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Blood in the Water




The boy crept up to the fence and looked around. There was the familiar sign…




KEEP OUT!
 PRIVATE PROPERTY. 
TRESPASSERS WILL BE SHOT.




And hanging next to it, just to make sure that the message was clearly understood, were the bodies of several dead animals. Strung up like criminals, wire twisted round their broken necks. 


He knew them so well; they were almost like old friends. There were rabbits with their eyes pecked out, tattered black crows with broken wings, a couple of foxes, a few rats, even a wildcat and a pine marten. In all the days he’d been coming here the boy had watched them slowly rotting away, until some of them were little more than flaps of dirty leather and yellow bones. But there were a couple of fresh ones since yesterday, a squirrel and another fox.


 Which meant that someone had been back.
 

In his thick brown poacher’s jacket and heavy green cotton trousers the boy was fairly well camouflaged, but he knew that he had to be on his guard. The signs and the fifteen-foot-high fence entwined with rusted barbed wire were enough to keep most people away, but there were the men as well. The estate workers. A couple of times he’d spotted a pair of them walking the perimeter, shotguns cradled in their elbows, and although it was a few days since he’d seen anyone up here, he knew that they were never far away.


 At the moment, however, apart from the sad corpses of the animals, he was alone.


 The afternoon light was fading into evening, taking all the detail from the land with it. Here, on this side of the fence, among the thick gorse and juniper and low rowan trees, he was well hidden, but soon… soon he was going under the wire, and on the other side the tree cover quickly fell away. He could just see the scrubby grassland, dotted with small rocks, which sloped down towards the peaty brown waters of the loch.


 Soon he’d be fishing those waters for the first time.


 The trek up here had taken nearly an hour. School had finished at four o’clock and he’d had nothing to eat since lunchtime. He knew that once he was inside the fence there would be no time to eat, so he slipped his knapsack from his shoulders and took out his ham sandwiches and a crisp apple. He quickly ate them, gazing up at the mountain that stood watch over the loch. It looked cold and barren and unfeeling. It had stood here for millions of years, and would stand for millions more. The boy felt small and alone, and when the wind vibrated the wires in the fence, making them moan, he shivered.


 Before the new laird had come there had been no fence. The land had been open for miles around. The loch had been a good fishing spot then, and the old laird hadn’t been bothered by those few hardy folk who braved the long haul up from the village. What did he care if one or two of his trout went missing each year? There were always plenty more.


 But that had all changed when the new fellow had taken over, five years ago. Everything had changed. The land was fenced off. The locals were kept away.


 But not this evening.


 The boy chucked his crusts and apple core into the bushes, then crawled over to the fence and pulled away the pieces of turf that covered the hole he’d dug.


 The turfs rested on a grid of strong sticks, which he quickly removed. The ground up here was rock hard and full of stones, so it had taken the boy several days to hack this narrow tunnel under the fence, scrabbling in the dirt with his mother’s gardening tools. Last night he’d finally finished the work, but it had been too late to do anything more so he’d reluctantly gone home.


 Today he’d been too excited to concentrate at school, all he could think about was coming up here, ducking through the hole, going down to the loch and taking some fish from under the new laird’s nose.


 He smiled as he made his way into the hole and pushed aside the old piece of sacking that he’d used to cover the entrance at the other end. His tackle bag and knapsack he easily pulled through the tunnel behind him, but his father’s rod, even when broken down into three sections, was too long to fit through, so he went back, took it out of its case and slotted the pieces one by one through the fence.


 Five minutes later, his rod in one hand, his tackle bag in the other, he was darting between the rocks down towards the water.


 Before he’d died, his father had described Loch Silverfin to him many times. He’d often come up here as a lad to fish, and it was his stories that had inspired the boy. His father had loved fishing, but he had been wounded by a shell blast in the Great War of 1914 and the pieces of shrapnel buried in his flesh had slowly ruined his health, so that by the end he could barely walk, let alone hold a fishing rod.


 The boy was excited; he was the man of the house, now. He pictured the look on his mother’s face when he brought home a fine fresh trout, but there was more to it than that. Fishing is a challenge – and this was the biggest challenge of all.


 Loch Silverfin was shaped like a huge fish, long and narrow and fanning out into a rough tail shape at this end. It was named after a giant salmon from Scottish folklore – It’Airgid, which in Gaelic meant Silverfin. Silverfin was a fearsome salmon that was bigger and stronger than all the other salmon in Scotland. The giant Cachruadh had tried to catch him, and after an epic battle lasting twenty days the fish had at last swallowed the giant, and kept him in his belly for a year before spitting him out in Ireland.


 Legend had it that Silverfin still lived in the loch, deep in its dark waters. The boy didn’t quite believe that, but he did believe that there were some mighty fish here.


 The loch looked wilder than he’d imagined it; steep, sheer rocks bordered most of the shore beneath the mountain, and a few stunted rushes were all that grew. Way down at the other end, partially shrouded in mist rising off the water, he could just make out the square grey shape of the castle, sitting on the little island that formed the eye of the fish. But it was too far away, and the light was too bad, for anyone to see him from there.


 He scouted along the shingle for a good place to cast, but it wasn’t very encouraging. The shoreline was too exposed. If any of the estate workers came anywhere near, they’d be bound to spot him.


 The thought of the estate workers made him glance around uneasily and he realised how scared he was. They weren’t local men and they didn’t mix with the folk in the village. They lived up here in a group of low, ugly, concrete sheds the laird had built near the gatehouse. He’d turned his castle into a fortress and these men were his private army. The boy had no desire to bump into any of them this evening.


 He was just thinking that he might have to chuck it in and go home when he saw the perfect spot. At the tip of the fish’s tail there was a fold in the edge of the loch where a stream entered. The water here was almost completely hidden from view by the high cliffs all round. He knew that the trout would wait here for food to wash down the stream.


 Twenty feet or so out in the lake there stood a single, huge granite rock. If he could get out there and shelter behind it, he could easily cast towards the stream without being seen by either man or fish.


 He sat in the grass to pull his waterproof waders on. It had been a real slog, lugging them up here, but he needed them now. They slipped over his clothes like a huge pair of trousers attached to a pair of boots, coming right up to his chest, where they were supported by shoulder straps. They smelt of damp and old rubber.


 He fastened his reel to his cane rod and quickly threaded the line through the loops. He’d already tied on his fly line, so he took out his favourite fly, a silver doctor, and knotted it to the end.


 He skirted round the water’s edge until he was level with the big rock, and then waded out into the water towards it. It took him a few minutes to pick his way across, feeling with his feet for safe places to step. The bottom of the loch was slippery and uneven and at one point he had to make a long detour round a particularly deep area, but once he neared the rock it became shallower again and he grew more confident.


 He found a good solid place to stand and from here he had a clear cast over towards the stream. He checked his fly, played out his line, then with a quick jerk of his arm backwards, he whipped it up into a big loop behind him, before flicking it forward, where it snaked out across the water and landed expertly at the edge of the loch.


 That part had gone very well, but it turned out to be the only part that did. He didn’t get a single touch. Try as he might, he couldn’t attract any fish on to his hook. He cast and recast, he changed his fly, he tried nearer and further – nothing.


 It was getting darker by the minute and he would have to head for home soon, so, in desperation, he decided to try a worm. He’d brought a box of them with him just in case. He dug it out of his pocket, chose a nice fat lobworm and speared it on a hook, where it wriggled enticingly. What fish could resist that?


 He had to be more careful casting the worm and he flicked it gently, underarm, away from him. Then he got his first bite so quickly it took him completely by surprise; the worm had scarcely landed in the water before he felt a strong tug, he tugged back to get a good hold in the fish’s mouth, then prepared for a fight.


 Whatever it was on the end of his line, it was tough. It pulled this way and that furiously, and he watched his rod bow and dip towards the water. He let the fish run for a few moments to tire it, then slowly reeled it in. Still it zigzagged about in the water in a frantic attempt to get free. The boy grinned from ear to ear – it was a big one and wasn’t going to give up easily.


 Maybe he’d caught the awesome Silverfin himself!


 For some time he played it, gradually reeling in as much line as he dared, praying that the hook wouldn’t slip or the line snap… this was a very delicate business, he had to feel the fish, had to try and predict its wild movements. Then, at last, he had it near, he could see something moving in the water on the end of his line; he took a deep breath, hauled it up and his heart sank…


 It wasn’t Silverfin, it was an eel, and, even as he realised it, something brushed against his legs, nearly knocking him off balance. He looked down and saw a second eel darting away through the water.


 Well, there was nothing else to do: he had to land the thing to retrieve his hook and line. He hoisted it out of the water and tried to grab hold of it, but it was thrashing about in the air, twisting itself into knots, snarling itself round the line, and, as he reached for it, it tangled round his arm. It was a monstrous thing; it must have been at least two feet long, streaked with slime, cold and sleek and brownish grey.


 He hated eels.


 He tried to pull it off his arm, but it was tremendously powerful and single-minded, like one big, writhing muscle, and it simply twisted itself round his other arm. He swore and shook it, nearly losing his footing. He told himself to calm down and he carefully moved closer to the rock, which he managed to slap the eel against and pin it down. Still it squirmed and writhed like a mad thing, even though its face showed nothing. It was a cold, dead mask, flattened and wide, with small, dark eyes.


 Finally he was able to hold its head still enough to get a grip on the deeply embedded hook, and he began to twist and wrench it free. It was hard work. He’d used a big hook and the end of it was barbed to stop it from slipping out once it had stuck into a fish’s mouth.


 ‘Come on,’ he muttered, grunting with the effort, and then – he wasn’t sure how it happened, it went too fast – all at the same time, the hook came loose, the eel gave a frantic jerk and, the next thing he knew, the hook was in his thumb.


 The pain was awful, like a freezing bolt shooting all the way up his arm. He gasped and clamped his teeth together and managed not to shout… It was a still evening and any sound up here would travel for miles, bouncing off the high rocks and water.


 The eel slithered away and plopped back into the water. A wave of sickness passed over the boy and he swayed, nearly fainting. For a long while he couldn’t bring himself to look at his hand, but at last he forced his eyes down. The hook had gone in by his palm and right through the fleshy base of his thumb, where it stuck out on the other side. There was a horrible gash and flap of skin where the barb had broken through on its way out. Blood was already oozing from the wound and dripping into the icy water.


 He was lucky that the point had come out and not stayed sunk deep inside his flesh, but he knew that he couldn’t just pull the hook free; it had the curved barb on one end and a ring on the other where the line was attached.


 There was only one thing to do.


 He rested his rod against the rock and with his other hand he reached into his tackle bag and got out his cutters.


 He took a deep breath, clamped the cutters on the end of the hook where the line was knotted, pressed them together and – SNAK – the end broke off. Then, quickly, so that he didn’t have time to think about it, he pulled the hook out by the barb. A fresh pain hit him and he leant against the rock to stop his knees from giving way.


 He knew he wouldn’t do any more fishing today. He started to cry. All that effort for this: a lousy eel and a wounded thumb. It just wasn’t fair. Then he pulled himself together. He had to do something about his situation. Blood was flowing freely from the wound. He washed his hand in the loch, the blood turning black and oily in the cold water, then he took a handkerchief from his shirt pocket and wrapped it tightly round his thumb. He was shaking badly now and felt very light-headed. As carefully as he could, he secured all his gear and set off back to the shore, wading through the dark slick in the water that his blood had made.


 And then he felt it.


 A jolt against his legs. 


And then another.


 More eels. But what were they doing? Eels never attacked people. They ate scraps and frogs and small fish…


 He pressed on; maybe he’d imagined it.


 No. There it came again. A definite bump.


 He peered down into the water and in the dim light he saw them… hundreds of them, a seething mass in the water, balled up and tangled together like the writhing hair of some underwater Medusa. Eels. All round him. Eels of all sizes, from tiny black slivers to huge brutes twice the length of the one he’d caught. The water was alive with them, wriggling, twisting, turning over and over… They surged against his legs and he stumbled. His wounded hand splashed down into the water and he felt hungry mouths tug the bloodied handkerchief from his hand and drag it away into the murky depths.


 He panicked, tried to run for the shore but slipped and, as his feet scrabbled to get a hold, he stumbled into the deep part of the loch. For a moment his head went under and he was aware of eels brushing against his face. One wrapped itself round his neck and he pulled it away with his good hand. Then his feet touched the bottom and he pushed himself up to the surface. He gulped in a mouthful of air, but his waders were filled with water now… water and eels, he could feel them down his legs, trapped by the rubber.


 He knew that if he could get his feet up he might float, but in his terror and panic his body wasn’t doing what he wanted it to do.


 ‘Help,’ he screamed, ‘help me!’ Then he was under again, and this time the water seemed even thicker with eels. The head of one probed his mouth and clamped its jaws on to his lip. He tore it away, and his anger gave him fresh strength. He forced his feet downwards, found a solid piece of ground, and then he was up out of the water again. All about him the surface of the lake was seething with frenzied eels.


 ‘Help, help… Please, somebody, help me…’ His mouth hurt and blood was dripping from where the eel had bitten his lip. He thrashed at the water, but nothing would scare the beasts away.


 And then out of the corner of his eye he saw someone… a man running along the far shore. He waved crazily and yelled for help again. He didn’t care any more if it was an estate worker… anything was better than being trapped here with these terrible fish.


 The man ran closer and dived into the loch.


 No, the boy wanted to shout. Not in the water. Not in with the eels. But then he saw a head bob to the surface. He looked all right. It was all right. He was going to be rescued.


 The man swam towards him with strong, crude strokes. Thank God. Thank God. He was going to be saved. For a while he almost forgot about the eels and just concentrated on the man’s steady progress towards him, but then a fresh surge knocked him off balance and he was once more in the snaking embrace of a hundred frenzied coils of cold flesh.


 No. No, he would not let them beat him. He whirled his arms, kicked his legs and he was out again, gasping and spluttering for breath.


 But where was the man? He had disappeared.


 The boy looked round desperately. Had the eels got him?


 It was quiet; the movement in the water seemed to have stopped, almost as if none of this had ever happened…


 And then he saw him, under the water, a big, dark shape among the fish, and suddenly, with a great splash, he rose out of the loch and the boy screamed.


 The last thing he saw before he sank back into the black depths of the water was the man’s face; only it wasn’t a man’s face… It was an eel’s face, a nightmare face; chinless, with smooth, grey, utterly hairless skin pulled tight across it, and fat, blubbery lips that stretched almost all the way back to where the ears should be. The front of the face was deformed, pushed forward, so that the nose was hideously flattened, with splayed nostrils, and the bulging eyes were forced so wide apart that they didn’t look in any way human.


 The ghastly thick lips parted and a wet belching hiss erupted.


 Then the waters closed over the boy and he knew nothing more.









Part One: ETON









1


The New Boy


The smell and noise and confusion of a hallway full of schoolboys can be quite awful at twenty past seven in the morning. The smell was the worst part – from this great disorderly mass rose the scent of sweat and sour breath and unwashed bodies, mixing with the two-hundred-year-old school odour of carbolic and floor polish.


Boys as a rule don’t notice bad smells, they’ve other things on their minds, but one boy did. He stood alone in the centre of all this chaos, while the torrent of excited youth barged past him, and wished he were somewhere else. He wasn’t used to these crowds, these numbers, this noise, this smell.


He was a new boy; tall for his age and slim, with pale, grey-blue eyes and black hair that he had tried to brush into a perfect, neat shape but, as usual, failed. One stray lock dropped down over his right eye like a black comma.


A moment ago the hallway had been empty, and the boy had been wondering where everyone was, but now it was alive with shouting pupils who streamed down the stairs and into the dining room.


‘You, boy!’ barked a voice and the boy looked round.


A man stood there glaring at him and, despite the fact that he was short, shorter even than some of the boys, he had an air of self-importance about him.


‘Yes, sir?’


‘What’s your name, boy?’


‘Bond, James Bond.’


‘James Bond – sir.’


‘Yes. Sorry, sir.’


The man peered at him. He was short and stick-thin, with pale skin, deep-set, blue-rimmed eyes, wiry grey hair and a very short, very black beard that covered nearly half his face. He reminded James a little of King George.


‘Do you know who I am, Mister Bond?’ he said coldly.


‘I’m afraid not, sir. I just arrived.’


‘I am Mister Codrose. Your housemaster. I am to be your father, your priest and your God for the duration of your stay at this school. I should have met you yesterday evening, but some damned fool boy walked into the path of an automobile on Long Walk and I spent half the night in the hospital. I trust you saw The Dame?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Good. Now you had best run along or you will be late for early school. I will see you for a chat before supper.’


‘Yes, sir.’ James turned to walk away.


‘Wait!’ Codrose stared at James with his cold fish eyes. ‘Welcome to Eton, Bond.’




James had arrived the day before at nearby Windsor station, peering up through clouds of steam at the great walls and towers of Windsor Castle. He had wondered if the King was in there somewhere; maybe he was even sitting at a window, looking down at the train?


He had followed a group of boys out of the station and into Windsor, where they crossed over the wide, grey waters of the River Thames that divided the town into two. On one side was the castle and on the other was Eton College. He was amazed at the size of the school; it took up nearly half the town, spreading out chaotically in all directions. Over a thousand boys studied here, all living in the numerous houses scattered haphazardly about the place.


He had asked for directions and eventually found himself wandering, lost, down a long footpath called Judy’s Passage, looking hopelessly at the tall, unmarked buildings on either side.


A slightly overweight Indian boy with a white turban had approached him.


‘Are you the new chap, by any chance?’ he had asked.


‘I suppose I might be,’ said James.


‘You are James Bond?’


‘Yes.’


The boy smiled and shook his hand.


‘Pritpal Nandra,’ he said. ‘I have been looking out for you.’


He led James into a nearby ramshackle building.


‘I have the room next to yours,’ Pritpal said. ‘I shall be messing with you.’


‘Messing?’


‘We will cook our tea together,’ Pritpal explained. ‘And take turns to eat in each other’s rooms. You, me and a third boy. We were wondering what you would be like.’


‘Will I do?’


Pritpal smiled again. ‘I think so.’


James followed Pritpal into the dim interior of the house, through the hallway and up three flights of ancient stairs, before arriving at a long, winding corridor.


‘Here we are,’ said the Indian boy as he pushed open a creaky door, thick with layers of dark-blue paint, and James got the first sight of his room.


It was tiny, with a sloping roof reaching almost to the floor in one corner and a great black beam cutting the ceiling in two. James was relieved to see that his trunk had arrived safely. It was a small reminder of his life before school.


‘Your new home,’ said Pritpal. ‘Not much to look at now, is it? But you can fix it up. There’s your burry.’


‘My what?’


‘Your burry.’ Pritpal pointed to a battered piece of furniture that consisted of a chest of drawers with a desk on top supporting a small bookcase. It was scratched with the names of previous owners, and one enthusiastic boy had even burnt his name into it with a hot poker.


James looked around; as well as the burry there was a small table, a washstand, a Windsor chair and a thin, faded rug that lay on the floor next to the fireplace. James frowned. There was something missing.


‘Where will I sleep?’ he asked.


Pritpal laughed.


‘Your bed’s behind here,’ he said, indicating a curtain that hung over a bulky object on one wall. ‘Our boys’ maid will fold it down for you just before evening prayers. There is quite a lot to get used to here, but you will soon learn. First thing you must do is get some more pieces for your room. You shall need an ottoman, an armchair, boot box, brush box, some pictures from Blundell’s…’


‘Hold on,’ said James, slumping into the chair. ‘Not so fast.’


‘Sorry, old chap,’ said Pritpal. ‘But it is important that you make yourself comfortable in here. You will spend half your life in this room.’


Half his life? James tried to take that in. This was all so strange for him. For the past couple of years he had been educated at home by an aunt. To be suddenly plunged into this new world, with its ancient traditions, its crowds of strangers and its own strange language, was quite unsettling.


‘Come along,’ said Pritpal, pulling James up out of his chair. ‘No shilly-shallying, there is a great deal to be done. Let’s go and see who you’re up to.’


‘Up to?’


‘Who’s going to be teaching you. Follow me, we have to go to School Yard.’


Pritpal led James out of Codrose’s and back down Judy’s Passage to Long Walk, where he stopped, nodding towards an ornate lamppost, decorated with elaborate floral ironwork, that stood on an island in the middle of the road.


‘That is the Burning Bush,’ he said. ‘It is a famous Eton landmark and a very useful meeting point. Are you getting your bearings all right, old chap?’


Before James could answer, Pritpal dragged him across the road and through a large doorway set into the side of a long, square building.


‘This is Upper School,’ said Pritpal as they passed through the gloom and out into a busy red-brick courtyard on the other side. ‘The heart of Eton. The statue in the middle is the school founder, King Henry VI. And that’s Lupton’s Tower behind him. That clock will rule your life! Now, let us see what your fate is.’


They squeezed through the pack of boys crowding round the noticeboards, and Pritpal talked James through the complicated tangle of lessons and teachers. James tried to follow it all, but could hardly keep up. All he could gather was that some teachers, or ‘beaks’ as Pritpal called them, were good and some bad, and some were demons from the very lowest level of hell.


He did learn, though, that his classical tutor, the man in charge of most of his education, was to be a Mr Merriot, which was apparently a good thing.


After studying the noticeboards they walked down the high street to buy some Latin grammar books, though not before Pritpal had explained that as lower boys they must only ever walk on the east side of the road.


‘Even if you’re coming out of W. V. Brown’s and going to Spottiswoode’s, which is only ten yards further on, you have to cross the street and then recross it when you’re opposite Spottiswoode’s.’


‘But why?’ said James.


‘Ours is not to reason why, and all that,’ said Pritpal.


‘But there must be a reason, it’s ridiculous.’


‘You will soon learn that there are a lot of traditions here at Eton whose meaning has long since been lost. Nobody knows why we do most of the things we do. We just do.’


James hadn’t slept well. His room was freezing and the springs in his bed had dug into him through the thin mattress. He had been troubled by dreams about his parents and had woken in the middle of the night, not knowing where he was. He had eventually managed to get back to sleep, only to be roused again at a quarter to seven by his boys’ maid, Janet, a red-faced old woman with swollen ankles. She had clattered a pan of hot water outside his door and shouted for him to be up, even though it seemed as if he’d only just nodded off.


James had crawled out of bed, fetched the water, poured it into the basin on his washstand and washed his hands and face. Then he took a deep breath and steeled himself for the hardest task of the morning – putting on his school uniform for the first time.


He got into each new item with mounting discomfort: the long, black, itchy trousers, the white shirt with its wide, stiff collar: the waistcoat: the fiddly little black tie that was little more than a scrap of stiff paper: his bum-freezer Eton jacket and, most ridiculous of all, a tall top hat. To a boy like James who was used to wearing simple, comfortable clothes it was torture. He felt awkward and self-conscious, as if he were at some dreadful fancy dress party. They weren’t his clothes and they were one more unreal element in this whole unreal situation. As he tied the laces on his heavy black boots, he cursed. He hated laces.


Once dressed, he had hurried downstairs, expecting to find the hallway crowded with boys, but it was empty and the house was deathly silent. He looked nervously at the clock – it was ten past seven. He had been told that early school started at half past seven, so where was everybody?


He checked the dining room – empty. Perhaps they’d been teasing him, playing a trick on the new boy. He had certainly been horrified to learn that he would have his first lesson before breakfast.


He had looked out into the passage; there was nobody else about.


Then he’d gone back inside and watched the long minutes tick by on the clock. Quarter past… Twenty past… He had been just about to go upstairs and look for Pritpal when there had been a noise like an avalanche, and a horde of boys had crashed down the stairs and pushed past him into the dining room, where they had quickly stuffed their faces with stale buns and cocoa before stampeding out of the building.


Now here he was, pushing an unruly lock of hair out of his face and trying not to say the wrong thing to Mr Codrose.


‘Didn’t you hear me?’ said the cold-eyed little man, rubbing his beard with a noise like sandpaper. ‘Hurry along or you will be late for early school.’ Codrose strode off and a group of boys parted to let him pass.


‘Yes, sir, thank you, sir,’ James called after him.


The torrent of boys surged outside into the alleyway and James followed, though he had no clear idea of exactly where he was meant to be going. He was trying to keep up, but he felt like he was in a dream with its own mysterious set of rules. He hurried along, praying that he was heading in the right direction, and with a great feeling of relief he spied Pritpal and ran to catch up with him.


‘You have just learnt your first lesson at Eton, James,’ said the Indian boy, panting loudly. ‘Never get up before a quarter past seven.’


James laughed. ‘Will I ever get the hang of all this?’


‘Oh, yes. Don’t worry too much. Now, come along, I’ll show you to your school room.’


‘Thanks.’


‘So, what was your last place like?’ Pritpal asked. ‘A lot smaller than this, I should imagine.’


‘Yes,’ said James. ‘A lot smaller,’ and he explained about being educated at home by his aunt.


‘That sounds like excellent fun.’


‘It was certainly very different from all this.’


Pritpal laughed. ‘Imagine how it was for me, coming from India,’ he said. ‘It’s so cold in England and the sun is so dull… and the food! My God! You English are a barbarous race. Look out… !’


‘What?’


But James was too late; as he raced round a corner he collided with a pair of older boys.


‘Watch where you’re going, new-tit,’ sneered one of them – a large boy with a big, square head, bristly hair and a gap between his front teeth.


‘I’m sorry.’


‘Sorry’s not good enough,’ said the second boy, who was probably a couple of years senior to James. ‘You can’t go charging into people like a maniac.’


‘Leave him alone, Sedgepole,’ said Pritpal. ‘He said he was sorry, we’ll be late for early school.’


‘Well, you’d better get your skates on, Nandra,’ said Sedgepole. ‘You don’t want to get into any trouble, do you?’


‘No,’ Pritpal muttered, then looked apologetically at James and ran off. As he went he passed another boy, who let fly a slap at his head that he just managed to dodge.


The third boy walked over to join them.


‘What’s all this, then?’ he asked in a casual drawl.


‘It’s nothing,’ said James. ‘There was an accident, I bumped into someone.’


‘Did you, now?’ said the newcomer, prodding James in the chest. ‘I don’t think I know you.’ He was a tall, handsome, blond-haired boy of about fifteen and he spoke with an American accent.


‘My name’s James Bond, this is my first term…’


The three boys laughed at him. ‘Term?’ said the American boy. ‘Term? What’s a term? Do you know what a “term” is, Sedgepole?’


‘I think he means “half”,’ said Sedgepole.


‘Yes, I forgot,’ said James. ‘You call them “halves” here, don’t you?’ He kept his voice even and looked away, not wanting to start a fight on his first day.


‘Well, James Bond,’ said the American boy. ‘I don’t like the idea of you barging into my friends.’


‘I didn’t barge into anyone,’ said James. ‘I’m late…’


‘And you’re going to make us late,’ said the American. ‘Which wouldn’t do at all.’


James was very aware of the three larger boys huddling round him threateningly, and he began to get scared. Scared of what they might do, scared of what would happen if he were late, scared of the unknown.


‘Actually, we had better go,’ said Sedgepole, and the American nodded slowly.


‘There’s no time to deal with you now, Bond,’ he said. ‘We’ll see to you later.’


The first two boys strolled off, but the American hung back and stared at James, daring him to stare back.


‘You’ve got a look about you, Bond, that I don’t like. I’ll remember you. And think on this.’ He leant closer and James studied him.


He was different from the English boys. He looked healthier – as if he’d been pumped up with vitamins and goodness, with orange juice and milk and fat steaks. He had wide shoulders and clear, sun-tanned skin. His big, strong jaw was packed with gleaming white teeth and his eyes were so blue they looked unreal. There was something almost too perfect about him, like an illustration of a dashing pilot in a boys’ adventure book, but behind it all James sensed a craziness that unnerved him.


He broke his gaze and looked down at his shoes.


‘You’re not at home now,’ said the American in a baby voice, and sniggered at James. ‘You can’t go running to mummy…’


A hot, wild anger welled up in James. He felt his throat tighten and tears of rage come into his eyes.


‘Hey, I hope you’re not a crybaby, Bond,’ the boy laughed.


But James wasn’t going to let anyone make him cry. He fought back the anger and took control of himself.


‘I’d better go,’ he said flatly, brushing past the American and walking away. He fully expected the older boy to try and stop him, but all he did was call out.


‘Crybaby bunting, daddy’s gone a-hunting…’


James clenched his teeth; if this was the trouble he got into on his first day, what was the rest of his time at this strange school going to be like?
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Lord Hellebore


‘A dry bob is a boy who plays cricket, and a wet bob is one who chooses rowing.’


‘Really?’


‘Yes, really.’


‘And what do you call a boy who doesn’t do either?’


‘A slack bob.’


James shook his head and laughed. He was eating tea in his room with the two boys who made up his ‘mess’, Pritpal and Tommy Chong. Tommy was a small, tough boy from Hong Kong who loved to argue and play cards and had the largest vocabulary of swear words that James had ever heard. The three of them were huddled round the fireplace with their plates on their knees, making the most of the warmth from the small fire. They were only allowed coal every other day, and tonight it was a ‘hot’ day for James. On cold days the little rooms were absolutely freezing and James didn’t think he’d ever get used to being chilled to the bone half the time. It was no better in the classrooms: none of them were heated, and many of the boys did their lessons wearing gloves.


Pritpal and Tommy were attempting to explain to him some of the more unusual terms used at Eton in time for his Colours Test, an examination that all new boys had to take to make sure that they were properly learning their way around the school.


‘Mesopotamia?’ said Pritpal.


‘I know that one,’ said James. ‘Isn’t that the field where they play cricket?’


‘Cricket in the summer, football in the winter,’ said Pritpal.


Since that first day, James had got to know Pritpal quite well. He was the son of a maharajah, a genius at maths and science and completely uninterested in anything else – except his food.


Pritpal was sitting comfortably in a wicker armchair, attacking his tea with fierce concentration. The chair was a recent addition. In the few weeks that James had been at the school he had managed to make his room feel more like home. He had put up some pictures: a rather lurid depiction of a naval battle, a portrait of King George, and a painting of a hot and sunny South Sea island. He had also bought a few bits of furniture, most useful of which was the ottoman on which he was sitting. It was a long box with a padded seat and contained a hideous jumble of bits and pieces, odd items of clothing and sports equipment as well as sweets and biscuits and other treats, which at Eton were known as ‘sock’.


‘What about “Pop”?’ said Tommy Chong.


‘That’s the prefects, isn’t it?’ said Bond.


‘Yes,’ said Pritpal. ‘Properly called the Eton Society.’


James had quickly learnt that it was the boys themselves who were mainly responsible for discipline in the school. Older boys in ‘Pop’, easily distinguishable in their brightly coloured waistcoats, strutted about the place in a rather swanky manner, keeping the younger boys in order. The senior boys in charge of each house were known as the Library, and their powers were quite extensive. They could even beat younger boys if they felt their behaviour deserved it. Though, luckily, James had so far avoided this.


‘Do you know your tickets?’ said Tommy Chong.


‘I think so…’ James concentrated, thinking about the hateful slips of paper that dominated his life at Eton. ‘There’s “house tickets”, which you need to get signed if you go out of the house after lock-up, “leave tickets” for written permission to be away from school, “white tickets” if you’ve done something wrong and “yellow tickets” if you’ve done something very, very, very wrong.’


They were eating fried eggs and sausages that they had cooked on the little electric stove out in the passage under the watchful eye of the boys’ maid. Everyone bought extra food at the School Stores or at Jack’s or Rowland’s in the town; this was absolutely necessary to stop the boys from starving to death, as the meals that Codrose served up were almost completely inedible. The quality of food in the different houses was up to each house tutor, and Codrose had a reputation for being the worst. Today’s lunch had consisted of a tough old piece of meat with some watery boiled potatoes and a terrible, slimy pile of greyish beans.


‘Calx?’ said Pritpal.


‘Erm… Oh, yes, those are the goals in the Wall Game.’


‘We don’t call them goals, we call them shies. There’s good calx and bad calx.’


‘I’m not sure I really understand the rules of the Wall Game,’ said James. ‘Will that count against me?’


‘Don’t worry,’ said Tommy Chong. ‘Nobody understands the rules.’


James had settled in well; while he was never going to win any prizes for his school work, he was a bright boy and very observant. Once he’d got the hang of lessons and how things were done at the school, he coped well. In fact, although he’d started one half later in the year than most other boys, he found that he was keeping up fairly easily. Like most boys, he’d never been that keen on learning, but he realised that his aunt must have taught him well. In fact, apart from Latin, which he hated, he found some lessons a little too easy – French lessons were a bit of bore, as he already spoke the language as well as he spoke English. This came from having a Swiss mother and spending half his childhood in Switzerland. He was also fluent in German, but there were no German classes at the school, so he kept his hand in by chatting with a German-Jewish boy called Freddie Meyer who formed part of his loose circle of friends.


 Despite all this, James still felt as if he didn’t really fit in here. He had learnt the jargon, he wore the uniform, but he didn’t belong. He was used to being his own man and was constantly aware of the mass of boys he was always surrounded by at Eton.


And the rules.


Endless rules and traditions.


James hated rules.


A great deal of his day was spent studying alone in his room, which suited him, but you couldn’t take a step anywhere at Eton without being reminded that thousands of boys before you had taken that step and you had to do it exactly as they had done.


‘Well, I think you are doing all right, James,’ said Pritpal. ‘I think you will pass your Colours Test without too much trouble.’


‘It’s hard work, keeping up,’ said James, buttering a piece of bread. ‘I don’t come from an Eton family. My father went to school at a place called Fettes, in Scotland.’


‘I have heard of it,’ said Pritpal. ‘Very tough.’


‘You don’t talk about your family very much, do you?’ said Tommy.


‘No,’ said James flatly.


‘Is there some secret we should know?’ said Pritpal, smiling mysteriously.


‘I’ll bet they’re criminals, aren’t they?’ said Tommy. ‘Your parents are in prison somewhere and you’re too ashamed to talk about them.’


‘No, I know,’ said Pritpal. ‘They’re secret government agents, working undercover.’


‘No,’ said Tommy. ‘I’ve got it – they’re mad scientists and they’ve built a space rocket and gone to the moon.’


‘There’s no secret,’ said James with a friendly smile. ‘I’m an ordinary boy like you two.’


‘You are not,’ said Pritpal. ‘With all this ghastly running you do. It is not seemly for people to be dashing about the place.’


It was true, despite the huge choice of games on offer at Eton, from rugger and soccer to squash and even beagling, the sport that James preferred was running. James wasn’t keen on team sports, and running suited his solitary nature, even though it set him further apart from the other boys.


‘Running is no use,’ said Pritpal. ‘You are an excellent sportsman, James. You must join in more…’


James was about to reply to this when they heard the sound that all lower boys dreaded, a long shout of ‘B-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-y!’ from upstairs. This was ‘boy call’. The three of them dropped everything and raced out of the room, along the corridor, down one flight of stairs and up another. James was easily the fastest, and he passed three other boys on the way. But Pritpal was the slowest, and, as the last to arrive, it fell to him to do whatever needed doing.


‘Come on, you inky little fourth-form scugs,’ said Longstaff, the senior boy who had made the call. ‘Oh, Nandra,’ he said, as Pritpal puffed up the last few steps. ‘You again. I want you to take a message for me. It’s for David Clasnet, he’s a scholar.’


Pritpal took the folded note and began to trudge back down the stairs.


‘You see,’ said James, catching him up. ‘There is some benefit to being able to run.’


‘It’s not fair,’ said Pritpal. ‘My food will get cold and I am wasting away with hunger.’


‘Here,’ said James, ‘I’ll take it for you.’


‘No, James…’


‘It’s no trouble. If we didn’t have to get in so early for lock-up I’d go for a run every night. I’ve just about finished my tea. Come along. I’ll enjoy it.’


James snatched the note from Pritpal and jumped down the stairs four at a time. He found Codrose and got him to sign a house ticket, then dashed out into the cool night air.


Judy’s Passage was deserted and it felt good to run off the effects of the stodgy food and the hot fire.


He crossed over the road by the Burning Bush and went through the arch into School Yard. As a scholar, David Clasnet would live in College, the original school building built by Henry VI in 1443. The scholars were the academic elite of Eton, with their own separate rules and traditions.


James had never been into College before and he was unsure which entrance to use. He was standing uncertainly in School Yard, peering at the note to see if it held any clues, when he heard voices and turned to see a good-looking, grey-haired man with the white collar of a priest. James had sat through enough of his dramatic sermons in chapel to know that this was the Head Master, the Reverend Dr Alington, known by some of the boys as Creeping Jesus. He was striding across the cobblestones, deep in excited conversation with two other people, and as they got nearer James groaned.


One of them was a boy – the American boy with whom James had had his run-in on his first day, and the other person could only be the boy’s father. The similarity between the two of them was extraordinary. The father was simply a larger, more perfect version of the son. He radiated health and energy. With his golden tan and thick yellow hair, he almost seemed to be glowing. The only major difference was that the father sported a big moustache.


As James watched, he threw back his head and laughed loudly at something the Head Master had said, and the sound echoed off the walls of the buildings. The Head Master, surely the most important man in the school, was looking at him in awe, like a boy meeting his childhood hero. Everything about the big man said that here was somebody rich and strong; here was somebody who felt he could rule the world. A true Roman emperor. Even his clothes were designed to make him look powerful. His tweed suit was cut wide at the shoulders and narrow at the hips, so that he resembled a wedge, and the brogues on his feet were so polished they shone like mirrors. James felt sure that his clothes couldn’t possibly hold him, however, and that at any moment he might burst out of his suit and charge, half-naked, through the school like Tarzan, beating his chest and roaring.


James tried to hide in the shadows but the Head Master spotted him and called him over.


‘Are you meant to be here?’ asked Dr Alington, and James showed him the note and explained that he was running an errand.


‘And what is your name, young man?’


‘Bond, sir. James Bond.’


‘James Bond?’ boomed the American giant. ‘I used to know an Andrew Bond. Any relation?’


‘Yes, sir, my father, sir.’


‘Well, there you go. They say it’s a small world. Andrew and I are in the same line of business.’


‘Selling armaments?’ said James.


‘That’s right. Without weapons our armies can’t fight. We were busy men after the war. A lot of countries needed new weapons, as all the old ones had been blown to smithereens.’ He laughed loudly, and Dr Alington nodded his head, a weak smile on his lips.


‘Is your father still with Vickers?’ asked the huge man, wiping his moustache.


‘No, sir, he is not,’ said James.


‘He’s a good fellow. Sure, we were rivals, but I always liked him. He’s a man’s man. Pleased to meet you, by the way. I am Lord Randolph Hellebore.’ He shook James’s hand. ‘Maybe you know my son, George.’


James glanced nervously at the boy and nodded. ‘We have met,’ he said, and George narrowed his eyes.


‘I wonder, are you like him?’ said Hellebore, leaning down close to James. ‘Can you run? Can you swim? Can you wrestle alligators?’


Lord Hellebore laughed into James’s face and his hot breath, which smelt sour and sulphurous, blasted him, almost making him choke. James was reminded of one time when he had been to London Zoo and, standing too close to a lion’s cage, the great beast had roared right at him. The lion’s breath had stunk of meat and of something else, something inhuman and frightening. Without the bars between them, that stink would have been the smell of death. But it wasn’t only Lord Hellebore’s breath that smelt. He was damp with sweat and there was an unpleasant, animal odour seeping from his body like a poisonous gas. James wanted to hold his nose and run, but Hellebore pierced him with his gaze. His pupils were very wide and very black, like two deep, black holes surrounded by thin pale-blue rings. He moved closer and James felt a great heat coming off him, as if he were burning inside, like a volcano ready to erupt.


There was a long, nervous moment as Lord Hellebore stared into James’s eyes. James didn’t know what to do or what to say, and he was painfully aware of the Head Master shuffling nervously.


‘Do you box, Mister Bond?’ Hellebore asked at last, offering a smile that showed two rows of immaculate, gleaming, white teeth.


‘A little,’ said James.


‘Come on, then, show me what you’re worth.’ Hellebore put up his fists in a defensive stance, and James felt even less sure just what exactly was expected of him.


‘Go on, take a swing at me.’ Hellebore sounded like a cowboy or a gangster from an American film.


James took one half-hearted swing, which Hellebore easily blocked with the palm of one huge hand.


‘Is that the best you got?’ he bellowed, and then he turned to Dr Alington. ‘They say your school is full of limp-wristed fops and sissies. They say you don’t really take your sport seriously enough. Well, I aim to change all that. Come on, Bond, do your worst.’


James took another swing, this time putting all his weight behind it, and as he swung George Hellebore said, ‘Dad!’ in a slightly embarrassed way, as if trying to get his father to stop. Hellebore glanced over at his son, and at that moment James’s fist connected with his jaw.


It couldn’t have hurt him at all, although to James it was like punching a brick wall and sent a jolt of pain all the way up his arm. For an instant, though, Hellebore glared at James with a wild fury in his eyes, and James backed away. The moment quickly passed and Hellebore disguised it with a smile, but not before James had had a frightening glimpse behind the big man’s gleaming exterior.


‘Hey, you caught me off guard there.’ Hellebore rubbed his jaw. ‘Not a bad punch. I need to look out for you, Mister Bond. You could be trouble.’


‘Come along, Randolph,’ said Dr Alington nervously. ‘We don’t want to be late for supper, and this boy needs to get back to his house.’


‘Sure,’ said Lord Hellebore, and he straightened up and turned away, instantly dismissing James. Dr Alington led him off and George tagged along behind, but not before giving James one last look full of hate.


Now what had he done? James realised that his heart was beating fast and he took a couple of deep breaths to calm himself down before going inside.


The scholar, David Clasnet, smiled when James gave him the note.


‘I was watching you out of the window,’ he said. ‘Good punch. I must say I enjoyed that.’


‘I’m not sure I did,’ said James. ‘This is going to mean big trouble for me.’
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