarity. But before he could set pen to paper, the study door swung open and Humphrey strode in, clutching a letter.

			‘A late delivery,’ announced his loyal steward.

			‘Not another well-wisher,’ quipped Felix. There had been little goodwill towards him among the public since the dissolution of Parliament.

			‘Hard to say exactly, judging by the man who delivered it,’ replied Humphrey, handing over a plain envelope with Felix’s name scrawled across the front.

			‘What do you mean?’ asked Felix.

			‘Well, he was a rather odd-looking fellow. Not the sort you’d expect to see in this part of London. More like a scrubbed-up union man, or factory worker.’

			‘They’ve plenty to be upset about,’ said Felix, raising an eyebrow. ‘You deduced all that from his manner alone?’

			‘He was also wearing a smart workman’s suit and hat,’ replied Humphrey with a mischievous smile. ‘And there was a tattoo poking out from under his collar.’

			Felix shook his head, glancing down at the letter. ‘No postmark or address…’

			‘It’s probably just another tedious request for a factory visit,’ said Humphrey.

			‘Even that would be a welcome change from the recent barrage of complaints,’ replied Felix, using a letter opener to slice open the envelope.

			‘You’re in a rather peculiar mood this evening,’ observed Humphrey.

			‘And what mood would you be in, knowing you had to travel the entire length of the country delivering rallying speeches, only to be met with anger and disappointment in every town and city you visit?’

			‘That is your assumption, Felix. It’s not based on anything other than your own insecurities, and a few angry letters.’

			‘A few?’ scoffed Felix. ‘We had a sack full of them last week.’

			‘Might I remind you,’ said Humphrey evenly, ‘that according to the last census, there are over forty million people in this country. So yes, “a few”, is an entirely accurate description. And let’s not forget, those with a bee in their bonnet are always far more inclined to write in outrage than those who consider you to be an adequate prime minister.’

			‘An adequate prime minister,’ said Felix, amused. ‘Is that another of your entirely accurate descriptions?’

			Humphrey let out an exasperated breath. ‘The public’s faith depends on them seeing and hearing from their leaders. You have the rare opportunity with this campaign to meet and connect with the voters directly.’

			‘A rare opportunity, indeed,’ replied Felix. ‘Just remember, wherever I go, you’ll be coming along with me.’

			‘I most certainly will not,’ protested Humphrey, shaking his head firmly. ‘I no longer possess the stamina for such journeys.’

			‘Fear not,’ said Felix, a playful glint in his eye. ‘I’ll ensure Mrs Hughes lays on sufficient provisions to keep that rickety old engine of yours adequately fuelled.’

			With their brief duel of words over, Felix turned his attention back to the envelope in his hand. He drew the letter free from its sleeve, unfolded it and scanned the hurried scrawl inside:

			Prime Minister,

			If you truly seek to uncover who was responsible for the home secretary’s death, you will find your answers at the Savoy Hotel, this coming Monday, the 7th of November, at 7.30 p.m. Attend the performance of the holy man, Swami Bal Chandra. Keep your wits about you, and your senses sharp. Your enemies are already circling. 

			Felix set the letter down on his desk, his expression stiff with surprise. 

			‘Well?’ enquired Humphrey, observing his reaction. ‘What does it say?’

			‘It’s… an invitation, of sorts,’ replied Felix. ‘Though to what, precisely, I cannot yet say.’

			‘Well, that’s wonderfully vague,’ said Humphrey. ‘Am I expected to draft a reply?’

			‘No. Not for the moment,’ murmured Felix, lost in his thoughts.

			‘In that case,’ replied Humphrey, ‘I shall retire for the evening, unless there is anything further?’

			‘No, thank you, Humphrey. Enjoy your rest.’ Felix was suddenly eager to be alone. 

			Once the steward had departed, he rose from his desk and approached the fireplace. 

			He grasped the decorative corbel and, with practised ease, turned it ninety degrees so that the coal-stained panel shifted aside, revealing the hidden passage beyond. 

			Slipping the letter into his pocket, he stepped through the fireplace into the secret tunnel, its curved walls adorned with patterns of freesias and lilies, and followed the ornate passage away from his study towards Old Pye Street.

			A faint hum of electricity greeted Felix as he stepped into the secret office. Alfred was bent over a tangle of wires, putting the finishing touches to a complex electrical system he’d designed to help power the Old Pye Street lights and telephone exchange without the need for the small electrical generator they’d been so reliant on.

			‘It would be rather a shame,’ said Felix, appearing over his shoulder, ‘to go to all this trouble only to lose the election and be forced to leave Downing Street altogether.’

			‘S’pose,’ replied Alfred, pausing his work momentarily. ‘But then at least the next prime minister’ll get a better run of things.’

			‘That’s very noble of you,’ said Felix. ‘Though the thought of Milton Cavendish occupying one great office is troublesome enough. I don’t think I could stomach him finding and settling into this one as well.’

			‘You never know.’ said Alfred, optimistically. ‘This place could be the making of him. It’s hard to think that anyone could find Old Pye Street and not use it for good.’

			‘Well, if ever there were a man to prove you wrong,’ said Felix, ‘it’s Milton Cavendish.’ 

			Alfred suddenly jolted, as though shocked by one of the wires.

			‘Did you hear that?’ he asked, untangling himself and stepping toward the far wall, before pressing his ear against it.

			‘Are you quite all right, Alfred?’ asked Felix, concerned.

			‘Yes, it’s just… sometimes I hear things in the walls. Little sounds, like scratching or things scuttling around.’

			‘It’s probably just rats, or pigeons,’ said Felix. ‘They nest in all the derelict roofs around London.’

			‘It’s not coming from the roof. It sounds like they’re in the walls,’ replied Alfred.

			‘Roofs, walls…’ shrugged Felix. ‘They’ll squeeze into any crevice that keeps out the wind and rain. Now, have you eaten?’ he asked, shifting the conversation to more immediate concerns.

			‘A bit of roast chicken… with some greens, and potatoes,’ replied Alfred, as though undeserving of such a meal. ‘Mrs Hughes brought it over.’

			‘Yes, I thought she might appreciate the responsibility of watching over you once I had informed her of your residence here. And you should not feel guilty about being cared for, Alfred,’ said Felix warmly. ‘Kindness ought to be as fundamental as breathing or clean water, something no one should be denied.’

			‘I’m just not used to it, that’s all,’ replied Alfred.

			‘Well, you’d better get comfortable with it. If I know Mrs Hughes, she will not take a backward step when it comes to this sort of thing. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s here later to change your sheets and dust down the furniture,’ quipped Felix, noticing a smile escape Alfred’s lips.

			‘Weren’t you afraid she might tell someone, you know, about me and this place?’ asked Alfred.

			‘Not as afraid as I was that she might not be the person I’d believed her to be all these years,’ replied Felix.

			‘I don’t understand.’

			‘Sometimes people need to be trusted before they can become the best versions of themselves. God knows it’s hard to trust anyone these days, given everything that’s happened. But we must keep faith in one another, however hard it gets, and stand together, come what may.’

			Alfred nodded, understanding the point.

			‘Is that why you’re here, to see that I’ve had my supper?’ he jested.

			‘No, actually, I’m here to conduct a bit of research,’ replied Felix. ‘Tell me, have you ever heard of anyone who goes by the title “Swami”?’

			Alfred’s face immediately went blank. ‘Is that even a real word?’

			‘In that case, I shall consult our esteemed library,’ declared Felix, striding across the office toward the long rows of shelves brimming with encyclopaedias.

			As he crossed the room Felix suddenly noticed a book lying open on the floor. He picked it up and examined it.

			‘Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland?’ he read aloud.

			‘Mrs Hughes must have left it,’ Alfred blurted out, before turning back to his electrical work.

			Felix eyed Alfred suspiciously.

			‘Hmm… In that case, I’ll see that it finds its way back to her,’ he said, slipping the book into his jacket pocket.

			Though his face remained impassive, something in Alfred’s posture betrayed a flicker of unease.

			Sensing his discomfort, Felix chose not to press the boy any further on the matter and turned his attention back to the encyclopaedias.

			Running his finger methodically across the spines of the towering volumes, Felix scanned each row until, at last, he found what he was looking for, a large book titled:

			The Handbook of Religions, Practical Theology, Spirituality, and Living Divines.

			Taking a seat beneath the framed portrait of the Duke of Wellington, he opened the book and thumbed through its tall pages, arriving at a treasure trove of information on Indian religions and known spiritual leaders.

			Under the word Swami, the description read:

			A spiritual leader or teacher who has achieved enlightenment through study, meditation and self-discipline, and who offers guidance on matters of philosophy and spiritual pursuits.

			Felix continued reading, engrossed in tales of renowned swamis from the past, including the exploits of Swami Vivekananda, who was famous for introducing yoga to the Western world, and Ramakrishna Paramahamsa, the Mystic Saint of Bengal.

			As he delved deeper into the pages, his thoughts drifted to recent murmurs circulating within parliament of another mystic healer in Russia, named Rasputin, whose following was reportedly on the rise. It seemed the fascination for Eastern spirituality and mysticism was slowly taking root in Western societies, attracting those disillusioned with traditional religions towards these mysterious and charismatic figures offering alternative paths to enlightenment. Figures like Swami Bal Chandra.

			Felix took the note from his pocket and studied it closely. Swami Bal Chandra was hosting an event at the Savoy Hotel, an honour that implied considerable influence, or at the very least, a devoted following in the capital and perhaps beyond. The note suggested the Swami knew something about Percy’s death, or that someone in attendance might. But it was the final line that unsettled him most: your enemies are already circling.

			Hadn’t he already faced his enemies? Wasn’t this supposed to be a clean start?

			And then there was the sender. Who was this mysterious figure? A true ally, or someone leading him into yet another trap? 

			This was how it always began, he thought grimly – a cryptic message, a single thread begging to be pulled, gnawing at the edges of your mind. And never, in the end, leading to anything good.

			Having completed his research and helped Alfred return the furniture at Old Pye Street to its rightful place – now that the electrical wiring was finally complete – Felix hurried back to his study. He had barely settled at his desk to write in his journal when the study door creaked open and a wearylooking Humphrey reappeared, breaking the silence.

			‘How was your rest?’ teased Felix, hoping to divert Humphrey’s attention from the unease of nearly being discovered.

			‘Rest? If only,’ sighed Humphrey. ‘The devil makes work for idle hands, as the saying goes.’

			‘And what task has the devil conjured up for you this time?’ asked Felix.

			‘A visit, from the police commissioner,’ replied Humphrey. ‘He’s waiting in the hall.’

			Felix gazed at Humphrey, puzzled by the commissioner’s sudden appearance. He hadn’t seen Thompson since their last encounter at Downing Street, when the commissioner had remarked on Felix’s uncanny resemblance to a suspect described by Tom Fellows in a police artist’s sketch. Unless, of course, they had crossed paths again in the Parliamentary undercrofts, where Felix couldn’t help but notice a striking similarity between Thompson and the senior Mason who had worn the crow’s mask.

			‘Please, send him in,’ said Felix.

			Moments later, Humphrey returned, ushering Commissioner Thompson into the study. Despite the significant time they had spent together over the past few months, Felix was still struck by the commissioner’s impeccable appearance. Every strand of hair on his head, every crease and fold in his suit, even his posture, straight backed and precise, was immaculate. Yet he seemed greyer than Felix remembered, a sign that perhaps the job was starting to penetrate his granite exterior and wear on him.

			‘Prime Minister,’ began Thompson, his voice urgent, ‘apologies for the timing of my visit, but I have something of interest I think you should see.’

			He removed a small envelope from his pocket and handed it to Felix.

			Felix exchanged a puzzled glanced with Humphrey, then opened the envelope and removed the contents. Inside were several photographs. 

			The first was a picture of Thomas Percy, laid out on a mortuary slab, a grim reminder of recent events.

			Unsettled by the image of his former colleague and onetime friend, Felix quickly moved on to the next. This time it was an image of a blow dart; a miniature spear carved from wood with a razor-sharp point at the front and soft feathers at the rear.

			‘Why are you showing me this?’ asked Felix.

			‘That is the dart that killed the former home secretary,’ answered Thompson regretfully. ‘When it was analysed, it was revealed that the toxin on its tip originated from Rajputana, one of the prominent states of India.’

			‘I still don’t understand the significance, Commissioner,’ said Felix, confused. 

			‘Please, do continue,’ said Thompson.

			Felix moved onto the next image. It was a close-up of the dart, slightly grainy and hard to discern, as the lens had struggled to focus on something so small. However, despite the blurry image, Felix could make out the ornate carvings in the wood. It was intricately made, crafted by an expert with great skill … intricate, yet deadly.

			At the centre of the design was a word, difficult to decipher but unmistakably there. Felix squinted, trying to read it.

			‘Allow me,’ said Thompson, offering a magnifying glass from his pocket.

			Felix took the instrument and leaned over the photograph, straining to see clearly. 

			‘Swaraj?’ he read aloud.

			‘Indeed.’ 

			‘I take it the word is also of Indian origin?’ asked Felix.

			‘It is more than just a word,’ replied Thompson, ‘it is a movement. An ideology. It means the relentless struggle for freedom, for Indian self-rule. It is what has been shaping the nation’s future and causing these uprisings.’

			‘But what does that have to do with Thomas Percy?’

			‘It has come to light that the former home secretary had ties to some highly influential and perilous figures in India. Individuals who stood to gain significantly from destabilising the British Empire; and given what we now know about the poisoned dart, who likely orchestrated his downfall.’

			Thompson raised an eyebrow. ‘We encountered one such figure at the East India Club, if you recall. She arranged the meeting between Lord Monteagle, Jonathan Burbage and their associates on behalf of the former home secretary, operating under his alias, Mr G. Pulleyn. Then she looted the club of its most valuable antiques, injured a member of staff to throw the authorities off her scent, and vanished without a trace.’

			‘The hostess,’ remembered Felix.

			‘Her name is Seema Sharma,’ said Thompson.

			Suddenly, a thought struck Felix. He reached into his pocket and removed the note, handing it to Thompson.

			The commissioner cast his eyes over the contents of the card. ‘This is most intriguing,’ he said

			‘Do you think there might be a connection between Swami Bal Chandra and Seema Sharma?’ asked Felix. ‘Could this Swami be part of the movement?’

			‘It is a reasonable assumption,’ replied Thompson. ‘But why come to London now, so soon after Percy’s death? The timing is… curious.’

			‘There is only one way to know for certain,’ replied Felix. ‘I must attend the event at the Savoy.’

			‘Prime Minister, I urge you to reconsider,’ protested Thompson. ‘These people are extremely dangerous, as you have witnessed first-hand.’

			‘Not to mention the small matter of a General Election,’ added Humphrey, ‘and a national campaign that’s about to demand your full attention.’

			‘It is just one evening,’ said Felix calmly. ‘An opportunity to discern their intentions. And then, Commissioner, as I ought to have done in the matter of the missing Lords, I will share all my findings with you, without hesitation.’

			‘I’m not sure it’s safe, Prime Minister,’ continued Thompson.

			‘I understand your concerns,’ said Felix, ‘but not even our most dangerous adversaries would dare strike down the British prime minister at a sacred event in the Savoy. It would be, at the very least, ungentlemanly. If anything, this gathering may offer the safest and swiftest route to the truth. After that, it will be up to your team to untangle the rest.’

			Thompson gave a reluctant nod, his acceptance measured rather than assured. Having agreed on a plan – which involved Felix attending the event at the Savoy under the discreet watch of plain-clothed constables, to satisfy Thompson’s nagging concerns – Humphrey saw the commissioner out, leaving Felix alone to contemplate the mysterious letter and complete his tasks.

			After documenting the night’s developments in his journal, Felix poured himself a whisky and moved to the study window, gazing out at the world beyond. Midnight was drawing near, and the last of the revellers were finally dispersing from outside the gates of Downing Street, leaving behind a mountain of empty beer bottles and the remnants of their Guy Fawkes Night celebrations.

			As he sipped his drink, Felix considered the chaos outside and the deeper unrest within his own world. What was the true purpose of the letter? A gesture from someone seeking justice, or a veil for something far more sinister?

			Just as the bonfires outside burned to ward off the darkness, he too would need to remain steadfast, his duty to king and country a guiding light against the encroaching shadows.

			With a quiet breath and a final glance at the empty street, Felix turned away from the window, resolved to face whatever lay ahead.

		

	
		
			Marion & Co Ltd

			Mornings in the Downing Street kitchen were a sight to behold. Once part of the house’s basement, the old Georgian room had been converted some years earlier and was now bursting with life, and state-of-the-art cooking appliances.

			There were iceboxes, coffee pots, toasters, immense castiron gas stoves with sleek porcelain enamel finishes, and even hand-cranked eggbeaters. At the heart of the room stood a colossal wooden table, presided over by Mrs Hughes, where the staff worked with quiet efficiency, cleaning, plucking, and peeling under her watchful eye.

			They had just finished preparing a breakfast of smoked kippers, eggs, and bacon when Felix strode in, still mulling over the mysterious letter that had arrived the previous evening.

			‘Prime Minister…’ said Mrs Hughes, surprised to see him. In recent weeks, his unannounced visits to the kitchen had seldom brought good news. ‘If you’re here about breakfast, we were just about to bring it up,’ she added brightly.

			‘It’s all right, Mrs Hughes, I’m not here about breakfast,’ replied Felix. ‘I’ve come to return something of yours.’ ‘Something of mine…’ she replied, puzzled.

			Felix lifted his hand, revealing the book he’d found on the Old Pye Street floor the previous evening.

			‘Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland,’ he said, handing it to Mrs Hughes.

			‘Oh, I see,’ replied the head cook, lowering her voice. ‘He told you it was mine, did he?’ 

			‘Is it not?’ asked Felix, confused.

			‘The book does indeed belong to me,’ admitted Mrs Hughes. ‘But I left it with the boy so that he could practise. You see, I’ve been teaching him to read, and he’s a bit embarrassed about it.’

			‘That would explain his awkward reaction to my mentioning it. Not that he has anything to be embarrassed about.’

			‘I’ve tried to tell him, but you know how prideful these young boys can be,’ said Mrs Hughes.

			‘All too well, unfortunately. Although Alfred has endured more than his fair share for someone so young. He can be forgiven for feeling… unworthy.’

			Mrs Hughes nodded sombrely. ‘I did get a slight glimpse into his past during one of our lessons. Poor mite. Do you not think it better that he learns a trade and moves on with his life, rather than continuing with his current… situation?’ she asked, choosing her words carefully.

			‘That was my hope. I had always intended for him to take up an apprenticeship once he was settled and the troubles had passed.’

			‘But troubles never pass; they simply change shape. If it’s not one problem, it’s the next. One fades, and another takes its place, and so it goes until the end. That’s life’s challenge,’ explained Mrs Hughes.

			‘I suppose I’m waiting for the right moment,’ admitted Felix.

			‘And what does that stubborn old buzzard upstairs think?’ asked Mrs Hughes.

			‘Who, Humphrey?’ said Felix, raising an eyebrow. ‘He doesn’t know about Alfred yet or about the office at Old Pye Street.’

			‘You haven’t told him?’ asked Mrs Hughes, taken aback.

			‘I meant to,’ admitted Felix, his voice tinged with shame. ‘But I wasn’t sure how he’d react. He was already uneasy about my visit to Oxford to see Amelia, and even more so about my involvement with the missing Lords. He would almost certainly have objected to me offering Alfred shelter.’

			‘And rightly so,’ said Mrs Hughes. ‘It’s hardly appropriate for the prime minister to be taking in London’s waifs and strays.’

			Felix adjusted his stance, his discomfort plain to see.

			‘It was a lapse in judgment. One I intended to rectify. But now… I fear the consequences even more. Humphrey isn’t getting any younger, and I worry that the shock… the disappointment, might be too much for him.’

			‘Then perhaps it’s better if he doesn’t find out at all. I can look after Alfred while you arrange a new apprenticeship and home for him. That way, things will return to normal, and we won’t risk ruffling Humphrey’s greying feathers.’

			‘The boy will need some reassurance,’ said Felix, sensitive to Alfred’s situation. ‘We don’t want him to think he’s been cast aside or abandoned. Not again. I’ll find some time to speak with him.’

			‘There’s no better time than the present,’ said Mrs Hughes, thrusting a basket of food into Felix’s hands. ‘In my experience, there’s not a problem in the
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