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Forward


This book was inspired by the true adventures of Henry Mouhot, a nineteenth century French explorer, whose posthumously published journals first bought the wonders of Angkor to the attention of the Western world. Our hero Piero’s route through Southeast Asia closely follows that of Mouhot, and I’ve used many of the events and descriptions of Mouhot and other early explorers to fill in the narrative.


If you’re unfamiliar with the geography of the region, the map shown in the Author’s Notes at the end of the book will give you an idea of the lay of the land in the nineteenth century. Taken from Mouhot’s own journals, the map shows the entire route of his journeys from Bangkok.


Chapter One


While the rest of the passengers on the cross-channel steamer huddled in the relative warmth of the cabin, Piero preferred to be out on deck, facing into the wind, facing England, facing his future.  The biting cold wind cut right through him.  It was like a sort of purgative, cleansing him of his old life, of Antonio, and preparing him for a new one.


He saw now that Antonio would never be the lifelong friend and lover he often imagined. Oh, his boyhood lover was in tears when he broke the news to Piero, that he was giving in to his family’s arranged marriage, but that was Antonio; always living in the moment, but never fully committed to it. Piero didn’t doubt that Antonio would soon forget him, and end up living a happy married life with lots of children.


Now Antonio was in his past. He looked again at the growing English coastline. His future was there. It was an almost unbelievable turn of events. Just as he was reeling from Antonio’s announcement and facing a new, uncertain future, the letter from Professor Challenger arrived. Piero had completely forgotten about writing to the world-renowned scientist. He had only done it at his father’s insistence. The famous explorer wouldn’t be interested in him, but his father thought differently. “Nonsense! With a recommendation from Professor Caligari and your drawing skills, he’ll jump at having an artist and botanist in one. Think of the money he’ll save!” His father replied. Piero’s father was nothing, if not practical.


But Challenger was interested. More than that, his letter was rather insistent that Piero join him in England as soon as possible. Since there was no longer anything to keep him in Taormina, Piero hardly even thought about accepting the offer. He could think of nothing better that a bit of adventure to redefine his future.


The channel ferry docked at Dover and Piero followed the other passengers to the train. The professor’s letter stated that someone would meet him in London. Piero stepped off the train at Victoria station, bewildered by the sights and sounds of the great station, now only a few years old. He did not know how to find the professor, or whomever he sent. Although he knew he should be scanning the crowd, Piero was looking up at the curving arches of the grand hall when there was a voice at his shoulder. “Pardon me, are you, Piero?”


Somewhat startled, Piero turned to look right into the bluest eyes he had ever seen. Above the eyes was a shock of blond hair. Although not very long, the hair was very thick, forming a sort of lion’s mane around the man’s head. The tips were bleached by the sun, which probably had also given his skin the color of gold, in sharp contrast to the other ghostly white people in the station. The lion-like appearance of the man’s face was further enhanced by a rather long, yet flat, nose. It gave his face weight, making him quite handsome.


The young man couldn’t be Professor Challenger; he couldn’t have yet graduated from university himself.


“Are you Piero Catania?” the man repeated. Piero must have been staring.


“Yes, I’m Piero.” he said, finally finding his voice.


The man extended his hand. “Hello, I’m Henry, Professor Challenger’s nephew. He sent me to fetch you.”


Piero realized he was still staring into Henry’s eyes. He forced his arm to move and take the man’s hand. The handshake was firm. Henry smiled, and Piero felt something familiar inside.


“Come on, let’s see about your luggage,” Henry said, gesturing to his right.


They found a porter, and Piero dug the claim ticket from his pocket.


Henry raised an eyebrow. “Just one trunk?”


“Uh, yes. Just the one. I didn’t bring much.”


The younger man shrugged. “Just as well. I guess our English climate is quite different from Sicily. I’ll have your bags transferred to Charing Cross.” He walked over to where the porters were loading the trunk onto a trolley.


Piero discretely took the opportunity to look over the handsome young man. Even with his long English top-coat, Piero could tell Henry had broad shoulders that tapered down a long torso to a narrow waist. While he couldn’t be sure, Piero suspected that the man had the body of a swimmer.


Henry finished talking to the men and returned to Piero. “All arranged.” He said as he hooked his arm around Piero’s elbow. “Now, if we’re lucky, we might just make the express train to Tunbridge Wells ourselves.” He steered Piero out of the building and hailed a waiting carriage.


The top was down in the carriage, and Piero couldn’t help but gape at the buildings they passed by. A building on the left, where Henry sat next to him, caught Piero’s attention, and he noticed that the young man was looking at him with a bemused expression on his face.


“First time in London?”


Piero blushed. “Yes, it’s not like any city in Sicily.”


“Quite so. There’s no need to be embarrassed. Sometimes, it even impresses me.”


They arrived at the station a few minutes later. Henry walked them quickly inside and onto the platform. “We made excellent time,” he said, escorting Piero onto a train and into a cabin.


Nobody joined them before the train pulled out of the station. Sitting opposite Henry, Piero thought he should make conversation. It would help him avoid staring at the handsome young man. “Do you live with your uncle? With Professor Challenger?”


“Yes, when I’m not up at school. My parents sent me to England to get a proper education.”


Piero wanted to ask him where his parents were, or why he emphasized the word “proper”, but didn’t want to seem rude, since the boy didn’t volunteer the information. Instead, he decided to see what he could learn about his new employer. “You must learn quite a bit from your uncle. He’s such a highly regarded scientist.”


Henry snorted, “I’m afraid that my uncle and I have vastly different interests.”


“Oh.”


“Don’t let the Father Christmas appearance fool you. He’s really a very hard man. It’s difficult to please him.”


Piero widened his eyes.


Henry must have noted his distress. “Oh, I wouldn’t worry. My uncle reserves most of his wrath for me these days. And, I don’t think he would have engaged you if you weren’t ‘up to snuff’ as he puts it.”


“I hope so,” Piero said, only slightly mollified. He no longer looked forward to his new life with quite so much enthusiasm.


“Your English is quite good, by the way.”


“Thank you. My father insisted I learn it as a boy.”


Chapter Two


It was dark when the two young men alighted at Tunbridge Wells. A carriage was waiting for them and they had already left the station behind when Piero remembered his bag. “Oh! My trunk!”


“Already at the house, sir,” the old carriage driver answered over his shoulder.


“Oh, thank you.”


Henry remained silent. Piero glanced over to see that the young man was looking very pensive. “Do we have far to go?”


Henry roused himself and smiled at Piero. “Not far at all. Hungry?”


“Well, yes, but that’s not why I asked.”


“Not to worry. I’m sure uncle will have something laid on for us, and he won’t like it if we’re late.”


“Why would we be late?”


“I don’t know. Say... if we stopped off at the pub for a pint or two, or three.”


“I wouldn’t want to upset your uncle for the sake of a drink.”


“No, you wouldn’t.”


Piero shrugged. He wondered what Henry had against the professor.


“Never you mind, sir. I’ve instructions to take you straight to the house. No stops,” the driver interjected.


Henry looked crestfallen, and they rode on in silence.


Within minutes, they turned off the road into a drive that led around a circular patch of lawn up to an imposing house. The building wasn’t exceptionally large, but was very solid. In the dark, Piero couldn’t tell if the light-colored stone was yellow or gray. The front of the house was purely symmetrical, with large rectangular windows spaced evenly on either side of the entrance. The facade suggested the building was two stories, but Piero knew big English houses usually had rooms under the roof for the staff. He wondered if that’s where he would be staying.


They alighted from the carriage and Piero let Henry lead the way inside. The large two story entry hall was brightly lit. Unseen rooms let off of the hall on either side, while a grand staircase at the back led upstairs. A young woman greeted Henry and took their coats, giving Piero an approving look.


“The professor said you’re to go directly to the dining room, sir.”


“Thank you, Alice,” Henry replied. “This way, Piero,” Henry walked towards one door near the back of the hall. Once Piero fell in step beside him, Henry looked over his shoulder at the maid, then leaned over to whisper to Piero, “She likes you.”


Piero blushed and just shrugged. He wasn’t interested in the girl.


Henry opened the double doors in front of him with a bit of flourish. “Hello, uncle!” he practically shouted.


With all the trepidation Henry had shown on their way here, Piero assumed the young man was putting on a show of false bravado, or perhaps trying to antagonize the bearded man who sat reading a letter at the head of the table. The man stood to greet them, scowling at Henry.


“Dear uncle, I present to you your new assistant, Master Piero Catania!”


The professor simply harrumphed at Henry and turned his attention to Piero. “Mr. Catania, welcome to Calverly. I apologize for my nephew’s impertinence. Come, sit down. I’m sure you’re hungry,” the old man returned to his seat at the head of the table, while Piero and Henry sat in the chairs to his right and left. The professor didn’t exactly fit the image that Piero had in his mind. The man was the right age, around 50, Piero guessed, and the long graying beard was certainly to be expected. Older English men seemed to sport beards. But Piero was expecting someone a little less fit. The professor was definitely stocky, but solidly built, especially for a man his age.


“I trust the journey from Sicily was not too trying, Mr. Catania,” said the professor.


“Piero, please, the trip was pleasant enough.”


The professor smiled. “Well, Piero, I’m sure you’re tired. After dinner, Henry will show you to your room to get settled in. We’ll discuss work after breakfast in the morning,” the professor made more light conversation for the rest of the meal. He asked after some of Piero’s professors back at school, and about Taormina, which he had apparently visited once or twice. Henry remained silent.


After the meal, Henry took Piero up to the second floor and showed him to a room at the far end of the corridor. Piero was relieved; he wasn’t being treated like a servant. The room was not fancy, but had all the necessities. There was a large wardrobe, a table with a basin for washing up, a writing desk and a bed.


“Sorry, it’s rather small, but uncle wanted to keep the bigger rooms free in case any of his colleagues came to visit, not that they hardly ever do,” Offered Henry.


“No, it’s quite nice. I’m sure I’ll be quite comfortable here.”


Henry bounced on the bed, which squeaked a little, “At least the bed is good, and big enough for two. You and Alice should be quite comfortable here,” Henry was back to his flippant self.


Piero blushed, “Ah, no, I won’t be entertaining Alice. She’s, um, not my type.”


“If you say so, old man,” Henry smiled and got off the bed to leave. He paused right in front of Piero. Glancing up and down the Italian’s body, he said, “I wonder what your type is?” and left.


Piero found his trunk had already been unpacked, with his things put away neatly in the wardrobe. He made himself ready for bed, thinking about the day as well as the life before him. Much of the optimism he had felt crossing the Channel in the morning had drained away. The professor was not quite what Piero had expected, and he did not know what to make of the handsome young nephew. The two obviously didn’t get along, but Piero couldn’t make out what divided them.


 


After breakfast the next day, Challenger escorted Piero to his study to tell him about his work. There wasn’t really much more to it than Piero already knew. He was to help catalog the specimens the professor had collected on his many expeditions, and make detailed pen and ink drawings of them that the engravers could use when Challenger published his monograph. As his father had said, it was work for which Piero was uniquely qualified.


“I hope you’re as diligent as Professor Caligari said, my boy. I don’t have time to look over your shoulder, and once the next term starts, I shall need to spend four or five days a week up at Cambridge. You’ll be here on your own much of the time.”


“I’ll do my best, professor.”


With that, the professor showed Piero the way to the basement storeroom where he stored the chests containing the specimens. “Get the stable boy to help you bring up the heavy ones. We don’t want anything damaged,” Challenger admonished.


They returned upstairs, where the professor showed Piero the library, next to his study. “This is where you’ll be working,” he said, leading Piero over to a large drawing table set in front of one of the large windows. The top of the table was hinged, so it could be tilted to make it easier to work. The east-facing window looked out over a broad lawn that swept away from the back of the house. Beyond the grassy expanse was a forest.


“I’m afraid the light won’t be too good in the afternoon,” Challenger offered.


Piero was thinking the same thing, but didn’t want to say anything negative on his first day. “No bother, professor. I’m an early riser, at least in the summer.”


“That’s the spirit, my boy!” the professor beamed. He gestured to the shelves full of books lining the walls. “I have all the standard references, so feel free to use them if you have any questions for the cataloging. Now, I’ll leave you to get settled and get back to my work.”


Once he was alone, Piero looked around the room. The library was slightly larger than the study. Bookshelves lined most of three walls of the room and extended all the way up to the high ceiling. There were also shelves between the windows on the east wall. The windows extended all the way to the floor, and Piero observed that they actually provided direct access to the lawn and gardens outside. A fireplace occupied the middle of the north wall. It wasn’t very big, and Piero wondered if it would provide enough heat come winter. Four leather-covered chairs surrounded a small butler’s table in the center of the room.


All things considered, Piero couldn’t imagine a more comfortable working environment. He unpacked the technical pens and other drawing instruments he had bought with him from Sicily. They were a gift from his father when he started school and finely made of metals that held true and wouldn’t rust. He laid them out on his desk in an arrangement he thought would be the most convenient.


Satisfied that he had his work area in order, Piero decided to get right down to work. He opened the first chest, which Challenger had already had bought up from the storeroom. The specimens were all carefully preserved in special files made of one sheet of heavy white paper and another sheet of translucent waxed paper. All had notes on the back of the heavy paper showing when and where it was found, the form of the plant, and other notes about color, flowers, or even proposed names. It appeared to Piero that his job would be quite easy. Aside from the drawings, the cataloging would be a simple matter of transcribing Challenger’s notes and filling in any classification details that were needed, which he should be able to get from the library’s books.


Making the drawings would be very time-consuming, but that was the part Piero enjoyed most. The meticulous work would probably have seemed boring to most people, but Piero liked it. He could lose himself in understanding and replicating the elegant designs nature had created. He was often surprised to find that hours had passed in the space of what seemed like minutes when he was working on a drawing.


That is exactly what happened when he found a specimen he liked and drew it, just for “exercise”. He was concentrating on the fine filigree of a fern when there was a knock on the door and Alice, the maid, came in.


“The professor sent me to inquire if you’ll be having lunch, sir.”


Piero glanced at the clock over the fireplace. “Oh! I’m sorry, Alice. I’ll be right there.” He hurriedly capped his pen and straightened out his appearance as he made his way to the dining room.


When he entered, Challenger and his nephew had already taken their seats. “Any problems settling in?” the professor inquired somewhat testily.


“No, sir, I already started in on the first specimen. That’s why I’m late. I’m afraid I lose track of time when I’m working. I’m sorry to keep you waiting.”


“Don’t trouble yourself, my boy.” the professor beamed, “But we don’t want you going hungry. I’ll instruct Alice to inform you when meals are ready.”


Henry smirked at Piero from across the table. Piero assumed it was at the mention of Alice.


The professor glanced at his nephew and grumbled into his soup.


 


Piero had been back at his desk for about an hour when he noticed Henry walking across the lawn towards the forest. Actually, ‘marching’ may have been a better description of Henry’s determined stride. The young man wore only his shirt and trousers, no topcoat, waistcoat or cravat. Piero had never seen him with so few clothes on and took advantage of the anonymity of his position to observe Henry. His trousers hung loosely around Henry’s narrow hips, confirming Piero’s initial impression of a long tapered torso. Piero couldn’t be sure from this angle and the looseness of the pants, but he surmised Henry had a round, firm butt, which must have been all that was holding the trousers up.


Henry reached the woods and barely broke stride, quickly passing from view. Piero wondered where the young man was going. He shrugged and went back to work.


 


The next few days passed by in much the same way as that first one. Piero only saw the professor and his nephew at meal times. He and the professor often discussed work over their meals. Henry almost never spoke at all, but Piero occasionally thought he noticed the young man observing him from across the table, but always looked away when Piero turned to see if he had something to say. Most afternoons, he saw Henry crossing the lawn to the forest, returning a few hours later. He found he looked forward to the daily sight of the man’s lithe body, although sometimes it made his trousers a little too tight.


One day, near the end of his first week at Calverly, Piero noted Henry was not at the table for lunch. “Is your nephew not joining us for lunch today, professor?” he asked after seating himself.


“No, he’s gone away to spend the weekend with some friends of his,” the professor practically snarled.


Piero thought he was well enough established with Challenger to state the obvious. “I take it you don’t approve of these... friends?”


“I most certainly do not!” the professor practically roared. Seeing Piero’s shocked expression, the professor sighed, “I’m sorry, Piero, but the boy vexes me no end. My dear sister and her worthy husband have invested a great deal to secure Henry’s future, yet the boy doesn’t apply himself, and to make things worse, he associates with a worthless group of fops.”


The suggestion that Henry was merely an investment that was expected to pay dividends rankled Piero, but he held his tongue. It wasn’t his place to tell the eminent explorer how to deal with his family. At least now he had some insight into what divided the uncle and nephew. Piero was fortunate in having a father that hadn’t tried to force him into any pursuits he wasn’t really interested in, except perhaps marriage, but he knew at least a few of his friends back in Taormina were sometimes at odds with their parents about the directions their lives should take.


“I’m sorry, professor.”


“Why? It’s not your problem.”


Piero felt rebuffed and turned his attention to his lunch.


Late that afternoon, secure knowing that Henry was away, Piero decided to explore the lawn and garden. The weather had grown warmer each day, and it was a little stifling inside. Piero wanted some fresh air. He tried one of the windows in the library and found that it opened easily. Piero left it open to air out the room and set out to explore. Unlike Henry, he kept his waistcoat and cravat on. Also, he didn’t set off directly across the lawn as the professor’s nephew did. Piero took a more circuitous route around the edge of the lawn. It wasn’t so much that he was afraid of being observed and accused of snooping into Henry’s affairs. Piero wanted to see if Challenger himself had any interesting plants.


A flagstone terrace extended along the length of the house. Piero thought it would be nice to sit out here on the hot summer evenings, but there was no furniture. He walked the length of the terrace to the other end of the house and stepped off onto the lawn. The kitchen occupied a small squat structure that abutted this end of the house, and the kitchen appeared to have a walled garden attached to it.


At the southern end of the lawn was a jumble of flowering bushes and shrubs. It looked wild and untended, but Piero knew the English had a penchant for ‘natural’ looking gardens. He continued along the sweeping edge of the lawn as the shrubs merged into the woods. The forest was lush and cool, but Piero could discern no path through it. He did not know where Henry went on his walks. Piero completed a circumnavigation of the lawn and returned to the library. He closed the window and went upstairs to dress for dinner.


 


The days stretched into weeks, each one passed in much the same way as the ones before it. The professor never had visitors. Henry came and went on his weekend visits to friends. Piero felt comforted by the monotony rather than bored by it.


Then, about two months after he arrived, Piero thought he noticed a change in Henry. The young man appeared rather sullen after he returned from one of his weekends with friends. He didn’t go away the next weekend, or the next. Henry stayed at Calverly from then on.


Chapter Three


Piero squinted over the last few strokes, and frowned. The light wasn’t very good in the library once the sun was past mid-day. He heard someone come into the room, and assumed it was Challenger, but on turning to greet him, Piero was surprised to see Henry. He wasn’t wearing a waistcoat and the bright light from the sun flooding the great hall silhouetted his triangular torso within the white shirt he wore.


Piero turned back to his work to avoid staring at the blonde’s body. “Your uncle is in his study, I believe,” he said over his shoulder, while trying to put the form of the young man out of his mind.


“So I’ve been told,” came the answer from the door.


Piero tried hard to focus back on his work.


“Rather dark in here for that, isn’t it?”


Piero almost jumped out of his skin. Henry was practically looking over his shoulder. He hadn’t heard the young man come up on him.


“Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.”


Piero caught his breath. “I thought you’d left to find your uncle.”


“Wasn’t looking for him,” smiled Henry, “But it is, isn’t it?”


“Is what?” Piero felt off balance.


“Too dark in here... for that kind of work,” Henry nodded towards the ink sketch.


“The light is better in the morning.”


“Ah, uncle said you were often at work before he even got out of bed. He says you’re a hard worker. That’s high praise, from him.”


Piero thought he saw a slight blush come to Henry’s face. “Your uncle has put a lot of faith in me. I just want to do my best for him.”


“That’s commendable, but you can’t do your best in this light, can you? It’s a beautiful day outside. Why don’t you come for a walk with me? Some fresh air will be good for you.”


Piero had the feeling that there was something on Henry’s mind, but he couldn’t think what it was. He glanced out the window. The young man had a point: it looked like a beautiful day outside.


“Well?” Henry looked expectant.


Piero had been so deep in thought he had almost forgotten Henry was there. Being around him was sometimes torture, but it might seem rude to refuse such an obviously kind-hearted offer. “Well, you’re right. I can’t get much more done today.” He capped his pens and put everything away, then followed Henry out one of the windows.


Henry set a brisk pace across the broad lawn, heading straight for the woods, as Piero had seen him do on many afternoons. Piero had to hurry a little to catch up to him and match his pace.


Henry glanced briefly in Piero’s direction, then fixed his gaze directly ahead when Piero saw him. “It’s true, you know.”


“What?” Piero felt the young man was always keeping him off balance.


“That my uncle says you’re very diligent. And it takes a lot to impress him.”


“As I said, I’m grateful for the opportunity he has given me.”


“Don’t under-estimate yourself.”


Piero was thoroughly confused. What did this boy know about him? He walked on in silence, not knowing how to respond to Henry’s cryptic statements. They reached the edge of the lawn, and were plunged into near darkness on stepping into the woods. It took Piero’s eyes a few moments to adjust to the sudden darkness. Henry’s pace slowed a little, but he seemed to know where he was going, even though Piero still couldn’t make out any path.


“It’s a lot cooler here in the woods, isn’t it?”


“Yes, it is.” Finally, a question Piero could easily answer.


“Fancy a swim? There’s a nice pond up ahead.”


“Uh... I didn’t bring any trunks.”


Henry turned back to face Piero without stopping. He scowled for a mere second, then grinned, “No need for ‘em. It’s just us boys.”


Piero wondered if this was Henry’s plan all along, or was the younger man just being free spirited. He made no reply.


After a few more minutes of walking in silence, they came to a clearing with an almost circular pond in the middle, surrounded by a grassy bank. Piero stopped at the edge of the woods, while Henry walked to within a few yards of the water. “See?” exclaimed Henry, raising his hands slightly as he turned around to face Piero. “Just us boys.” He pulled his shirttail out of his pants and began unbuttoning it. He paused with the cloth just coming off his shoulders. “Come on,” he shouted, “get your kit off,” the shirt dropped to the ground.


Piero took in the sight of Henry’s bare torso. Tiny dark brown nipples stood on square pectorals. Beneath them, a taut torso tapered down to his waist. He loosened the breaches that barely hung on his hips, exposing a deeply pronounced crease where the young man’s legs met his torso, just like those ancient Greek statues that Piero had to study in school. They always excited him then, and seeing a flesh-and-blood version now was definitely arousing.


Henry put his hand on his hips and frowned. “You do know how to swim, don’t you?”
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