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			Isle of Dogs, London, 1887

			The signpost read: ENTER AT YOUR OWN RISK. And in smaller letters below: EXPLOSIVES TESTING AND DISPOSAL. SCOTLAND YARD. “Wait here.” Inspector Archibald Bruce tossed the hansom driver an extra ten pence and set out across the shipyard.

			In just a few short months the bomb-testing facility had proven itself invaluable to Scotland Yard. Sampling analyses of confiscated bombs, some exploded, some disarmed, had identified the chemical signature of at least two bomb makers.

			It was going to be another full day. In fact, Archie suspected he was ludicrously overcommitted. “My schedule, Mr. Poynter?” He glanced at his assistant, Gareth Poynter, who opened a small leather journal.

			“Explosives demo at Bow Creek, Isle of Dogs.” The young man penciled a check mark. “On schedule.”

			“Let’s hope we detonate on time.” Archie made for the underground shelter built alongside the old dry dock pit. He and Poynter descended a flight of stairs and took up a post by one of the observation windows.

			“You’re due at Whitehall for a meeting with Melville in—” Gareth checked his pocket watch “—little more than an hour.”

			Archie frowned. “What kind of meeting?”

			“Nineteen eighty-eight budget forecasting, I believe, sir.”

			“Don’t call me sir.” Archie sighed. “And after that?”

			“A luncheon at Burlington House.”

			Begging for money, yet again. Still, he had high hopes the Royal Society might fund his research for the development of a fingerprint identification and classification system. A pet project he’d become rather enthusiastic about, of late.

			“Then you’re back to the Whitehall lab for a staff meeting.”

			Archie breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s it, then?”

			“Not quite.” Archie glanced at Gareth and bristled. He had known Gareth since university and could sense that his assistant was struggling not to grin. “You agreed to teach a course at the Royal Pharmaceutical Society.”

			“That’s today?” Archie growled.

			“I’m afraid so.” Gareth shrugged. “You do it to yourself, Archie. You overextend—”

			“In other words, there can be no unexpected delays.” He called out to the head man in the pit. “How much explosive, Mr. Turvey?”

			“Something over sixty-five pounds in four casings.” The senior lab technician nodded to him more deferentially than was typical.

			Archie had inured himself to the wary looks. Most of the older chemists and lab workers viewed him as the young upstart director of Scotland Yard’s crime laboratory. In the last few months, however, the undercurrent of remarks and raised brows had faded. Many of the fledgling lab’s innovations—including this bomb-testing facility—had been greeted with skepticism, then grudging acceptance, and finally a kind of veneration and pride that caused an inward smile. Archie’s ideas were now carefully considered, as were his requests for research funding. The crime lab had rapidly become indispensable to both the CID and Special Branch operations.

			Several lab workers scrambled into the shelter. “Good to see you, Director Bruce.”

			“Fire in the hole!” the senior man called out.

			Archie’s heart rate elevated. This would be the largest amount of explosive ever detonated inside the black box. He scanned the bomb pit from the narrow slit of the bunker. A plain concrete structure stood in the middle of the refitted dry dock, its iron hatchway bolted shut. The Thames Ironworks had taken several months to manufacture and construct the twenty-foot-square bomb repository, which was made of concrete reinforced by steel—over five feet thick, top, sides, and bottom.

			“Three, two, one, detonate,” Archie ordered.

			The explosion caused a modest ground reverberation and a muffled boom. For one long moment they waited, all eyes on the box. Would the ground collapse, causing the container to implode? After several ticks of the second hand, a round of hoots and applause went up from the lab workers. The black box had contained the blast. Archie breathed a sigh of relief and congratulated the men. “Excellent work, Mr. Turvey,” he said. Archie made sure to shake hands with every man on the job, before making his apologies. “I’m afraid I have to dash back to Whitehall for a meeting. After you get a look inside, send a report up. Perhaps we can celebrate midweek—at the Rising Sun. First pint’s on me.”

			Mr. Turvey puffed out his chest and nodded. “Very good, sir.”

			Archie and Gareth dashed across the yard and into the waiting cab. Settling in for the ride to Whitehall, Gareth tucked his notebook away. “Another feather in your cap, Archie.”

			“Good news can’t hurt going into a budget meeting.” Archie’s nod was grudging. “Let’s hope it’s enough to get an increase in funding for the lab.”

			Gareth hooked a finger into his fob pocket to check the time. “Have your budget notes with you?”

			“Bugger me, I left them in my office.”

			“At least we don’t have to go back to the pit. We’ll have the driver take us round front. You go straight to the meeting, I’ll bring your notes over. Better late than never.”

			Archie nodded. “Good. I’ll suggest you remain for the meeting. It will give Melville a chance to get to know you better.” Archie rocked with the cab as it turned onto Commercial Road. “There may be times, in the days and months ahead, that I’ll need you to take a meeting for me. We need to get Melville used to the idea.”

			“I should think you’d want the old badger all to yourself.”

			Archie shot a sideways glance at Gareth. He didn’t care for his assistant calling the director of Special Branch, Scotland Yard, an old badger. He had actually grown somewhat fond of Melville, a man who was difficult to warm up to. “I see enough of the director as is,” he said. Archie contemplated Gareth. Here was a young man, a talented chemist and scientist in his own right, who had been content to take the deputy director position under him. Frankly, Archie could not have managed this past year without him.

			Caught in a snarl of traffic, the cab slowed. Archie glanced out the window and was immediately caught up in the scene ahead. A man—quite tall and imposing—exited a hansom and jogged off after someone. Archie craned his neck and followed the figure down the side of the road. Something was awfully familiar about the man. Then it hit him. “Phineas Gunn.” Archie spoke the words in a whisper.

			Gareth tipped his head for a look. “The Special Branch man? What’s he doing out here? And where are we exactly?”

			“Limehouse.” Archie never took his eyes off the undercover agent. “He appears to be shadowing someone.”

			Their cab lurched forward—enough to catch up with the agent in question. He knew Phineas Gunn to be a clever agent and a crack shot. One of the most thrilling episodes of his career at Scotland Yard thus far had involved two agents, Gunn and Lewis, and a twenty-five-foot submersible, which Archie had piloted under the St. Katharine docks. A thrilling adventure, indeed.

			Thinking back on it, Archie could hardly believe he’d managed such a feat. A twinge of envy swept through him as he watched Finn round a corner. He was off to a budget meeting with Melville, and Finn was tracking a malefactor—possibly one of the men working for Grey de Ruthyn. Rumor was, Melville had mustered a task force of operatives to bring a case against de Ruthyn. Something that would lock him away in Wormwood Scrubs once and for all. The man was a dangerous arms trafficker, supplying weaponry, gunpowder, and explosives to anarchist factions all over Europe, the Americas, and Britain. But de Ruthyn had proven himself slippery and clever—so far.

			“Hold on.” Archie did his best to follow a blur of motion and a flash of metal—just a glint.

			Gareth strained to see better. “What’s going on—?”

			“There’s a man at Agent Gunn’s back, holding a knife or a gun.” Archie sucked in a deep breath. What to do?

			He opened the trapdoor in the roof. “Pull over at your first opportunity,” he called to the driver.

			“Where are you going?” Gareth’s face was a mixture of fear and confusion. “You can’t help him. You’ve got no weapon.”

			“Bollocks, Gareth, the man’s in trouble.” Archie launched himself out of the hansom.

			His assistant jogged up alongside him. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

			Up ahead, the man behind the Special Branch agent steered them both into an alley. Archie halted at the break between buildings and took a quick look. Nothing notable about the closed court except for the garishly painted doors. No awnings or signs over the entrances. He noted three colors: blue, yellow, and Union Jack red. Exotic traces of joss stick wafted in the air, and something sickly sweet—the scent of opium.

			A group of hired dockworkers unloaded a dogcart near the blue door. Archie counted a number of metal cases and several small barrels of . . . was it opium or explosives? The man shoved Agent Gunn inside the den, followed by the last of the deliveries. Two of the workers were handed a few coppers and sent away. By Archie’s calculation, that left three men inside along with the Special Branch agent.

			“Best go in now, before they get settled.” Archie turned the corner and headed straight for the blue door. He turned to Gareth, who trailed behind. “We’ll be a couple of dragon chasers, looking for a bit of pipe.”

			Gareth shook his head. “We’re not regulars—they’ll suspect something.”

			Archie slowed his pace. “We’re just going to stumble in, have a look about.”

			“But what if—” His assistant followed him into a darkened room with low ceilings.

			Unable to stand upright, Archie felt his way through air thick with the brown smoke of opium. To each side of the narrow aisle, wooden berths were stacked three to a wall, like the sleeping quarters of an emigrant ship. Dimly through the haze, he caught a glimpse of bodies languishing on mattresses. Chinamen and several seamen, all looking as though they had recently had a taste. Finally, a lackluster eye turned to him.

			He leaned over the man. “Looking to imbibe a bowl or two.” The dull-eyed Asian continued his stare. Perhaps he had the wrong man. Archie rocked back on his heels and caught his balance, dizzy from the effects of the drug-laden air. Gareth nudged him. “Look there.” Archie squinted into deeper shadows. A strange dance of orange-red embers glowed, then faded, then glimmered again as the devil opiate was dragged through the burning bowls of long slender pipes. There were many more lotus-eaters in this den than he’d first imagined.

			Archie ventured further inside. He was aware of voices—patrons’ nonsensical conversation spoken in low monotones. Finally, a sallow-skinned man trotted up with a pipe and a supply of the drug. The attendant bowed and gesticulated, urging them to follow.

			At the end of the aisle, they were shown to an open berth beside a cast-iron stove. There was a niche in the wall and a stairway leading upward. Archie settled back onto the mattress and nodded for Gareth to follow.

			“The price is godawful high right now, perhaps you share a pipe? Five and six?” The man spoke broken English through a toothless smile. When Archie nodded, the Asian loaded the bowl, took a few puffs to kindle the pasty flakes, and turned the stem toward him with a bow.

			“Another smoke, here.” At the bidding of an awakening patron, the attendant retreated back down the aisle.

			Gareth eyed the pipe suspiciously. “Now what?”

			Archie handed the stem over. “Puff—but don’t inhale. I’ll be right back.”

			Gareth looked a bit woeful. “Wait! Where are you going?”

			Archie put his finger to his lips and disappeared into the shadow of the stairwell. He reached the landing and listened at several doors until he heard a good deal of mumbling. “Ah, here you are.” A turn of the knob released the latch and the door opened a crack—enough for Archie to have a peek about. Two dockworkers sat at a table—and another man stood at the window watching the yard below. The man standing was dressed more like a Fleet Street banker than an arms trafficker. Archie sucked in a breath. Stacks of chests and several small powder barrels. Not a very large shipment, yet something about the scene smacked of importance. They were waiting for someone, Grey de Ruthyn perhaps?

			Archie scanned the rest of the room. The burly types were playing cards. Ah, there he was. Agent Gunn was tied, ankles and fists, and laid out on a narrow iron bed, close to the door. In fact, Archie just might be able to slip in between the bed and the wall.

			He looked up, directly into Phineas Gunn’s gaze. Archie winked and carefully shut the door. Inching away, he flew downstairs and back into their berth. His assistant was looking decidedly bleary-eyed. “I told you not to inhale.”

			“I haven’t, but what do you expect? I’m stupefied on fumes,” Gareth whined.

			“Never mind—I’ve got a task for you.” Archie set the pipe down. “Take that pitcher of water on the stand over there, grab a few pillows, douse them with water, and shove them in the stove. Be sure to get a good plume of smoke up, then run through the den shouting, ‘Fire! Call the fire brigade!’ Make a nuisance of yourself. Keep yelling all the way into the yard. Got it?”

			A wide-eyed Gareth nodded.

			“Top of the lungs,” Archie coaxed, backing away. “Agent Gunn and I will make a break as soon as we hear you shout.”

			Archie was back upstairs in a blink. He nudged the door open and took a quick glance about. Nothing much had changed. He sucked in a breath, and on the exhale slipped soundlessly through the door. He pressed the door shut and skulked along, hidden by the mattress and bed frame.

			Reaching up, he loosed the ties around the agent’s feet, then moved further up the side of the bed. For a man captured and bound, Phineas Gunn appeared calm and steely-eyed—or maybe these operatives just hid their fear better than the average bloke. Archie raised an index finger, indicating a short wait. A trickle of sweat slid down the side of the Yard man’s cheek. The sight cheered, only because Archie was sure his pounding heart could be heard across the room, which he knew was impossible. Christ, he was a man of science, but his wits had abandoned him.

			There, down below—the first shouts—and a thunderous rumble from the den beneath them. A stampede of dazed patrons rushed the exits. All three men were up on their feet and at the windows. Archie reached up and untied Finn’s hands. With the bindings still hanging off one wrist, the agent sprang off the bed and upended the mattress, charging two of the guards using the thick padding as cover.

			The dapper gent in the suit pulled out his pistol and took aim.

			Without thinking, Archie jumped onto the bedsprings and flung himself across the room. The gun fired as he tackled an outstretched arm and knocked the weapon aside. His shoulder hit the floor and he crashed into the wall. Grabbing the revolver, he turned it on the thwarted gentleman, who leapt from window to ledge, then onto the roof of another building.

			Archie glanced back, aware of the fisticuffs going on behind him. He scrambled onto his feet as Finn shoved a large bloke into a doorframe. The dazed man slid to the ground and collapsed. “I guess you won’t be needing this.” Archie waved the firearm in hand. Even so, he kept the pistol on both fallen men. Finn hadn’t quite knocked them out—but they were stunned well and good.

			He had never seen a man move as fast and as forcefully as Phineas Gunn. Between gasps of air, the agent managed a query. “Where, may I ask, did you come from?”

			Archie explained. “By chance, I was traveling from the shipyard to Whitehall, happened to glance out my window, and recognized one of our operatives—with a gun at his back.” A bit sheepish, he grinned. “You don’t get to have all the fun, Finn.”

			Archie had forgotten how boldly intrepid this undercover agent was. Hands on his hips, Finn continued to breathe heavily. “You likely saved my life. That was quite a move, flying at de Ruthyn like that.”

			Briefly, Finn stuck his head out the window. “No sign of him.” He crossed the room and opened the door. Thick clouds of smoke billowed in from the hallway.

			“Th— that was de Ruthyn?” Archie stammered.

			Finn coughed, squinting at him. “I believe so—though one never knows. Who set the fire below?”

			“My assistant.” Archie shook his head. “It’s just wet pillows stuffed in a stove.”

			Finn waved his way through black smoke only to retreat, quickly. “It’s like hell’s inferno down there.”
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			Fiona Rose tipped the cauldron and poured the soft pink mixture into the last of the rectangular molds.

			“Fiona, why are you still working?” her mother called through the open door of the laboratory.

			“The soap is exactly the right consistency and temperature. I must finish or ruin the batch.”

			Her mother stuck her head further in the door. “You have less than an hour to get yourself across town to Bloomsbury. I do wish you’d take your studies more seriously and dabble less with this soap making. Oh dear, I suppose you’ll have to take the train, now.” Ever since Father’s stroke and the Fenian bombings, Mother fretted about everything. Today it was the Underground.

			“Mother, you realize the Metropolitan Police have men at every station?”

			“Small comfort after that report in the Telegraph this morning. Another shipment of explosives was confiscated.” Her mother dabbed her eyes with a pocket square, as the fumes from the mixture of soda ash and lye caused her eyes to water.

			“I should think that means Scotland Yard is on the job.” Fiona blew a wisp of hair out her eyes and concentrated on filling the last few molds. “Almost finished.”

			Fiona slipped the last of the pungent mixture of seawater, palm oil, sodium carbonate, and sodium hydroxide into the mold. The hard-milled soaps she made for her parents’ pharmacy were beginning to draw interest beyond a few specialty shops in Knightsbridge. Fortnum & Mason in Piccadilly had given her an order for her invigorating Lavender Oatmeal as well as her Spicy Carnation. She was filling orders nearly every week now. Her secret was the essential oils, made to order from a distiller in Provence, France. To that she added milk or Mediterranean seawater.

			She carefully stacked the molds in orderly rows to cure and set the cauldron aside to let the residual soap harden. I’ll scrape the pot in the morning, Fiona thought as she reached behind to untie her apron.

			“Here now, let me get that.” Her father’s gentle hands loosed the ties. “And where are you off to, young lady?”

			“The preparatory course for the pharmacy exam. I must run.” Fiona spun around and was taken aback. Father looked a bit off-color—pale, perhaps? No, there was a spot of pink in his cheeks. She breathed a sigh of relief. She worried about him—nearly as much as Mother did—and yet, there hadn’t been another recurrence in almost three years.

			“How did it go with Dr. Sheffield?”

			She caught a twinkle in his gray-green eyes. “I’ll tell you all about it at supper tonight.”

			Fiona started out the laboratory door and whirled around. “Oh, would you wrap the molds for me?”

			Her father lowered his chin and eyed her through bushy brows. “Run along, Fee. I’ve blanketed a mold or two in my day.”

			She rushed back to kiss his cheek. “Thank you, Daddy.”

			ARCHIE’S GAZE MOVED across the yard and up the building’s facade. Blackened trails of scorched brick remained where flames had licked up through the window on the second floor. He and Finn had narrowly escaped out that upstairs window—prodding de Ruthyn’s ruffians ahead of them. “Keep your gun on those two. If they try to run, shoot first,” Finn had advised, eyeballing the two men. “You can always yell ‘halt’ later.”

			Archie wiped the sting of smoke from his eyes and coughed again to clear his lungs. Miraculously, he and Finn, along with the Harbor Patrol Fire Brigade, had managed to get everyone out. Even the whining, guilt-ridden Gareth had aided in the rescue. A number of den patrons had run off, while others lolled about in various stages of sobriety.

			At the moment, the closed courtyard was crawling with CID detectives and Metropolitan police. Absently, Archie looked on as de Ruthyn’s hired dockworkers were loaded into a police van.

			“Inspector Bruce, I’d like you to take a look at these.” Finn set down a satchel beside Archie. On his way out the window earlier, the special agent had picked up a bag filled with two cylindrical tins. “Smokeless gunpowder. German-made—very advanced. Take some for analysis. I mean to deliver the rest out to Enfield on Thursday.”

			Archie perked up. “The Royal Small Arms Factory?”

			“They’ve a gunpowder mill as well as a restricted area for arms testing.” Finn handed over a canister. “This gunpowder is three times as powerful as black powder. I assume it’s less volatile than guncotton, but handle it with care. I mean to test several of our field arms using the powder—see how our guns hold up to it. You’re welcome to come along if you can break away.”

			Archie opened his watch to read the time. “I’d enjoy a trip out to Enfield.” Then he remembered. “Drat, I’m teaching an afternoon class—four o’clock, Tuesdays and Thursday afternoons in Bloomsbury. Royal Pharmaceutical Society.” He sighed.

			Gareth called from the street. “Mr. Bruce, I’ve got a cab waiting.”

			“I’ll have you back in time for class, Professor,” Finn offered as Archie backed away. “Meet me at Charing Cross Station, Thursday morning. First train to Bush Hill Park leaves on the stroke of eight.”

			Archie took a canister of gunpowder for testing and headed for his waiting cab. He’d missed his meeting with Melville, as well as his luncheon at the Royal Society. Archie exhaled. Why on earth had he agreed to teach this semester? Because keeping his days and nights fully occupied felt less solitary, he answered himself.

			FIONA RUSHED DOWN the stairs of the Sloane Square station and was relieved to see a number of travelers still waiting on the platform. She pulled on the chain of her watch pin and checked the time. “Fiona Rose, what a delightful surprise.” She stiffened at the sound of the familiar voice, hoping desperately the train would arrive in the very next moment so she could avoid making pleasantries.

			“Fiona?” The voice was softer, and close.

			She clenched her jaw and pivoted. “Walter, fancy running into you in the Underground.”

			The impeccably dressed man in front of her adjusted his pince-nez. “You’re looking”—he continued his inspection—“always lovely, of course, though somewhat . . . harried.” He offered a thin, superior smile. “Am I correct?”

			Never a cuff link amiss or a hair out of place. As perfectly attired and meticulously groomed as Walter Montague was, the effect was lost on Fiona. “Starchy” she’d called him when Mother inquired. Walter was a regular customer of the pharmacy, as he suffered from a number of constant complaints and minor ailments, some of them real and some most certainly imaginary. Last spring, during a fitful time he was having with pollens, he had asked if he might call on her. She had turned him down as gently as possible, much to her mother’s chagrin.

			“I believe harried would describe it perfectly.” Fiona sighed. “I begin a preparatory class in Bloomsbury this afternoon, rather important as I mean to take the chemist exam in six weeks. I’m afraid I’m running late.” She craned her neck to peer down the tracks.

			Walter reached out and held her arm. “Careful, Fiona.”

			If she’d fallen flat on her face, she wouldn’t be in any danger of ending up on the tracks. The man was insufferable—even in short doses. Just imagine how suffocating he might be as a husband. As if he could read her mind, he brought the subject up again.

			“I am happy to report that with the turn of leaves this fall, my health has greatly improved. In fact, I’m feeling rather invigorated these days. Perhaps you would allow me to escort you to the park next week? We could make a picnic of it. I shall order a hamper from Fortnum’s.”

			The chug and hiss of the train was music to her ears. Fiona made an effort not to frown. “I’ve really got to knuckle down these next six weeks or I shall never pass the exam.” His gaze faltered a bit. “Sorry to disappoint, Walter, but I cannot afford a day of leisure until after the holidays.”

			“Come, come, Miss Rose, you must allow yourself a modicum of pleasure—” The train gasped to a stop and the doors rolled back. Immediately passengers debarked even as the assemblage on the platform pushed forward. Carried along in the surge and jostle, Fiona looked back. “Walter, you’ll miss the train.”

			“Sit in a closed car with all those germs in the air?” Walter mocked a shiver. “Good day, Fiona.” He tipped his hat and backed away.

			Settling herself in the passenger car, Fiona mulled over her encounter with Walter. He must have seen her enter the station and followed her down to the platform. And this wasn’t the first time she had run into him as though by chance. Last week, after delivering samples of her soaps to Harvey Nichols, she had nearly collided with Walter on the stairs between the haberdashery and linens.

			She exhaled an exasperated sigh. As Mother so kindly pointed out time and again, Walter Montague was an attractive young man who enjoyed a substantial income. She rocked in her seat as the brakes released and the train left the station. It wasn’t the gentleman’s fault he suffered from weak lungs; a person couldn’t help having a fragile constitution. Fiona twisted up a pout. It was Walter’s fawning that truly put her off—most grating. And honestly, how could a girl carry on with a man who was more well-groomed than herself?

			ARCHIE WAS RUNNING late. Again. The hansom turned onto Great Russell Street and slowed, caught in a mangle of traffic. After his perilous dealings in Limehouse, he had returned to the lab for a hurried review of staff assignments and a brief recounting of the morning’s adventures. Even Gareth was able to chuckle a bit at his own dangerous blunder—in the opium haze, he had mistaken a jug of paraffin oil for water.
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