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Chapter One: Smoke on the Straits
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The salty kiss of the ocean mist clung to the polished brass and gleaming teak of the RMS Britannia, a shroud woven from whispers of the sea and the secrets held within its depths. Below, the exotic allure of Havana shimmered on the horizon, a captivating mirage of crumbling Spanish grandeur, vibrant plazas, and the intoxicating, yet treacherous, scent of coconut and something far more sinister. Captain Hugh “Bulldog” Drummond, a man whose very presence exuded an aura of unshakeable resolve, leaned against the ornate railing of the first-class promenade. His immaculate white linen suit, tailored to perfection, strained slightly against his broad, powerful frame. Through the pearlescent haze of the Caribbean morning, he watched the Cuban capital gradually resolve itself, a city of intoxicating promises and hidden dangers.

Drummond's purpose in Havana was not the rich, earthy aroma of its world-renowned cigars, nor the fiery warmth of its aged rum. These common indulgences held no sway over him. His presence was dictated by a different, far more urgent, and deeply unsettling summons. It arrived not by ship or by telegraph, but by a stark, anonymous letter, devoid of sender, postmark, or any identifying trace. Its message, stark and chillingly precise, was typed in the unforgiving clarity of courier font: "One of ours will be dead before your feet touch the pier."

This cryptic pronouncement, delivered with such chilling certainty, was the kind of veiled threat that a man of Drummond’s calibre, forged in the crucible of duty and danger, could never afford to dismiss.

“Did I hear correctly, Hugh? Someone intends to introduce a man to his maker before you’ve had the dubious pleasure of a Havana breakfast?” Algy Longworth materialized beside him as if conjured by the very air of intrigue, a knowing, crooked grin playing on his lips, two steaming cups of potent, bitter coffee balanced precariously in his hands.

Drummond accepted the offered cup, his gaze never straying from the approaching shore. He raised it to his nose, inhaled the acrid fumes, and grimaced. “Precisely. That’s what the letter stated.”

“How wonderfully atmospheric,” Algy mused, his voice laced with a characteristic dry wit. “Cuban weather, deadly intrigue, and coffee that could strip paint. Truly, the Empire thrives.”

Drummond took an experimental sip, the bitterness a familiar, if unwelcome, companion. “Barely,” he admitted, the word a low rumble.

The majestic RMS Britannia, a leviathan of the waves, groaned and hissed as it eased into the bustling harbour just after nine bells. The quay below teemed with industrious dockworkers, a swarm of scurrying ants preparing for the ship’s arrival. A local brass band, already showing the tell-tale signs of pre-noon revelry, blared out a raucous rendition of “Rule, Britannia” as the ship’s passengers began to congregate along the railings, their faces alight with anticipation.

Then, Drummond’s keen eyes, honed by years of observation, locked onto a figure at the very base of the gangway. Lieutenant-Commander Peter Vale of His Majesty’s Royal Navy stood with the rigid, unwavering posture of a ship’s mast, his dress whites immaculate, the polished gleam of his medals catching the fierce Caribbean sun. He was flanked by two uniformed Cuban police officers, their expressions a mixture of stoic duty and mild bewilderment, and a sweating diplomatic aide, whose nervous demeanour suggested he was struggling to maintain composure in the oppressive heat.

Vale’s gaze swept over the ship’s passengers, his eyes finding Drummond. He offered a brief, almost imperceptible, raising of his hand in acknowledgement.

At that precise, critical instant, a sharp, definitive crack tore through the humid air.

Vale flinched as if struck by a physical blow, his body jerking involuntarily. He staggered backward, a look of profound surprise contorting his features, before collapsing onto the unforgiving planks of the pier.

Chaos erupted. A wave of screams washed over the quay. Dockhands, their faces etched with sudden terror, scattered like startled gulls. Pigeons, disturbed from their roosts, exploded into the sky in a flurry of panicked wings. The diplomatic aide, his face paling dramatically, dropped to his knees beside Vale. The pristine white of the lieutenant-commander’s uniform was now marred by a rapidly expanding crimson bloom, a stark, horrifying testament to the sudden violence.

Drummond reacted with the primal instinct of a predator, his mind a fraction of a second ahead of conscious thought. Without hesitation, he vaulted over the side railing, his powerful frame hitting the gangplank midway down, propelling him forward in a controlled, explosive leap onto the pier. He sprinted through the pandemonium, weaving through the panicked throng, his eyes already scanning the surrounding buildings, searching for the source of the fatal shot.

There. On a rooftop, three buildings back from the pier, a dark silhouette against the azure sky. A figure clad in a dark coat, a flash of crimson at the neck – a scarf or perhaps a hastily tied bandana – its outline distinct against the bright backdrop. The barrel of a rifle glinted, a malevolent eye catching the sun.

For one heart-stopping second, the sniper’s gaze met Drummond’s. Then, with chilling swiftness, the figure turned and melted into the urban landscape, disappearing from view.

Drummond skidded to a halt beside Vale’s fallen form. The lieutenant-commander was irrevocably gone. His eyes, wide with shock, stared sightlessly at the sky. One hand, still clenched with surprising strength, clutched a sealed envelope.

With careful fingers, Drummond pried it free.

It bore the unmistakable imprint of the Royal Seal.

And across its surface, starkly printed, were the words: STRICTLY CONFIDENTIAL — CALYPSO FILE.

Algy appeared beside him, breathless, his usual composure ruffled. “Tell me that wasn’t our man, Hugh.”

Drummond rose slowly, deliberately, his gaze fixed on the now-vacant rooftop. “It was.”

“And the assassin?”

“Vanished.”

Algy followed Drummond’s imploring gaze to the blood-stained pier, the lingering scent of gunsmoke and death hanging heavy in the air. “Well,” he muttered, his voice a low, resigned sigh. “That certainly didn’t take long.”

By the time the Cuban authorities arrived – a collection of sweating officials, their gestures a mixture of shrugs and an almost palpable disinterest – the scene had been meticulously, efficiently, erased. The body had been removed. Witnesses, intimidated or perhaps simply eager to escape the unfolding drama, had dispersed. The only tangible remnants of the violent intrusion were the sealed envelope clutched in Drummond’s pocket and a chilling, pervasive feeling that a clandestine door had been unlatched, revealing a world of shadows he wasn’t meant to glimpse.

He cast one final, assessing glance at the rooftops, then turned away, the weight of the envelope a tangible summons.

The game, in its deadliest form, had unequivocally begun. And Bulldog Drummond, the seasoned warrior of the Empire, was no longer in Havana for the simple pleasures of cigars. His purpose was far more perilous, his mission irrevocably altered.
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Chapter Two: The Red Scarf Assassin
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The alley was a suffocating brew, a potent cocktail of stale cigar smoke, the acrid tang of hot diesel fumes, and the sweet decay of overripe mango peel. Drummond moved through it not with the casual stride of a man taking a shortcut, but with the coiled intensity of a hunting dog on a scent. His nose was forward, testing the humid air, his footsteps deliberately soft against the grimy cobblestones, his heart a steady, powerful drumbeat in his chest, resonating with that old, familiar hunter’s rhythm.

The assassin, a phantom he’d glimpsed only moments before, had vanished from the rooftop after the fatal shot that felled Lieutenant-Commander Vale. But Drummond, honed by years of relentless pursuit, had registered crucial details: the fleeting glint of a polished brass button, the electric flicker of a scarlet scarf against the muted backdrop, and the subtle, almost imperceptible shift in movement that spoke of an individual trained for concealment. Now, venturing deeper into Havana’s labyrinthine, crumbling heart, a city bleeding history from its cracked colonial facades, he was driven to recapture that elusive trace.

He found it two blocks from the bustling docks, a testament to its lingering presence. A mere sliver of crimson silk, snagged on the jagged teeth of a rusted drainpipe, a defiant splash of colour against the pervasive grime. Drummond stopped, his movements economical and precise. He carefully tore the delicate fragment free, its texture surprisingly smooth against his rough fingers, and pocketed it, a tangible piece of the puzzle. Then, his gaze lifted, sweeping upwards.

The building before him was a skeletal ruin – three floors of decaying colonial stucco, its roof long since surrendered to the elements, leaving it open to the sky like a gaping maw. Inside, only shadows clung to the crumbling walls, punctuated by the rustle of pigeons and the lingering residue of a violence that had been as swift as it was deadly. Without hesitation, Drummond embraced the challenge, ascending the precarious fire escape with an almost reckless speed, two steps at a time. At the top, on the ravaged rooftop, he discovered the assassin’s sanctuary, the vantage point from which the fatal shot had been fired.

It was a crude setup: a makeshift tripod, its legs firmly planted, a scattering of scuffed brass casings – spent cartridges – glinting in the dim light. And then, stencilled in dark, purposeful ink on a fallen wooden crate, a symbol that spoke volumes: S1 — V.D. Drummond’s eyes, sharp and discerning, swept across the surrounding rooftops, a silent, predatory survey.

Across the narrow alley, a figure materialized, tall and disturbingly lean. The scarlet scarf, now a stark contrast to the man’s dark attire, was coiled around his neck like a noose. He was watching Drummond, an unnerving stillness about him. Their eyes met, a silent, charged exchange across the chasm of the alley. The assassin offered a casual, almost mocking gesture – a raised hand in a mock salute – before melting back into the shadows, dropping from sight as if he were a phantom.

Drummond didn’t hesitate. He reacted instinctively, lunging after his quarry. He launched himself across the alley, a daring leap that carried him onto a swaying clothesline, a brief, precarious bridge, before dropping into a cluttered courtyard. The sudden descent startled a flock of chickens into a frantic, squawking frenzy, their cries mingling with the startled shouts of the courtyard’s inhabitants. But the assassin was gone. Vanished again. Yet, in his hasty retreat, he had left behind something far more significant than a corpse. He had left a calling card, a deliberate imprint.

Back in the relative quiet of his hotel room, Drummond meticulously emptied the contents of the sealed envelope Lieutenant-Commander Vale had clutched in his dying moments. Inside were three pages, meticulously typed but heavily redacted, each stamped with the imposing seal of the Royal Navy’s cipher office. Every page referenced a clandestine operation, designated only as Operation Calypso. The fragmented information hinted at a shadowy collaboration involving three unnamed nations, their respective vessels operating under a veil of secrecy, all engaged in the urgent, high-stakes transfer of “unstable diplomatic goods” through Cuban waters.

Lucía Ramos was already waiting for him in the hotel bar, a picture of cool efficiency. She nursed a lime soda, her pencil idly tapping a rhythmic beat on her notepad. “You caused quite a stir in Central Havana,” she stated, her voice carrying an edge of playful accusation. “Scared
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