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          SINGAPORE

        

      

    

    
      Monday, 28 November 1910

      From her comfortable chair on the verandah, Harriet Gordon watched the curtain of water fall from the glowering sky. The evening’s torrential downpour reflected her mood. 

      Her ward, Will Lawson, sat on a stool nearby, engaged in what was now his nightly duty—oiling the absent Inspector Robert Curran’s cricket bat. The sickly-sweet smell of linseed oil hung in the heavy air, adding nausea to her threatening headache. 

      “Will, enough! Put that stinking stuff away and get on with your homework,” Harriet snapped and then, conscious of her harsh tone, added, “Please. I’m sure it doesn’t need to be oiled every single night.”

      “But I promised the inspector,” Will mumbled. 

      “I know you did, but what little I know about cricket bats, I do know they don’t need to be oiled quite so regularly.”

      Will glared at her. “I will hate it if he comes back and thinks I didn’t look after it properly.” 

      Harriet summoned a smile. “I am certain he won’t think that, Will.” She pointed at the door. “Homework.”

      Will picked up cloth, oil, and cricket bat and stomped inside. Oiling a cricket bat was infinitely preferable to schoolwork. 

      The side gate that led from St Thomas House to the school squeaked, and Harriet’s brother, Julian, headmaster of St Thomas Church of England Preparatory School for English Boys, ran toward the house, the large umbrella he held doing very little to keep the rain at bay. 

      Reaching the verandah, he stopped, panting from his exertion, water streaming from his sodden hair down his face. He closed the useless umbrella and leaned it against the verandah rail. 

      Harriet rose to her feet, but he forestalled the question on her lips by holding up his hand. 

      “Let me get dry and changed and then we’ll talk,” he said. “Pour us both a whisky. I think we need it.” 

      It seemed like an age before Julian reappeared, his still-damp hair sticking up where he had roughly toweled it. He patted it down, adjusted his glasses, and accepted the glass Harriet held out for him.

      “That bad?” she asked, her voice high with tension.

      “I haven’t lost my job,” Julian said.

      Harriet let out a breath. That had been her greatest fear. 

      Two weeks earlier, she had lost her job, a contract to provide typing and shorthand services to the Detective Branch of the Straits Settlements Police. Inspector Robert Curran, who had employed her services, had himself been suspended and replaced by Inspector John Keogh, a self-righteous prig of a policeman brought in from the Federated Malay States Police Force. 

      On discovering Harriet’s history with the suffragist cause in England the previous year that had landed her in Holloway prison for a brief time, Keogh had dismissed her. As if that wasn’t enough, he had taken it upon himself to officially inform the Trustees of Julian’s school that they were employing a woman with a criminal past. Though ‘employing’ was a word used lightly, as the school didn’t pay her for her administrative duties. It was understood that board and lodging with the headmaster was sufficient recompense for her services. 

      The trustees had summoned Julian to a meeting to explain himself. 

      “They could hardly claim they didn’t know,” Harriet said. 

      “Indeed. Before I even suggested you come out to join me, I discussed it with the bishop, and he raised it with the others. They were prepared to turn a blind—some might say Christian—eye to your transgressions, but once it came to an official notification from the police, they had to be seen to do something.” 

      Harriet sank into her chair. “And what is that something?”

      “They officially reprimanded me and banned you from the school premises. You are not, however, banned from continuing your, and I quote, ‘excellent services.’ The school typewriter will be relocated here, and I will have to bring the work to you.”

      Harriet uttered an unladylike and blasphemous response. 

      Julian held up his hands. “I know, but in the circumstances, it is the best compromise we could arrive at.”

      Harriet looked down at the glass she cradled in her hands. “Oh, Ju, I am so sorry to get you into strife.”

      Julian shook his head and smiled. “I’m not. You know I’m proud of you, Harri.”

      She managed a watery smile. “I suppose I should be grateful that they are letting me go on typing school reports and demands for school fees.”

      Julian stood up and poured them both another whisky. “It’s timely in a way. I received a letter from the acting headmaster of the Prince Alfred School in Kuala Lumpur only yesterday. They’re looking for a new senior master in classics and wondered if I would be interested.”

      Kuala Lumpur, or KL as it was referred to by most people, was the capital of the Selangor State, one of the Federated Malay States. About two hundred miles north of Singapore, the state had grown around the incredible wealth from the tin mining industry. Such riches were not something the British could resist. Unlike the Straits Settlements, of which Singapore was one, which were under British rule, some thirty years earlier, the Sultan of Selangor had agreed to allow the British to administer the State under a British ‘Resident Minister’ or ‘Resident’, without relinquishing his own control. As other Malay States had joined the Federation, KL had become the administrative center for not just Selangor but all the Federated Malay States. 

      Harriet stared at him. “Kuala Lumpur? But Julian, you are the headmaster of your own school. It would be something of a backward move for you.”

      Julian swilled the whisky in the glass he held. “Truth be told, I’ve been feeling a bit restless. It would be a relief not to have the responsibility of being a school principal and to go back to teaching senior boys again.” Julian sat down, leaning his forearms on his knees as he looked up at his sister, his face grave. “The position comes with a house but, best of all, Harri, it means Will could attend at a master’s rate. The Prince Alfred School has an excellent reputation, and he’d get the best education we can provide for him.”

      And that, Harriet had to agree, was a good argument. They were struggling to find a suitable school for Will when he finished at St. Tom’s next summer. A senior school that they could afford would be a godsend. 

      “I don’t have to give Robertson an immediate answer,” Julian said. “He’s invited me—us—to visit and look over the school, meet the other staff, and see if we would like the move to Selangor State.”

      “Both of us? When?”

      Julian hefted a sigh. “The sooner the better. How about this weekend? I am inclined to make a trip of it. I’ve checked the train timetables. There’s a night train that leaves Singapore at 7.15 and gets into KL at 6.56 in the morning. If we go up on the Friday night train and back on the day train on Monday, you can play the tourist in Kuala Lumpur while I hobnob with the school. You’ve not really seen anything of the Malay Peninsula beyond Singapore. Seems like a splendid opportunity.”

      “I have to admit a change of scene would be most welcome,” Harriet said. 

      Julian straightened and drained his glass. “So be it! If you can prevail on Louisa to take Will in for a few nights, I’ll make the travel arrangements.”

      “Where shall we stay?”

      “Didn’t I mention? Henry Robertson has invited us to stay with him and his wife at the headmaster’s house.”

      “That’s very kind. I hope we won’t be an imposition. Do you know Robertson?”

      “I’ve met him a couple of times. Nice chap. I haven’t met his wife. She’s younger, I gather. They have a small child, and I’m sure she would be glad of some company.” He paused. “You will find Kuala Lumpur is a little different from Singapore. It’s less well established. A much smaller European population, so a new face is always welcome.”

      “As long as his wife is happy for some company. Does she have a name?”

      “Enid…” Julian frowned. “No… Edith.”

      “I think this sounds like an excellent plan, Julian,” she said.

      Julian straightened and smiled. “I agree. Even if I don’t take to Prince Alfred, at least we shall have a break from routine. A change is as good as a holiday.”

      Harriet finished her drink, and her mood lifted. After the despondency of the last few weeks, a weekend in Kuala Lumpur gave her something to look forward to, and her mind turned to her packing. As Julian had observed, since her arrival in Singapore the previous January, she had little opportunity to travel and her mind raced to the practicalities of travel and accommodation, and adventure.
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          Kuala Lumpur, Selangor State

        

      

    

    
      Wednesday, 30 November, 1910

      A suffocating early morning humidity hung over Selangor State and by the time Robert Curran—sometime Inspector with the Straits Settlements Police Force, but currently on suspension—had scrambled up the steep slope to the entrance to the Batu Caves a few miles outside of Kuala Lumpur, he was dripping. He removed his hat, a stylish fedora purchased at great expense from John Little & Co. the previous week, and mopped his face with a clean handkerchief. 

      Order restored, he paused a moment to take in the cathedral-like beauty of the caves. This first chamber soared above him, hung with heavy stalactites; the ancient stalagmites below, broken and stained by the frequent visitors to the cave system. A second chamber lay before him, open to the daylight, with vines and the roots of trees that had taken hold in the rocky cavities, creeping over the craggy walls as they reached for the sun. 

      Since leaving Singapore, Curran had been kicking his heels in a run-down plantation house while he waited for a proper briefing on his secret assignment. A brief meeting with the Resident of Selangor State, Henry Belfield and Henry Talbot, Commissioner of the Federated Malay States Police, an old acquaintance from his cricketing days, had provided him with very little useful information except that he had to wait until someone they trusted with a full brief contacted him. 

      The message had come at last. Be at the Batu Caves at nine in the morning and ask for directions to the Dark Cave. 

      A European man dressed, like Curran, in a linen suit with a high starched collar, stood framed in the entrance to the second cavern. He glanced over his shoulder and, without acknowledging Curran, stepped down into the cave, disappearing from view. Curran waited a few minutes before crossing the floor of the first cavern. He followed the other visitor into the open space beyond. Above him, troops of monkeys, chattering with indignation at the intrusion, scaled the walls to the fringe of trees that overlooked the space below.

      “Good morning,” the stranger said. 

      He sat on a rock, one ankle crossed over his knee as he pulled a pipe from his pocket, carefully packing it with tobacco from a leather pouch. 

      “Can you direct me to the Dark Cave?” Curran asked. 

      “It will be closed at this time of day.” The man looked up. “Curran?” 

      Curran nodded his affirmation. “And you are…?”

      “Stephens, Archibald Stephens.” 

      “This is all a bit Rider Haggard,” Curran said, referring to one of his favorite authors.

      Stephens lit his pipe, inhaling and blowing out the smoke. “We don’t know who to trust any more. When you suspect everyone from the Resident down, what else can you do? That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”

      “Apparently.” Curran caught the scent of the smoke rising from the pipe. “That’s a nice twist.”

      Stephens removed the pipe and inspected the contents. “I have it made especially by a little chap in Colombo. Costs me a fortune to bring in, but it’s the simple pleasures in life, don’t you agree?”

      Curran brought his attention back to the reason for this clandestine meeting. “When it comes to trust, can I start with you? Who are you, and why should I trust you?”

      Stephens nodded. “You must understand, Curran, our relationship with the Sultan and the Council of State is a delicate one. Here in KL, we not only have the administration for the State of Selangor, but also the overall establishment for all the Federated Malay States. We are cursed, my friend, with not only a Resident for Selangor, Henry Belfield, but also the Resident General for the Federated Malay States, Reginald Watson.” Stephens paused. “Over-governed, Curran. That’s when mistakes occur.” He removed the pipe from his mouth and continued. “As to why you should trust me, that’s an excellent question. You can check my bona fides with Belfield himself if you wish. I work in the office of the Accountant and Auditor. It is our task to see that we are, well, how to put it … we are rendering unto Caesar all that is Caesar’s. In the past two years, certain irregularities have been detected, most notably in the area of excise and duties being collected within Selangor State.” 

      There had been no mention of excise and duties in Curran’s short clandestine briefing on the case. Excise and duties were not part of Curran’s regular duties, let alone any irregular investigations. 

      “In what way?” he asked, more out of politeness. 

      “The only dutiable goods imported into the Federated Malay States are opium and spirit liquor. We’re not concerned about the liquor, but we are concerned about opium. There is more opium coming in than we are receiving in duty.”

      “The import of opium is not illegal,” Curran pointed out.

      He fought back the urge to point out that the question of the appropriate duty not being paid on opium seemed irrelevant when hundreds, if not thousands, were victims of the vile substance. In his opinion, opium should be banned, not used for profit. But wars had been fought on that subject. It was not for him to argue the point.

      “No,” Stephens agreed, “it’s not. But avoidance of duty is. And we’re not talking a few pounds here, Curran. We are talking about thousands of pounds. Money that should be going to the administration of the FMS and into the pockets of the Sultan. He is asking questions.”

      “Smuggling?”

      Stephens nodded. “Yes. We think it is coming in via Penang.”

      Curran's curiosity sparked, and he knew the answer before posing the question. “Any suspects?”

      Stephens nodded. “Khoo Zi Qiang. I believe you may already have crossed paths with him?” Stephens raised an eyebrow.

      Curran’s blood ran cold. Khoo Zi Qiang … Li An’s brother and the head of a powerful clan in Penang. His investigation into Khoo Zi Qiang’s illegal activities in Penang and his involvement with the man’s sister, Li An, had nearly killed him—nearly killed them both. The last encounter with Zi Qiang, as he thought of him, left both Li An and him with scars, both physical and intangible.  

      “I am quite familiar with Zi Qiang’s activities,” he said. 

      Stephens took a puff of his pipe and regarded Curran thoughtfully. “I know. I’ve seen your record and I was in Penang at the time. Do you mind me asking if you are still involved with his sister?”

      Curran minded. That pain was still fresh, the scar of Li An’s departure barely healed. 

      “No,” he said. “She has returned to Penang.” He returned to the subject in hand. “What makes you think Zi Qiang is involved in Selangor State?”

      Stephens removed his pipe and pulled his pipe-cleaning tool from a leather pouch. He stared scraping out the bowl of the pipe as he said, “Until recently, his activities have been confined to Penang but as you probably know, the authorities there are making it increasingly difficult for him, so we suspect he is moving into more vulnerable states, such as Perak and Selangor.” 

      “I still don’t see why I have been sent up here?”

      Stephens pocketed his pipe. “The problem with missing duty is only one symptom in what could be widespread corruption in the colonial administration. That’s why you are here, Curran. I am told that the administration needs someone from outside of Kuala Lumpur to get to the center of the corruption, a certain establishment that has been a thorn in our side for the last two years.”

      “The Topaz Club?” Curran suggested.

      Stephens’ mustache twitched. “What do you know about the Topaz Club?”

      Curran hesitated. He knew more than he could reveal. In recent weeks he had learned that his half-sister, Samrita, had been kidnapped from her home in Laxmangarh and taken to work in the Topaz Club, a mysterious and exclusive ‘Gentleman’s Club’ offering beautiful women and other clandestine pleasures. 

      When his superior in the Straits Settlements Police, Inspector General Cuscaden, had proposed the assignment in Selangor State, Curran had jumped at the chance it offered to save his sister. 

      “In my initial briefing from Cuscaden, he suggested this might be the case and my brief includes any associations with the Topaz Club,” Curran said.

      Stephens nodded. “The Commissioner of the Federated Malay Police, Talbot, believes the Topaz Club is being used as a front not only for the illegal import issues but also other nefarious dealings.” He looked up at the bright blue sky beyond the bowl of the fallen cave. “Whoever is behind the club is using it as the means to coerce favorable contracts and deals from the administration.”

      “By coerce do you mean blackmail?” Curran interposed.

      “Quite.” 

      “And is Khoo Zi Qiang connected to the Topaz Club?”

      Stephens let out an audible sigh. “Maybe, but he is not an idiot. He uses various companies and other legal entities to cover their tracks. It would take more manpower than we have to trace every single suspect contract. And our other problem is that we don’t know exactly who he has in his pocket. This is a small community, Curran, and we think the very mystique and exclusivity of the Club has made certain senior officials vulnerable.”

      “Who exactly?”

      “Customs and excise, colonial civil servants, lawyers … police. It may even go as high as the Resident’s own office.”

      “You may be right,” Curran said. “I have been indirectly looking at the trafficking of the girls who service the club.”

      Stephens raised an eyebrow. “Is that so? It’s not your jurisdiction, so what is your interest?”

      “Personal,” Curran said. “A favor for a friend, but as you have said, once you start looking behind the Topaz Club, it gets very murky.” He steadied himself before he gave too much away. “So, what is it you think I can do?”

      “Your assignment is to find out who is behind the Topaz Club and to retrieve the evidence the Club is using as coercion. Everything is done through the man at the Club, Gopal Acharya. Acharya is a slippery customer. He’s done nothing we can bring him in for, apart from running a brothel and gambling premises, none of which are illegal. It’s not just girls and drinks at the Topaz Club … there is easy access to opium and gambling. Put all of that together and it spells the end for many a promising career, does it not?”

      “Have you visited this establishment?”

      “No.” Stephens stood up. “I am ambitious, Curran, and have no wish to stall my career in the colonial service through indiscretion. For all intents and purposes, I live the life of a monk. It can be a lonely existence.”

      “I admire your self-discipline, Stephens.”

      Stephens allowed himself a small smile. “You have the full support of the Resident, and of course our Police Commissioner Talbot, but, for obvious reasons, they are staying at arm’s length. You are on your own, Curran.”

      Not quite. 

      In his meeting with Talbot, Curran had been given a name … Detective Inspector Charles Wheeler. Curran had meet Wheeler on a couple of occasions. 

      “He’s a teetotaling Methodist with eight children. Devoted to his wife by all accounts … or too scared of her to step outside the front door. I doubt he’s even heard of the Topaz Club. But keep him out of it if you can, Curran. With Keogh in Singapore, he’s got enough to deal with,” Talbot had said. 

      “Where do you suggest I start?” Curran said.

      Stephens rose to his feet. “The Topaz Club. We want those files. That is our priority. Once we have those names, we can deal with the rest. To make it more complex, we had a contact at the club who said she had the files, but she has disappeared and with her, the files.”

      Curran thought of the girl who may have been his sister Samrita’s friend, Lakshmi. If he was correct, disappeared meant dead. 

      “If the club no longer has the files, what is the problem?”

      Stephens snorted. “The problem is, Curran, we don’t know who has been compromised and just because our friends at the Club know the files are missing, doesn’t mean our chaps do. They can go on being compromised. We need the files.”

      “But if the girl is dead?”

      Stephens’s eyes widened. “I never said she was dead.”

      “What do you know about the body of a girl pulled from the Klang River a few months ago?” Curran asked.

      Stephens shook his head. “I vaguely remember something about that. What about her?” 

      Curran shook his head. “She may be your missing girl.”

      Stephens turned away. “Damn it! How do you know that?” 

      Curran shrugged. “I don’t. Just a policeman’s instinct, Stephens.”

      “That makes finding the files even more urgent,” Stephens said. 

      Curran took a moment to digest the information. 

      “First things first,” he said. “Where is the Topaz Club?” 

      The address Curran had followed up in his initial search for Samrita had yielded nothing except an empty house. 

      “It keeps moving. A few months ago, it moved out of town to what I can best describe as a fortified position, well concealed off the road to the Batu Caves. Not far from here, in fact. I defy anyone to get near it … walls, dogs, and guards. No one gets in or out unless they have a reason to be there. Anything else?”

      “Any idea how I get into the Topaz Club? I have this.” Curran produced the card he had taken from the commodities broker, George Sewell, in his last case. 

      Stephens took the card and turned it over. As Curran knew it contained no information except a gold circle on a black background. 

      “It’s a start, but from what I know, you will need a member to introduce you. I suggest the Selangor Club on the Padang is the best place to make the sort of contact that will give you an introduction.”

      Stephens fished in his pocket and produced an envelope. 

      “I’ve been told you are using the name Ronald Sutton as an alias?”

      “Correct,” Curran said and rasped his chin, which had reached the point of just looking disreputable. He needed longer before he could sport a decent beard.

      “If there are any problems with gaining entry to the Selangor Club, this is a letter of introduction from a respectable Gentlemen’s club in London. I am sure the club will welcome you with open arms.”

      Curran took the envelope and tucked it into his own pocket. 

      “How do I contact you?”

      “Leave a message with the concierge at the Empire Hotel addressed to Mr. Giles. It needs to say nothing more than ‘The Batu Caves are highly recommended’ and I will find you.”

      Curran refrained from rolling his eyes. He was a plain policeman and had little time for these Boys’ Own adventures. 

      He left Stephens gazing up at the vault of the sky above him and returned to the outside world and his newly acquired motor vehicle, a blue, 1908 Sheffield Simplex that he’d picked up for a song in Johor. He abhorred motor vehicles but recognized he needed the independence that having his own transport gave him, and he liked the Sheffield Simplex because it had only two gears: forward and reverse.  

      On the drive back into town, he passed through the rows of rubber trees and patches of jungle, but saw no building resembling Stephens’s description. If the Topaz Club was tucked away off this road, it was indeed well hidden. 
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      The privacy provided by the old plantation house a few miles outside Kuala Lumpur that Curran had rented, allowed him to prepare for his assignment and given him much needed time to develop a relationship with Jayant Kumar, his newfound younger half-brother. 

      In the hope his brother could be of some practical help, Curran had spent the last two weeks teaching Jayant some basic weapons handling and self-defense skills. While Jayant had already proved himself handy in a fight, when it came to handling Curran’s service revolver, he had neither interest nor aptitude, preferring to pass his days with a nose in one of the many mildewed books that filled the bookcase of their temporary accommodation. 

      Despite his brother’s protestations, Curran had yet to be convinced that Jayant was not a habitual opium user. Jayant had been working in a notorious opium den in Chinatown and Curran had walked in on his brother in an opium stupor. He had been a policeman long enough to recognize the signs, and over the last week, Jayant had become increasingly irritable and restless. He had made no attempt to find his own way into the town, so Curran held out some hope that Jayant was fighting the craving. 

      Curran made a brief stop at the Post Office in town and discovered a letter from Griff Maddocks, the journalist on the Straits Times, sent poste restante. The contents were brief but enough to galvanize Curran into action. He booked a hotel in KL and bought a ticket on the night train to Singapore before returning to the plantation house.   

      Curran looked in on Jayant and found him asleep. He ate a quick lunch of nasi lemak, a spicy and coconut rice neatly wrapped in a banana leaf. Having learned Jayant had a sweet tooth, he had also purchased some squares of kuli seri muka, a sweet treat of glutinous rice and a pandan custard. He left these on a table with a note and took himself off for a long walk through the abandoned nutmeg trees to the jungle behind. 

      These walks had become a daily practice and with each step, he put Li An a little further behind him – or at least he hoped he did. Li An had chosen to return to Penang to take on her mother’s business interests. Interests that put her in direct opposition to her brother Khoo Zi Qiang, but she had a powerful ally by her side, her cousin Teoh Gum Loong. The woman who had walked out of his life had done so with confidence. Curran had no part to play in her future. He belonged to her past, the scar her brother had left on her face, a constant reminder of the price they had paid for their love. 

      But the past had a habit of returning, and now Zi Qiang was back in Curran’s life. The memories of that night on Penang harbor when Zi Qiang had left them both for dead, still raw, a painful reminder of his own failure. 

      On his return, he found the food he had left for Jayant was still untouched and the door to his brother’s bedroom remained closed. Curran rattled around the house, packing his bags and making enough noise to wake the dead before settling back with a bottle of beer in a dilapidated planter’s chair, one of several on the verandah of the old house. A light breeze rustled the leaves of the neglected nutmeg trees and an annoying mosquito droned around his head. He flinched, swatting ineffectually as it flew just out of reach. As a sufferer of recurrent malaria, he loathed mosquitos, but there was no escaping them. 

      He took a swig of the beer and shook open the day’s copy of the Malay Tribune. The door rattled and Jayant stepped out onto the verandah. He slapped at a mosquito as he collapsed into a chair beside Curran. 

      As Jayant did not drink alcohol, Curran did not offer him a beer.  

      “You were a long time,” Jayant said, his voice thick from sleep. 

      Curran cast him a sidelong glance. Jayant’s eyes looked heavy, his one good eye red rimmed and bloodshot, the damaged eye drooping, the faint scars around it more prominent.

      “You sound like an old man of eighty,” Curran said. 

      “I feel like one,” Jayant said and held up a hand. “I woke with a headache, and it has been getting worse all day.” He caught the suspicion in Curran’s eyes and scowled. “No, it is not a hunger for opium. I have told you, I am not an addict.”

      Curran said nothing. He’d heard this story so many times, not only from Jayant but every opium addict he had met in the course of his profession. 

      “I left some nasi lemak for you,” Curran said, returning to his paper.

      “I am not hungry,” Jayant said. “You haven’t told me where you went this morning.” 

      Curran set down the paper and took another swig of beer. He rested the bottle on the broad arm of his chair and decided the time had come to confide in his brother. He had hinted that his suspension from the Straits Settlements Police may have been a ruse to get him out of the way, but until he knew more about his assignment, there seemed to be no point in elaborating.  

      “I had a meeting with a contact. He gave me my orders.”

      “I see,” Jayant responded, the uncertainty in his tone indicating the contrary. “What do you have to do?”

      “There is something going on within the British administration that has raised the suspicion that senior colonial officials are opening themselves up to blackmail and coercion.” Curran paused. “It may be connected with the Topaz Club.”

      Jayant visibly stiffened at the mention of the establishment he believed responsible for the disappearance of his—their—sister. 

      “But there are police in Kuala Lumpur. I don’t understand why you are being sent to deal with this matter.”

      “Senior police officers may be compromised.” 

      Jayant nodded. “Ah, now I see. They want someone who is above reproach to get to the heart of the matter. Are you above reproach, Robert?”

      “I’m not a saint, Jayant,” Curran replied. “I have been openly living with the sister of a known head of exactly one such organization for the past two years.”

      “That is an excellent point.” Jayant shook his head. “But putting the heart to one side. Miss Khoo Li An is no longer in your life, and if I were to put my trust in anyone in the colonial administration, it is you.”

      Curran smiled. “I appreciate your faith in me, Jay.”

      “I see our father when you smile,” Jayant said. 

      The mention of Edward Curran brought a now familiar stab of pain and, yes, resentment to Curran’s heart. Jayant had had something Curran had never known: a relationship with the man whose blood they shared.

      Jayant ran a hand over his eyes. “What do we do now?”

      Something in his gesture set Curran’s instincts on edge. “Jayant? Are you all right?”

      “I told you, I woke with a headache this morning, and my joints ache.”

      Curran stood up and crossed to his brother. Close up, Jayant looked terrible, his face the color of damp clay. Curran swept a hand across his brother’s forehead and swore. “You are burning up, Jay.”

      Jayant looked up, his one good eye dark and wide. “I promise you it is not opium. It’s just a fever. I will be fine in the morning.”

      Headache, aching limbs… it could be opium withdrawal, but they were also symptoms of something all too familiar to Curran. 

      “I need to get you to a doctor. It could be malaria.”

      “But Samrita…”

      “You’re not going anywhere. If it is malaria, you are going to be out of action for days.”

      “Robert, I⁠—”

      “Enough. I’ll pack our bags. It’s time to leave.”

      By the time Curran had organized their luggage, Jayant had admitted defeat and sat huddled in the chair on the verandah, his teeth chattering with the fever. 

      Curran had to half carry him to the vehicle, where Jayant hunched in the passenger seat, his head in his hands. Curran lit the lamps and cranked the handle before turning the vehicle out onto the narrow country lanes that led to their hideaway. 

      It was only a few miles to the town of Kuala Lumpur and the hospital, but every bump and pothole provoked a groan from Jayant and the drive took longer than Curran would have liked. 

      An Englishman knocking on the door of the hospital provoked an immediate response and wardsmen hurried out with a stretcher. Curran paced the corridor while Jayant was seen to. It seemed like an age before a doctor came out. 

      “It looks like your friend has dengue,” the man said. 

      Curran let out a breath. Dengue, like malaria, was a mosquito-borne disease and just as bad. In a moment of utter selfishness, Curran hoped he hadn't contracted the infection as well. Dengue on top of his recurrent malaria could well be fatal, but for the moment, he felt fine. 

      “What’s to be done?”

      The doctor shook his head. “The fever must run its course. Is there anyone at home to care for him?”

      “Damn it,” Curran assumed the persona of Ronald Sutton, a gentleman writing a travel guide to the Malay Peninsula. “This is dashed inconvenient. Mr. Kumar is my assistant. We’re just passing through.”

      The doctor nodded. “of course, but it is going to be some time before he is well enough to travel. He is probably best here where we can keep an eye on him for the next few days. You can leave your details with the ward clerk. Where are you staying?”

      Curran made a show of consulting a notebook. “The Empire Hotel.”

      “Very nice,” the doctor said. “You’ll be quite comfortable there.”

      “Can I see Mr. Kumar?”

      The doctor stood aside and gestured at the door to the ward. “Very well, but the fever is high. Not sure he’ll make much sense.”

      It was visiting hours and the ward buzzed with chatter. They had placed Jayant in a general ward. Had it been Curran requiring hospitalization, he would have had the comfort of a smaller, more comfortable ward set aside for Europeans. 

      The nurse stopped by a bed at the end of the ward, partitioned off by a screen. “A few minutes, that’s all,” she whispered. 

      Curran leaned over his brother. “Jay?”

      Jayant’s eyes flickered open. “Robert … so sorry …”

      “Not your fault. You are going to stay here.”

      “But I won’t be able to help you.” Jayant grasped his sleeve. “Samrita?”

      “You have my promise I will find her.”

      “Do you believe she is still alive?”

      Curran met his brother’s fevered gaze. “Do you?”

      “I like to think that I would know… here.” Jayant placed a hand over his heart. “I will believe she is alive until I have proof to the contrary.” 

      Curran laid a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “I think that the search for Samrita and the mystery of the Topaz Club are linked. The answer to one will lead to the other. Leave it with me, Jayant. You need to rest and recover. You’ve done enough.” 

      He straightened and checked his watch. He still had time to make the night train to Singapore and a meeting with Griff Maddocks.
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      Thursday, 1 December 1910

      Louisa Mackenzie accepted the cup of tea Harriet offered and reclined in her chair with a grace that came of long practice. Grace was not one of the virtues ever ascribed to Harriet. 

      “Of course, Will can come and stay this weekend,” Louisa said. “What’s behind this sudden desire to go to KL?”

      Harriet told her friend about the invitation to visit the Prince Alfred School. 

      “A very good school, from what I hear.” Louisa set down her cup. “When the time comes, Euan is insisting we send Roddy to Glenalmond College in Perthshire, where he went to school.” She shuddered. “Poor Roddy. He’ll never survive the Scottish winters, let alone the horrors of public-school life. Keep Will close, Harriet.”

      “We have little choice,” Harriet said. “There is no money from Will’s father’s estate and no family in England prepared to support him. A place with reduced fees is very tempting. You’ve lived in KL, Louisa, what do you know about Henry Robertson, the current head of Prince Alfred?”

      Louisa shrugged. “We were only there for a few months before Euan transferred to Penang. I thought Henry Robertson was a bit of an odd fish. Not public school, but a good sort. He directed the church choir and volunteered for the fire brigade. I don’t know his wife—they married after we left KL—but I knew her mother, Mary Chapman. A bit of a dragon. She and her husband have lived in KL for years and rather viewed themselves as the king and queen of the English community. As for living in KL … Harriet, it is a cesspit of gossip. Too small a community, and you know how the mems live for transgressions, however minor. I couldn’t wait to get out of the place.” Louisa’s mouth drooped. “Don’t leave Singapore, Harriet. I will miss you dreadfully.”

      Harriet managed a laugh. “This is all hypothetical, Louisa. I’m not going anywhere. However, I do need work. The money I earned from the police was more than useful.”

      Louisa leaned forward. “On the subject of the police, have you heard from Curran?”

      “Not a word,” Harriet said, adding with a forced smile, “Not that I expected to.”

      “Euan said he’s gone to ground somewhere up north with that brother of his. If you ask me, there is something a bit odd about Curran’s suspension, don’t you agree?”

      “Not really. He assaulted a prisoner,” Harriet said.

      Whatever her own thoughts on Curran’s suspension might have been, she felt compelled to keep the official story consistent and Curran had indeed broken the nose of Lionel Ellis. Since Ellis had provoked Curran and was universally disliked by everyone, no one blamed him. However, it was not appropriate for senior police officers to assault prisoners, however unpleasant, and standards had to be maintained and an example set.

      Louisa shrugged. “An act that earned him the applause of the entire community. Hardly grounds for suspension, but there was the drinking after Li An left … Do you think she will come back?”

      The mention of Curran’s former lover, Khoo Li An, brought an unexpected knot to Harriet’s throat. Li An had returned to her dying mother in Penang, and to a future that did not involve Curran. Her departure had left Curran bereft. 

      “And not a word from her, either?” Louisa continued. 

      “She didn’t strike me as the letter-writing type,” Harriet replied, rather more sharply than she intended. She had hoped that she and Li An had developed a genuine friendship that transcended geographic separation.

      Louisa cast her a curious glance. “Harriet? Is there something you’re not telling me?”

      Harriet schooled her face. “I’ve no idea what you mean, Louisa.”

      Louisa straightened. “You have visitors.”

      Grateful for the interruption, Harriet stood up as Simon Hume’s familiar green Maxwell Tourer came to a halt with a grind of brakes. The driver pushed back his goggles, revealing Griff Maddocks. Simon Hume sat in the passenger seat, gripping the side of the car with white knuckles. 

      Maddocks dismounted the vehicle and bowed extravagantly to the two women. 

      “My two favorite ladies,” he said. He glanced at the vehicle. “Hume has been teaching me to drive. I am buying the old girl from him.”

      Simon came around the vehicle and clapped Maddocks on the shoulder. “He needs a bit of practice.” He smiled up at Harriet. “Harriet, Louisa, lovely to see you both.”

      “We were just taking tea. Care to join us?” Harriet said.

      Harriet and Julian’s housekeeper, Huo Jin, brought out extra cups and a fresh pot of tea. They chatted about the weather as Harriet poured for the gentlemen.

      As she handed the cup to Simon, their eyes met. “When do you sail?” she asked.

      “Tonight,” Simon said. “I hoped to see you again before I left.”

      Simon and Harriet had been keeping company since August, a growing relationship that was about to be cut short by a summons from Simon’s editor at the Melbourne Argus to return to Melbourne. 

      “Harriet’s off to KL for a couple of days.” Louisa broke the sudden awkward silence. 

      Maddocks cocked an enquiring eyebrow. “Business or pleasure?”

      “A bit of both, I hope. Julian is doing a reconnaissance for a possible change of employment,” Harriet said.

      “Surely not! What could be better than St. Tom’s?” Maddocks said.

      “He’s restless and the Prince Alfred School has an excellent reputation,” Harriet said. “And if he accepts, it would mean a place for Will.”

      Maddocks nodded. “I can see the attraction, but don’t rush into a decision. KL is not Singapore.”

      “So, everyone says.” Harriet cast a sharp glance at Louisa. “I have all the more reason to go and form my own opinion.

      Maddocks set down his cup and glanced at his watch. “Thank you for the tea. Sorry, I can’t stay. I’m meeting someone. Can I offer you a lift home, Louisa?”

      Louisa glanced from Maddocks to Hume. “Is he safe?”

      Hume smiled. “Perfectly. He has had an excellent teacher.”

      Louisa stood, prompting both men to stand. “Then I shall accept the offer of a ride in your automobile, Griff.” She turned to Hume and kissed him lightly on the cheek. “This is goodbye then, Mr Hume?”

      Hume smiled. “For the moment. My regards to your husband.”

      Louisa cocked her head and gestured at the vehicle. “Are you coming with us?”

      “No,” Simon said. “I, um, you know…”

      They all did. He wanted a few minutes alone with Harriet to say goodbye. 

      “I’ll join you shortly, Maddocks,” Hume said.

      Maddocks waved from the driving seat. “Have a good sojourn in our northern neighbor, Harriet. It is the world’s most boring town. Nothing ever happens there.”

      Harriet and Simon stood on the step, waving as the motor vehicle coughed and spluttered down the driveway and onto the lane.

      Alone, Simon took Harriet’s hands, turning her to face him. 

      “Harriet,” he began. “This is difficult.”

      He dropped his hands and turned away, pacing the verandah. 

      “Simon, please stop that pacing and just tell me what the problem is.”

      His face creased. “I’ve not been entirely honest with you. I know the reason I’ve been summoned back to Melbourne. They are offering me the post in London.”

      “That’s a terrific honor.”

      “It comes with conditions. Harriet, I’m engaged to be married.”

      The floorboards beneath Harriet’s feet tilted. “Engaged?”

      “I’m a complete and utter cad. I should have told you the first time we met, but I didn’t, and I really liked you and enjoyed your company.”

      “Stop babbling,” she snapped. “Who are you engaged to?”

      “Her name is Elizabeth Truscott, and she’s the daughter of the Argus’s editor-in-chief. I’m going home to marry her in the new year before we both sail for London.”

      Harriet stared at him. She didn’t know how she was supposed to react. Should she slap him? Burst into tears? 

      Instead, she felt nothing … completely numb. 

      “I’m sorry I led you on. I didn’t intend to. I was quite prepared to throw Lizzie over for you⁠—”

      “But? Did the job in London come with the condition you go as a married man?”

      He nodded. “It wasn’t put quite that way but, effectively, yes. Truscott as good as told me we’d waited long enough, and the church was booked for the new year.”

      “Do you love her?”

      He screwed up his eyes. “I’ve known her for so long. I’m not sure that what we have is love, but we rub along together all right.”

      Harriet turned away. “That’s a great basis for a marriage.”

      “I don’t feel for her as I do for you.”

      Harriet took a moment to compose herself before facing him again. “Enough, Simon. You’ve said your piece. I assure you I won’t die of a broken heart. I am just disappointed in your lack of honesty with me.”

      “We had some fun,” Simon said with a hopeful note in his voice. 

      They had indeed had some fun and Simon had reminded Harriet what it was to enjoy the company of a man she liked. Liked … but didn’t love. 

      That didn’t mean she intended to let Simon Hume—cad, bounder, and deceiver of women—off quite so lightly. 

      “It just remains for me to wish your new wife joy of you. If she can trust you,” she said with a waspish bite to her tone.

      Simon winced. “I deserved that.”

      “You did.” She pointed at the gate. “I think you better leave now. Safe voyage Mr Hume.”

      He bent in to kiss her, and this time she slapped his face. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Curran had arranged to meet Griff Maddocks in the bar of a less-than-reputable hotel near Clarke Quay. The journalist looked around the boatmen’s drinking hole with a mixture of curiosity and distaste. 

      “Everyone is wondering where you are,” Maddocks said. “Am I the only one who knows you’ve been in KL licking your wounds?”

      Curran shrugged. It suited him for his friends to think he was nursing a grievance about his suspension from the Straits Settlements Police.

      “Something like that.”

      “I like the beard.” Maddocks gestured at Curran’s face. 

      “I don’t. It’s damned uncomfortable.”

      “Then why have you grown it?”

      Curran pulled a face. “I am hoping it makes me a little less recognizable.” He rubbed the growth on his chin. “Still got a way to go before I can emulate our newly crowned King’s style.” 

      Maddocks circled his glass in his hands. “You’re missed, Curran. Your replacement Keogh is an insufferable prig.”

      “And that’s being complimentary,” Curran agreed. He paused. “How’s Harriet?”

      “You heard Keogh dismissed her?”

      “I did. Keogh is a piece of work.”

      “Not only that, but he also informed the trustees of Julian’s school about her past, and now they’re both in trouble.”

      Curran tightened his grip around his glass, imagining for one quick second it was Keogh’s neck. Punish him, but not Harriet or Julian. Neither of them deserved that.

      “Hopefully, all will be forgiven and you will be back soon enough,” Maddocks said.

      “If I want to come back,” Curran said with a careless shrug. “I am rather enjoying being a gentleman of leisure. After all, I was born to it.”

      “Liar,” Maddocks said. “You may have been brought up in a grand house, but you’re no more a gentleman than me.”

      Curran took a draught of the beer and set his glass down. “I thought Hume was coming?”

      Maddocks cleared his throat. “He’ll be here. I left him saying goodbye to Harriet. He sails tonight.”

      “Of course,” Curran said, imagining with an odd twinge he didn’t recognize, a long, passionate farewell. 

      “It’s not what you think.” Maddocks read his mind. 

      “What do you mean?”

      “Our friend Hume omitted to mention that he had left a fiancée in Melbourne. He’s going home to get married. He’s confessing all to Harriet.”

      A wave of indignation washed over Curran. Harriet Gordon did not deserve to be led on by a man with a fiancée waiting for him at home. 

      “I wondered about the weekly letters penned with a female hand, but I thought they must have been from his sister,” Maddocks admitted. “He said nothing to me.”

      As if he had conjured the man, Simon Hume entered the dingy bar. Red-faced and sweating, he pulled up a chair and looked from Maddocks to Curran as he mopped his face with a spotted handkerchief. 

      “What?”

      “How did Harriet take the news about your forthcoming nuptials?” Curran said in a tone that dripped ice. 

      Hume glared at Maddocks. “You told him?”

      “Of course, I did. Harriet is our friend. She deserves better than you,” Maddocks said. 

      Hume’s mouth tightened. “I never meant to lead her on and if you really want to know, she slapped me.” He touched his cheek. “I deserved it. But we’re not here to discuss my appalling behavior. You want to know if I had any luck with my contacts in KL.”

      In November, Simon Hume had spent some time in KL after stumbling on to the story involving the trafficking of girls to work in the Topaz Club. Hume had spoken with a woman by the name of Jameela, who had escaped the brothel and was now living in apparently happy domesticity.

      Curran had no doubt Jameela had valuable information about the workings of the mysterious Topaz Club that would not only help him trace Samrita, but also assist with the official assignment. 

      “Short answer is, they want nothing more to do with me and they certainly won’t talk to you,” Hume said.

      He fished in his pocket and handed over a letter. Curran scanned the contents of the unsigned missive.

      
        
        Mr Hume, Our decision to talk to you was an error of judgment. We both feel strongly that we should put the club behind us and look to the future, not the past. We have nothing further to say to you and cannot assist your friend. Our contact with you has brought trouble enough. Do not try to speak to us again. 

      

      

      Curran set the note down and ran a hand through his hair. “For God’s sake, Hume. Who are these people? I need to know.”

      Hume sat back and crossed his arms. “I’m sorry, Curran, I can’t tell you. Believe it or not, we journalists do have some ethics and if this girl doesn’t want to be contacted, then that is that.”

      “This from a man who spent the last few months omitting to tell the woman he was keeping company with that he was already engaged?”

      Hume’s eyes flashed. “That’s a low blow, even for you, Curran.”

      Maddocks held up a hand. “Enough. Hume’s right, Curran. He can’t betray these people’s confidence.”

      “Even for the sake of my sister and the other women who are being forced to work in this club?”

      Hume stood up. “You are a policeman, Curran. There is nothing to stop you from looking for these people yourself. Now I have a few things I need to do before I leave tonight.” He held out his hand. “It’s been an honor to know you.”

      Curran faced the journalist and shook the proffered hand. “I wish you the best for whatever your future holds, Hume.”

      Hume nodded. “London calls me,” he said. “I am sorry about Harriet. She’s a grand girl and deserves better than me. Truth is I genuinely liked her. I may even have--” He glanced at Maddocks who hadn’t moved. “Don’t forget you’re driving me to the ship.”

      “I won’t. I’ll see you at the bungalow, Hume.”

      Curran watched Hume leave the bar before sitting down again. He turned the empty beer glass around in his hand, thinking back to the first conversation he’d had with Hume about his contacts in KL. There had been something Hume had said … something about the husband and where he worked.

      He set the glass down with a bang.  

      “What did Hume say when he first told us about the girl? Her husband was something to do with a department store. There’s not that many department stores in KL. He shouldn’t be too hard to trace.” Curran frowned. “Do you think he let that slip deliberately?”

      Maddocks shook his head. “If that’s what Hume said, then that’s on him. You didn’t hear it from me. Another beer?”

      They drank in silence for a couple of minutes, each occupied with their own thoughts. 

      “What’s your plan?” Maddocks asked at last. 

      “I’m returning to Kuala Lumpur tonight. Jayant is down with dengue and is in hospital there and I have things to do.” Curran raised a finger in warning. “If, by any chance, you should have business in KL and come across me, my name is Ronald Sutton, a gentleman of leisure, writing a travel book on the delights of the Malayan Peninsula.”
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