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For Ελένη and Άβα


Dreams come true when you dare to believe in them.
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East India Club


“East India Club,” announced a porter, opening the carriage door.


Lord Monteagle stirred and slowly opened his eyes. He was feeling the ill effects of an afternoon spent drinking fine wine and brandy with his associates in Fitzrovia. He heaved himself up from his seat and gingerly stepped out of the carriage onto the busy pavement.


St. James’s Square had a reputation for its bustling nightlife but was exceptionally crowded during the long winter months. The constant rain did little to dampen the spirits of those gentlemen who frequented the many clubs in the area. They stretched from the corner of Pall Mall and Waterloo Place to St James’s Street and Piccadilly, boasting some of the most beautiful buildings in the city; great Georgian houses spread over five floors of marble and stone.


Monteagle had barely straightened his top hat and tie when an elegant, brown-skinned woman approached. She wore a sheer patterned tea gown, and her piercing green eyes shone brightly against her oil-black hair.


“Welcome, my Lord,” she said, in a mild Indian accent. “My name is Seema Sharma. I am a hostess at the East India Club. Mr. Burbage has been anticipating your arrival.”


“Very well,” slurred Monteagle, his breath emanating a strong smell of alcohol. “Lead the way.”


Seema Sharma led Monteagle up the wide marble stairs towards the double oak doors and the club’s reception hall. In the centre of the room, framed by ornate vases overflowing with wildflowers from the Indian subcontinent, stood a towering sculpture of the goddess Durga sitting on a ferocious Bengal tiger. A symbol of the club’s past as a base for workers of the East India Company.


Monteagle took a moment to study the paintings hanging from the walls, large portraits of past maharajas and British governors of India, all equal in size and splendour.


“Does it surprise you to see Indian maharajas on the walls of a London club?” asked Seema Sharma, reading his indignant expression.


“Nothing surprises me anymore,” sneered Monteagle.


“These pictures are a representation of our combined wealth and power,” continued the hostess. “They depict what can be achieved by the coming together of our two great nations.”


“Ha!” scoffed Monteagle. “You would speak of India in the same breath as England?”


“Do you not invest your English wealth in our Indian resources?”


“You forget yourself!” barked Monteagle, clearly affronted by the hostess’s familiarity.


“My humble apologies,” replied Seema Sharma, her tone measured. “I meant no offence. Please, let us continue.”


At the top of the staircase, the hallway split in two directions. Seema Sharma led Monteagle along the west corridor with its vibrant red-and-gold carpet towards a wooden door adorned with a carving of the elephant god, Ganesh.


“They are just through here, my Lord,” she said, opening the door and inviting Monteagle to enter.


Inside, a group of gentlemen sat around an oval-shaped cards table with neatly stacked banknotes piled in front of them.


Jonathan Burbage, a well-turned-out greying man with warm blue eyes, rose to greet Monteagle.


“We were about to start without you, my Lord,” he jested.


“I was held up,” replied Monteagle bluntly.


“Well, no bother, you are here now, and the night is still young. Allow me to introduce James and Henry Coleridge,” said Burbage, motioning towards two finely dressed brothers. “They have just returned from a spell in India where they have established a very successful tea plantation.”


“My Lord,” bowed James Coleridge, followed by his brother, Henry.


“And here on my right,” continued Burbage, “is Mr. Clement Morris, one of London’s premier insurers and a notorious cardsharp.”


“Nonsense!” protested Morris, a middle-aged man with sharp features and cold, calculating eyes. “Although, I should be happy to cover your losses, for a small premium, of course.”


“Pay him no attention,” warned Burbage. “He likes to gain a psychological advantage before the game has even begun.”


“Is there anything to drink?” asked Monteagle, cutting across Burbage’s introductions.


“Yes, of course, what would you like?” asked Burbage.


“Whiskey,” replied Monteagle.


“Good idea, whiskeys all round!” called Burbage, waving his hand theatrically at Seema Sharma.


The hostess poured five measures from a tall crystal decanter, then added a single ice cube to each glass before handing them out to the guests.


Monteagle took his seat alongside the house dealer, removing a large pile of banknotes from inside his pocket and placed them on the table for all to see.


“I was just regaling these gentlemen with stories of our time together in India, setting up your plantations,” continued Burbage, taking his seat. “What days they were.”


“You are a sentimentalist, Jonathan,” replied Monteagle, gulping down his whiskey. “You cling too tightly to the past.”


“A man’s memories are worth their weight in gold,” protested Burbage, “and I know you still reminisce on that time as fondly as I do, even if you do not care to admit it.”


“I certainly do not. I find the Indian heat unbearable, as I do the people, the food and the roads.”


“Tell me, my Lord, how do you find working with the locals?” asked James Coleridge.


“We have a straightforward understanding. They are employed to work our lands and if we are unhappy with their day’s efforts, they are sent home without pay.”


“That’s rather old-fashioned, wouldn’t you say?” replied Henry Coleridge.


Monteagle held up his empty glass and motioned towards Seema Sharma to refill it. “It guarantees efficiency and ensures a satisfactory return on our investment.”


“Yes, but what about your relationship with your workers?” asked James Coleridge. “Surely, they can’t be overly enthused with such an arrangement?”


“If they do not like the conditions of their employment, then they are free to leave. There are thousands more who would readily take their place.”


“That I can account for,” agreed Burbage. “I have never seen so many people in one place. It’s like a giant colony of ants.”


“Such an abundance of labour must have a positive effect on your insurance premiums,” added Clement Morris.


“We can always guarantee production, if that’s what you mean,” replied Monteagle, taking hold of his newly filled glass from an indignant Seema Sharma, who had been listening to their conversation in silent fury.


“Gentlemen,” called the dealer, taking advantage of a small break in the conversation, “shall we begin?”


“Yes, I think so,” replied Burbage, adjusting his banknotes. “We are all sufficiently acquainted.”


The dealer shuffled the pack and began to deal the cards.


“The game, sirs, is three-card poker, with a starting bet of two shillings,” he announced, placing the remaining stack by his side.


A businesslike hush fell over the table as the men placed their starting bets in the centre and gathered their cards, taking a moment to arrange them and consider their strategies.


“The bet is with you, my Lord,” said the dealer, motioning towards Monteagle.


Monteagle took a second to scan the table and his opponents.


“Raise, one pound,” he declared, placing a banknote in the centre of the table.


“That is quite a substantial bet, my Lord,” replied Burbage, tossing his cards towards the dealer. “Too rich for my blood.”


“And mine,” agreed Clement Morris, placing his cards to one side.


“I should like to test your mettle, sir,” announced Henry Coleridge, placing a banknote on the table alongside Monteagle’s.


“I’m afraid I am out too,” said James Coleridge, reluctantly throwing his cards down.


“Two players remaining,” called the dealer, motioning towards Monteagle and Henry Coleridge.


Monteagle swiftly drained his whiskey, setting the glass down before turning to address his opponent.


“I am unfamiliar with your estates in India; are they in the north?” he asked.


“They are,” replied Henry Coleridge, “although we cannot call them our own. They are leased.”


“That is most interesting,” said Monteagle, throwing down two cards to be replaced by the dealer.


“Do you still have many interests in India, sir?” asked Henry Coleridge, replacing a single card.


“Some. Although, I own them all, lock, stock and barrel.”


“Then you are fortunate indeed.”


“Your choice, my Lord,” prompted the dealer, refocussing their attention on the game.


“Five pounds,” declared Monteagle, sliding his banknotes across the table.


“Five pounds?” repeated Burbage, shocked by the size of Monteagle’s bet.


“Indeed,” replied Monteagle, suddenly feeling a hot flush come over him. He wiped a bead of sweat from his brow and leaned forward arrogantly. “It’s five pounds if you wish to continue.”


Henry Coleridge took a moment to consider Monteagle’s bet, before reluctantly placing his cards face down on the table. “Not on this occasion, my Lord,” he conceded. “I fear my cards are not quite strong enough to test if you’re bluffing.”


“Bravo!” clapped Clement Morris. “Very clever, my Lord. Your questions were merely a ruse to ascertain how much money it would take to scare off your opponent. Fortunately for you, Henry unwittingly gave you all the information you needed.”


“Naturally,” said Monteagle, rising from his seat to collect his winnings. “One must always play the man and not the cards.”


As he reached across the table for his money, a sudden wave of dizziness overcame Monteagle. He swayed, clutching the table leg for support.


“Are you alright, sir?” asked Henry Coleridge, observing Monteagle with concern.


“I am quite…well,” replied Monteagle, his speech becoming slow and laboured. “I just…need…to…” he trailed off, unable to finish his sentence.


Suddenly, his legs buckled beneath him, and Monteagle collapsed to his knees, his eyes vacant.


“My Lord!” exclaimed Burbage, rushing to Monteagle’s side to assist him. “What’s happening to him?” he asked, alarmed by Monteagle’s limp frame.


“It appears his lordship has had too much to drink,” replied James Coleridge, taking hold of Monteagle’s other arm.


“I shall summon his carriage at once,” said Seema Sharma, hurrying out of the room.


The men carried Monteagle’s unconscious body out of the card room and down the long, winding staircase towards the club’s reception. Hearing the commotion, members began to appear from their rooms, eager to catch a glimpse of the stricken peer.


Outside, a waiting carriage stood ready to receive Lord Monteagle. The men carefully placed him on the long wooden bench inside, draping a blanket over him before shutting the door.


“Take him home and give him something to sober up,” called Burbage to the driver, who promptly took hold of the reins and guided the horses forward into the pale early-morning light.


It was some time before Lord Monteagle finally began to regain consciousness. He could feel thin rays of sunlight on his face as he lay stretched out on the carriage bench.


He pulled himself up, his head still hazy from his sudden turn, and wiped the long beads of sweat from his forehead. Outside, he could feel the horses running at full tilt and the carriage rocking wildly from side to side.


“Slow down, Jacob!” he called out, mustering what little strength he had. But the carriage only seemed to accelerate further, hurtling through the cobbled streets at a frenetic pace.


Monteagle reached for the window, trying to pull it open and alert his driver, but the latch was jammed.


“I’m quite alright, Jacob. Slow the pace!” he yelled, his voice lacking its usual punch.


Outside, Monteagle could see the London streets passing quickly by the window. The broad pavements and ostentatious Georgian houses that marked out the affluent area around St James’s Square had been replaced by the rough cobbled alleyways and tall warehouses of the London Docklands. Monteagle gaped at the unfamiliar surroundings. Why were they here of all places?


Memories of his evening at the East India Club began to form in his mind. He recalled the card room, the game of poker with Burbage and his associates, his winnings…then, nothing. Just a feeling of utter helplessness. His last recollection was of faces looming over him as he knelt on the poker room floor, unable to move. Had he been poisoned?


Monteagle glanced around the carriage in shock. He hadn’t noticed at first, but the vehicle he was travelling in was not his own. It was far less spacious, with narrow, hard wooden benches replacing the luxurious, cushioned leather seats he was accustomed to. His eyes returned to the windows, noting that they were smaller than his and covered with a thin black material that allowed the passenger to see out, while completely blocking any view of the carriage’s occupants from the outside. There were no handles on the doors, only a bar to rest one’s arm.


Monteagle pressed his body against the door and looked up through the gap in the window cover towards the driver. He could not see the man’s face, but his frame was larger than Jacob’s, with broad shoulders and a thickset neck covered in tattoos. Monteagle pulled at the carriage door, but it would not move. It was locked from the outside.


“What is the meaning of this?” he shouted, banging on the carriage roof.


Exhausted from his futile efforts and still feeling the effects of the poison, Monteagle sank back in his seat, gasping for breath. Suddenly, the horses began to slow, bringing the carriage to a halt. Through the window, Monteagle watched as the driver dismounted. He scanned the compartment looking for anything he could use as a weapon, but the small carriage had been expertly stripped and prepared for his abduction.


Within moments the driver was at the carriage door, his sinister gaze piercing through the shaded window. A sardonic smile played across his lips, revealing his black and yellow teeth. He looked like the type of ruffian one would expect to frequent the Docklands’ notorious drinking holes and opium dens. The driver removed a key from his pocket and used it to unlock the door, slowly opening it to reveal a gun levelled at Monteagle’s stomach.


“My Lord,” he bowed mockingly.


“Why have you brought me here?” asked Monteagle.


“My employer desires an audience.”


“Whatever he is paying you, I will treble it. Just take me back to my club,” demanded Monteagle.


“Ha! You men of title think everything has a price.”


“Does it not?”


“Some things are worth far more than money,” replied the driver, pulling Monteagle out of the carriage and thrusting the gun into his back. “Now, walk!”


Reluctantly, Monteagle obeyed.


After weaving their way through a series of narrow side streets and cobbled walkways they emerged at one of the river’s many docks. Passing groups of workers loading supplies, Monteagle hoped to catch someone’s attention and alert them to his situation. But these were casual labourers, hired that morning and given a chance to earn a wage, something they were unlikely to jeopardize by noticing anything out of the ordinary.


Monteagle took a deep breath, noticing that the air was thick with the sweet scent of sugar mixed with the sickly smell of burning rubber. He suspected they were somewhere between Tower Hill and Wapping, where such products were known to be stored in recent years. The area had been renowned for handling the trade in luxury items like wool, wine, ivory and even ostrich feathers. But the small waterways couldn’t cope with the rapid increase in vessel size and the lack of railway access saw a sudden decline in the viability of such trade, and with it a sharp rise in the flow of illegal goods and criminality. It wasn’t uncommon for people to disappear off one of the many piers and jetties that lined the docks around the area, never to be seen again, a fact that wasn’t lost on Monteagle.


As they neared the river, the driver directed Monteagle towards a menacing black barge, moored on the bank with a narrow gangway leading to its deck.


“On you go then,” he said, pointing his gun towards the vessel.


“And if I refuse?” asked Monteagle.


“Then I’m to put a bullet in your back and send you to the bottom of the river.”


Monteagle hesitated. He knew that once inside the barge, the possibility of escape, or discovery by the authorities, was limited.


“Get a move on!” snarled the driver, prodding Monteagle viciously in the ribs with his weapon.


With little choice but to proceed, Monteagle reluctantly stepped onto the rickety gangway. He could still feel the weakness in his legs as the bridge swayed and wobbled beneath him, almost causing him to lose his balance. He finally made it across, relieved to feel solid ground under his feet once more.


At the end of the walkway stood a door with a dimly lit entrance. Monteagle cautiously stepped inside, allowing his eyes a moment to adjust to the change in light. As the shadows sharpened, he made out a long, narrow room with a low ceiling, its timbers creaking softly with the river’s movement. There were several mismatched pieces of furniture scattered about, and a worn oilskin coat hung from a hook near the doorway. The air was thick with the smell of damp wood and stale tobacco, undercut by a faint trace of engine oil. Monteagle’s attention was suddenly drawn to a tall, shadowy figure at the far end of the room, silhouetted against the faint light seeping through a grimy porthole.


“Welcome,” called the figure in a rasping voice.


“What do you want with me?” asked Monteagle, a hint of authority returning to his voice.


“Only what’s owed, my Lord.”


“I have no debt with you,” declared Monteagle.


“Oh, but you do, sir. You have a very substantial debt indeed.”


The shadowy figure struck a match and lit his pipe, revealing a red leather patch over his left eye.












10 Downing Street


Heavy raindrops dappled the black gates surrounding 10 Downing Street. It had been a wet start to autumn, and the slow march of feet usually heard outside had disappeared along with the summer sun.


Inside, Humphrey set about lighting a fire for his master, Felix Grey. He placed the heavy logs on top of the tiny embers and fanned the gathering until flames appeared, filling the study instantly with heat.


Humphrey stood up, straightening his stiff back. The cold weather had brought on his arthritis earlier than usual, and he was thankful for the fire’s warm relief.


Felix had offered to bring in some help, but Humphrey refused. He’d been with the Grey family for over four decades and had practically raised the young prime minister, ever since the early passing of Felix’s mother, Leonora Grey, to cholera. A strong-willed petitioner for women’s rights, Leonora had made Humphrey promise to always remain by Felix’s side, and he was not prepared to break his oath or see his life’s work handed over to a stranger. Besides, he liked to stay active. It was hard work, but Humphrey had seen first-hand what happened to people in semi-retirement; their joints began to seize up, and their muscles wither away, bringing on old age quickly. No, he would continue in his role and keep his strength while he could.


He circled the room, checking everything was in place before allowing himself a moment’s rest. He’d barely taken a seat and closed his tired eyes when he heard the door to Number 10 open and the house staff spring into action.


Humphrey let out a long sigh. He was used to the furore that usually accompanied Felix’s return from Parliament. It was as though the house itself had awoken from a long rest, with every room and all its staff readied and waiting to receive the prime minister.


Humphrey slowly pushed himself up from his warm seat and straightened out his suit. Within moments, the door sprang open, and Felix bounded in, accompanied by his friend and the Home Secretary, Thomas Percy.


Percy was a rotund man, heavily built, with flushed cheeks and a loose suit that made him appear older than his forty-four years. In contrast, at only thirty-four, Felix was young for a prime minister, with an athletic figure and the odd speck of grey in his neatly combed black hair. He wore a cleanly pressed suit with polished shoes, and a handkerchief rested on the brim of his chest pocket.


“Afternoon, old man,” he said, approaching his steward.


“I am beyond your cajoling, Felix,” replied Humphrey. “The fire is lit, and I am content. How was Parliament?”


“In an uproar, as always.”


“And what, pray tell, do they have to moan about today?”


“The list is both long and infuriating,” replied Felix, pouring himself a large scotch.


Over the past few months, he had become accustomed to the taste of scotch whiskey and enjoyed a stiff measure or two to wash away the day’s cobwebs.


“They have no stomach for reform,” declared Percy, lowering his plump frame into one of the seats facing the fire. “They like to cling to their outdated traditions.”


“There is nothing wrong with tradition, Home Secretary,” countered Humphrey, “only its application. Greedy men will find advantage in any idea, old or new. Now, will you be staying for dinner?”


“Unfortunately not. I have a mountain of work that requires my immediate attention.”


“I won’t hear of it, Thomas,” protested Felix. “There is nothing that can’t wait until you are properly fed and watered. Humphrey, have another place set for dinner, will you please? And let Mrs. Hughes know that she will be feeding an extra mouth.”


“Very well,” replied Humphrey, setting off to coordinate matters.


“You do realise that he’s wasted here,” said Percy, when the study door had closed behind him. “He should be in the backbenches, whipping the members into shape.”


“He’d have them running for cover,” agreed Felix, amused by the thought. “He’s been with the family ever since I was a young boy. I don’t know what I would do without him.”


Felix crossed the room and held his hands over the fire for warmth. It had been a short journey back from Parliament but a cold one. On the mantelpiece sat a picture of Felix, taken on the night of the general election. Crowds had gathered outside Downing Street to welcome their new prime minister. It was a night he would never forget; the clapping and cheering, the warmth and optimism he had felt from the British people.


Having been parachuted into office at the tender age of thirty-two, Felix had become the second youngest prime minister in British history, with only William Pitt the Younger having been more junior. With little experience to draw on and few alliances in either Parliament or his coalition government, he’d found the first two years in office difficult. Many of his reforms had been blocked in the Commons, and Felix was finding it impossible to effect any meaningful change, let alone live up to the public’s inflated expectations of him.


Had he known how easily people’s opinions could change, how quickly the dissenting voices would appear, he may have held back a little, detached himself from the euphoria that would inevitably fade with time, instead of standing on the steps to Number 10, smiling broadly and waving.


Hindsight would make an excellent companion for any man, but particularly a prime minister.


Felix’s thoughts were interrupted by a knock at the study door.


“Come in,” he called out.


A young footman, dressed in full livery, entered the room.


“Sorry to disturb you, sir,” he began, “but Police Commissioner Thompson is here to see you.”


Felix exchanged a surprised glance with Percy. The commissioner had never visited Downing Street without prior arrangement. He would usually send an officer ahead to make enquiries before arriving in person.


“This is most unorthodox,” said Percy. “Shall I ask him to come back at a more suitable time?”


“No need,” replied Felix, preferring to confront the unknown head-on. “Send him in,” he instructed the footman.


“Good evening, gentlemen,” began the commissioner, entering the room. He was a short man in his late fifties, with greying hair and a tightly cropped moustache, and his perfectly polished boots and precisely pressed creases bore the mark of a former British army officer. “Apologies for the abruptness of my visit, but I come with grave news. I thought it best to inform you directly before you heard the undoubted whispers in Parliament.”


“Go on,” replied Felix, his interest piqued.


“In the early hours of this morning, Lord Monteagle was abducted from the East India Club while engaged in a game of poker with his associates. The perpetrators drugged him with an organic compound known as ether, a common anaesthetic, colourless and easy to mask when poured into a person’s drink. They then switched Monteagle’s carriage with their own, ensuring his lordship’s associates unwittingly delivered the stricken man directly into their clutches, swiftly disappearing with him into the night.”


“What cowards!” exclaimed Percy.


“Indeed, sir. The men were clearly organised and had been planning the abduction for some time. They knew of his lordship’s arrival and had made the necessary arrangements to extract him swiftly and with minimal fuss.”


“Military men?” asked Felix.


“It’s a possibility, Prime Minister.”


“Have they issued any demands?” asked Percy.


“No,” replied Thompson, producing a small envelope from his pocket. “They did leave this, however,” he said, handing the envelope to Felix. “We found it in one of the backstreets, lying on the cobbles alongside Monteagle’s driver, Jacob Moore.”


Felix opened the envelope and took out a small rectangular card, no bigger than a half-pound note. It was light in weight but rigid to the touch and had a series of strange markings on both sides. He turned the card over in his hands, noting the odd shapes and symbols.


The first, an image of a common five-pointed star, had been crudely drawn and was faded and out of shape. Felix had seen many like it in the history books and encyclopaedias at Number 10, and on the walls and paintings of his Mayfair club. The second image, however, was less obvious to him. It seemed to depict a giant goat’s head with four horns pointing in opposite directions, surrounded by a cluster of stars with fire and smoke swirling around them. The goat’s face was strikingly human, and its black, marbled eyes seemed to stare back at Felix from the paper.


“Are you familiar with these signs, Prime Minister?” asked Thompson.


“No, unfortunately not,” replied Felix, placing the card back inside the envelope. “I’ve only a basic knowledge of semiotics, and this is way above my limited understanding.”


“Pity,” said Thompson. “No one at the station can make head nor tail of it.”


“How is your questioning coming along?” asked Percy.


“We’ve interviewed the club staff, but no one seems to have seen or heard a thing prior to his lordship’s sudden turn, and the hostess has sworn on record that the whiskey bottle Monteagle had drunk out of that evening was opened in the room and could not have been tampered with. We’ve taken statements from each of the guests in attendance, all of whom were dismayed to hear that Lord Monteagle had been poisoned. We also took the liberty of looking into their whereabouts immediately before and after the abduction, and their alibis appear to hold water.”


“And his family?” pressed Percy.


“They are just as bewildered as we are,” replied Thompson.


“And what of his driver, this Jacob Moore fellow?” asked Felix.


“According to Mr. Moore, he’d been on the carriage awaiting his master’s return when he decided to rest his eyes. That was the last thing he remembered. Our officers found him some hours later, curled up on the wet cobbles with a bloodied scalp and the envelope resting beside him.”


“And do you believe his account?” asked Felix.


“His injuries are consistent with his explanation.”


Felix took a moment to ponder the information. It had been a clean and well-planned abduction, but it had been carried out in plain view of the public and inside one of London’s most famous and busiest members’ clubs. How was it possible that no one knew anything about it?


“Have the press been made aware?” asked Percy nervously.


“Not yet,” replied Thompson. “I’m confident that the matter is still contained, although stories of this nature tend to have a short lifespan before they are leaked out. I would say twenty-four to forty-eight hours at most.”


“Then time is of the essence, Commissioner,” said Percy. “Have your teams interview the East India Club staff again. If they had been planning this abduction for months, then there is a strong chance there was someone on the inside. We need to find the cracks in their stories. Also, look into Monteagle’s affairs, his business associates, his finances, his mistresses. There must be a reason why he was the target.”


“We are doing everything we can and more,” replied Thompson, a hint of irritation in his voice. “We have experts engaged in all manner of modern scientific and forensic analysis, including our new Fingerprint Bureau at Scotland Yard who are looking for any unexplained fingerprints on either the whiskey bottle or the players’ glasses. We also have officers checking the rivers and backstreets for any sign of his lordship’s…”


Thompson suddenly stopped, reluctant to say the word body and tempt fate.


“Understood, Commissioner,” said Felix, reading Thompson’s thoughts. “Do keep us informed of any developments. I should like to know how things progress.”


“Very well, sir,” replied Thompson, turning to take his leave. “Oh, I almost forgot,” he said, spinning around to face Felix. “The evidence, if you will, Prime Minister.”


“Ah, yes, the card.”


Felix looked around his desk for the envelope, but it was nowhere to be seen. He glanced over at Percy, who shrugged his shoulders, equally bewildered. Felix checked his pockets, only to find that he had inadvertently slotted the envelope, with the card inside, into his suit jacket.


“My apologies,” he said, embarrassed. “I must have placed it in there without realising.”


Felix held out the envelope, ready to return the evidence, when, without warning, he snapped his hand back before Thompson could take hold of it. Something about this case had piqued his interest and made Felix suddenly reluctant to part company with the mysterious card.


Before trying his hand at politics, Felix had carved out a successful career as a lawyer, following in the footsteps of his father and grandfather before him. It was this instinct, this need to scrutinise a piece of evidence and unravel the case, that had been suddenly reignited in him.


“Prime Minister?” questioned Thompson, pointing at the envelope in Felix’s hand.


“If your team is having trouble identifying the marks, perhaps I could be of assistance?” offered Felix.


“How so?” asked Thompson, confused.


“I have a close acquaintance at Oxford University, an ex-collegemate who is somewhat of an expert in semiotics. I would be happy to present the card to Professor Woodruff for review.”


Thompson took a moment to study Felix. It was most unusual for a prime minister to offer his assistance in police matters, but how could he refuse?


“Very well,” he said, “but I must insist that the card is dispatched to Scotland Yard immediately on your return. It is, after all, the only evidence we have.”


“Naturally,” agreed Felix, slowly feeding the envelope back into his jacket pocket.


Having concluded his business, Commissioner Thompson departed for Scotland Yard, leaving the men to their thoughts, and the warm fire.


“What do you know of Lord Monteagle, Thomas?” asked Felix, his mind alive with questions.


“Not a great deal,” replied Percy. “He likes a drink or two, and clearly likes to gamble. Perhaps he’d become indebted to someone? There are some very unsavoury people around these poker tables, you know.”


“Yes, but why abduct him in such a manner? Why not wait until he was in his home or somewhere less public? And the card…” continued Felix, rubbing the small paper object in his pocket. “Clearly, they wanted people to know what they were doing.”


“Best to leave it to the authorities, Felix,” warned Percy. “You’ve got enough on your plate.”


Felix nodded, trying to reassure his colleague, even though he’d already begun making plans for the trip to Oxford in his mind.


The men were disturbed by another knock at the study door. Felix barely had time to answer when the door swung open and Mrs. Hughes, a stout woman in her mid-fifties and wearing a cook’s uniform, burst into the room, followed by a distressed-looking Humphrey.


“Prime Minister—” she began, clearly annoyed.


“Apologies for the interruption,” interjected Humphrey, “but Mrs. Hughes was insistent on speaking with you directly.”


“What is it, Mrs. Hughes?” asked Felix.


“This old buzzard,” she replied, giving Humphrey a sharp look, “has just informed me that we will be entertaining the Home Secretary this evening.”


“That’s correct,” replied Felix.


“But, as usual, he’s neglected to ask our guest the pertinent questions that would enable me to fulfil my duties to the best of my ability and to the standard this house has come to expect.”


“Has he indeed?” asked Felix, casting an amused glance at Humphrey.


“Indeed, he has,” confirmed Mrs. Hughes. “We have a little saying up north, Tha meks a better door than a winder.”


“And what in heaven’s name does that mean?” asked Humphrey, his patience waning.


“It means that you’re always getting in the way,” replied Mrs. Hughes turning to address Felix directly. “If I could just have a minute or two with our esteemed visitor, Prime Minister, I’ll be able to get all the information I need.”


“Please, be my guest,” said Felix, motioning towards a nervous-looking Percy.


“If you would kindly follow me, sir,” began Mrs. Hughes, leading the Home Secretary towards the study door. “The kitchens are just this way. We can discuss what you would care to eat as we walk. You might also wish to wash your hands before dinner…”


With the strong-willed head cook marching Percy out of the room, and Humphrey departing to continue with his dinner preparations, Felix turned his attention to the study window, peering out at the world on his doorstep. As the Autumn daylight faded rapidly, the new electric street lamps buzzed into life, illuminating the usually dark streets outside. He could see that the heavy rain had finally ended, and people were beginning to reappear on the streets. How quickly life returned to normal, he thought. Life, however, had been anything but normal for him ever since he’d won the general election and become the British prime minister. Perhaps it would never return to normal for Lord Monteagle either; not unless the peer was found soon and in one piece.












Corpus Christi


It took all of Felix’s considerable willpower to sleep that evening. Thompson’s visit had filled him with a nagging curiosity, and he could think of nothing else as he prepared to settle in for the night. He paced the large room, recounting every detail of their conversation, hoping to uncover even the slightest clue he may have missed or overlooked. As with any crime of this nature, there would have to be a strong motive, a compelling reason behind the action, and Felix was determined to uncover it. However, having turned over the facts in his mind for hours and exasperated by his lack of progress, Felix finally retired to his bed, determined to renew his efforts the following day.


The next morning, Felix arose to the sound of activity. Under Humphrey’s close supervision, the house staff were busy preparing Number 10 for a parliamentary dinner and had overwhelmed the building with their enterprise. It was a rare chance to see the house put to its full use and the staff wasted little time dressing the state rooms and polishing the fine silver. Felix made his way through the hustle and bustle towards the dining room. He had decided the previous evening to make enquiries into the symbols on the card and was keen to make an early start.


After a quick breakfast of eggs and spinach, Humphrey summoned the car for their short journey to Paddington Station, where the necessary arrangements had been made for their safe but surreptitious journey to Oxford and an audience with Professor Woodruff at Corpus Christi.


The train carriage was small but agreeable. The staff had fitted the long wooden benches with comfortable leather cushions and had placed a large pot of tea alongside the day’s broadsheets. Humphrey poured the tea while Felix took the opportunity to catch up on the morning headlines. He had always considered the newspapers a sound measure of public opinion. He flicked through the tall pages, folding each neatly as he passed, moving from one article to another in search of anything that might grasp his attention and distract from his obsession with the Monteagle case.


At first glance, there seemed to be little to hold his interest. The pages were full of the usual stale political and economic commentary, including a detailed account of the rapid growth of German manufacturing alongside a list of Britain’s largest factories, to give readers a like-for-like comparison. The top spot, noted Felix, was held by Bryant & May, a matchmaker based in the East End of London, which employed a particularly high number of women and girls.


There was some light relief, however, in the form of Captain Scott’s expedition to the Antarctic and a report on his time with the emperor penguin colony at Cape Crozier and the dizzying effects of snow blindness. But any feelings of contentment were short-lived as Felix turned the page to reveal a most concerning headline.


“Tragic accident or avoidable manslaughter?” he muttered under his breath.


Felix sat up a little straighter, focusing his attention on the article in front of him.




Tragic accident or avoidable manslaughter? These are the questions surrounding the death of Arthur Jenkins, a young miner from the Rotherham district of South Yorkshire. Mr. Jenkins, 22 years of age, had worked in the Silverwood Colliery for more than five years and witnessed first-hand the site’s old and malfunctioning machinery. As a union man, he endlessly petitioned the company directors about the need for investment, often warning against inevitable accidents and possible deaths.


It is, then, with a sense of heavy irony that on the day of our Lord, Friday, September 10th, 1904, Mr. Jenkins met with his tragic and untimely end at the hands of the faulty equipment he had so feared during his time at Silverwood, crushed under the weight of a collapsed rig. In memory of Mr. Jenkins’ death, the miners of Silverwood have sworn to strike until the company directors agree to make significant assurances on investment.


The Right Honourable Milton Cavendish, the Leader of the Opposition, has called on miners of all counties to petition the government on what he has described as “a systematic failure to protect the great working people of this country.” The enquiry into the death at Silverwood continues.





Felix set the newspaper aside. He knew that despite the tragic nature of this young miner’s story, it would likely be exploited and used as a weapon against him. Arthur Jenkins’ sudden and avoidable death represented everything that was wrong with a system that favoured a privileged few over the masses, a narrative his opponents would undoubtedly twist and manipulate for their political gain. There was no such thing as “off-limits” in politics, no moral code when it came to Westminster. Every story held value, and this unfortunate miner’s tale was worth its weight in gold.


Felix contemplated returning to London, but with the police already investigating the incident, and the train now Oxford-bound, there seemed little point in changing course. Instead, he penned a letter of condolence to the Jenkins family in Rotherham and prepared a short statement for Parliament calling for an enquiry into the events at Silverwood. Felix tried to reassure himself that his actions stemmed from a genuine sense of moral duty rather than mere political obligation, but in truth, it was increasingly difficult to distinguish between the two since coming into office. For now, his letter would bring the family some small comfort and give him a little time to find out what he could about the abduction and the symbols on the card.


It was late morning when the train pulled into Oxford Station. Felix and Humphrey disembarked onto the platform, when Felix caught sight of a tall, gangly figure dressed in a leather pilot’s jacket and pastel trousers, complete with a driving hat and smoke-covered goggles.


“Professor Woodruff!” he called out.


The professor’s appearance hadn’t gone unnoticed among the passengers waiting on the platform, who quietly whispered to one another as the gawky scholar bounded past them to greet Felix.


“My dear Felix, how long it has been!” said the professor, removing the hat and driving goggles to reveal a tangle of braided auburn hair and bright green eyes.


“A female professor at Oxford?” exclaimed Humphrey, taken aback.


“Yes, it did come as quite a shock to people at first. You know how worked up those stuffy old newspapers can get,” replied the professor, the slightest hint of Texan in her accent. “They’re clearly not that impressed with our ability to birth all human life on this planet, including their own. But thankfully, the furore seems to have settled down of late.”


“Amelia, allow me to introduce my rather tactless and old-fashioned steward, Humphrey,” said Felix, shooting Humphrey a hard look.


“Ah, Humphrey, yes, of course!” replied Amelia, taking Humphrey’s hand. “I’ve heard so much about you. The roots beneath the great oak.”


“We do what we must,” replied Humphrey, averse to her brash American manner, and mindful of the gawking public.


“Never mind the locals,” said Amelia, sensing Humphrey’s uneasiness. “They like a good old stare. It reminds me of a visit I once had from a young sultan. He travelled with an incredibly large entourage, including several servants, a menagerie and his harem. It caused quite a stir, I can assure you.”


“Nevertheless, I think it would be a good idea for us to leave, before we attract any more unwanted attention,” pressed Humphrey.


“Fear not. I have my car waiting outside. It might be a touch overcrowded, but it will see us to our destination,” said Amelia.


“I’m sure it will be adequate,” replied Humphrey, prompting them forward.


Outside, the town was blanketed by a thin layer of frost. Amelia led the men to her waiting car, a cast aluminium vehicle in British racing green with a two-person cushioned bench, a small steering wheel, and a soft retractable roof.


“The Rover 8,” she announced proudly. “A great feat of British engineering. Although, not quite a Ford, but hey ho, it’ll do.”


Felix helped Humphrey into the car. His arthritis had been fine on the train, but he’d felt its presence the moment they stepped out into the cold Oxford air. Thankfully, Amelia carried a large flask of hot tea with her on journeys, and she poured Humphrey a small cup with a nip of whiskey for good measure. With her guests seated, Amelia wound the vehicle crankshaft, firing up the engine. As it coughed and spluttered into life, the exhaust kicked out a plume of black smoke for the station onlookers to see, much to Humphrey’s annoyance. Undeterred, Amelia hopped into the car and took hold of the steering wheel.


“All snug?” she asked cheerfully, crunching the car into gear, causing even more disturbance. “Then let’s be off,” she concluded, finally pulling the vehicle away from the station.


The journey to Corpus Christi was largely uneventful. Humphrey found solace in the quiet streets and gentle melodic hum of the town, a welcome departure from the bustling, cacophonous exuberance of London. Meanwhile, Felix and Amelia took the opportunity to reminisce on their time together at Oxford University. They had first met in the Bodleian Library, where Amelia worked as a cleaner, while secretly pursuing her degree under a male pseudonym. One evening, Felix stumbled upon her pouring over the same course text as his, prompting him to gently coax a confession out of her. Moved by her determination and incensed by the injustice, he committed himself to helping her navigate the logistical challenges of being a woman in a male-only university. Amelia went on to pass with flying colours, top of her class, even outperforming Felix, a fact she often delighted in reminding him of.


Corpus Christi College was small by Oxford standards. The beautiful main quad with its central tower, dining hall, library and adjoining chapel had stood for nearly four hundred years and showed few signs of ageing. The famous Pelican Sundial stood in the centre of an open court with its majestic golden bird looking out over the grounds and beyond.


Amelia guided the car through a large stone archway and into the cobbled square. As she brought the vehicle to a standstill, the engine let out a loud bang, announcing their arrival to the entire campus. Suddenly, several young faces appeared in the line of windows above them, curious to see the identity of the professor’s latest visitors.


“Nothing to see here!” shouted Amelia, as they climbed out of the car. She’d witnessed first-hand how quickly news could travel around college and did not want a repeat of the furore that had accompanied the young sultan’s visit. The timid prince had barely set foot in her office when hordes of students filtered in to get a look at their exotic visitor, inadvertently blocking the exits and trapping the sultan inside for hours.
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