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      A BRIEF INTRODUCTION
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      The strange thing about this adventure, Dear Reader, is that it was instigated by a dead man. A man who was poisoned while
         eating at the very same table as myself. What is worse, I would probably have done nothing about this calamity had not my
         friend, the ever enterprising (and very pretty) Miss Alice Edgeworth-Brown, stirred me into action.
      

      
      And how glad I was that she did!

      
      Yes, Dear Reader, at seventeen, I was well overdue to leave my Latin primer and go adventuring again. But had it not been
         for Alice—and the dead man, of course—I might never have done so. Nor would I have helped destroy the white slave trade of
         the Indian Ocean, nor found the remains of a long-extinct dodo, nor stumbled upon the Meaning of Life. Well, almost stumbled
         upon the Meaning of Life…
      

      




      
      
      · I ·

      
      THE ADMIRAL IS POISONED
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      As my father, Sir Arthur Silverthorne, was the Exotic Specimens Collector for the Natural History Museum, South Kensington,
         and, by Royal Appointment, Ornithologist to Her Majesty, Queen Victoria, it was not unusual for him to be invited to dine
         with the great names of the land. And since his wife, my mother, had died at my birth, leaving my father without a partner,
         I was often invited to accompany him. While these dinners might sound stuffy to some—and they generally were, being attended
         by a legion of fat-gutted and pompous asses—I nevertheless found them amusing.
      

      
      As a teenager it suited me to take my seat beside some dignitary or other—usually a florid-faced and quickly inebriated geriatric—and
         listen with studied amusement while the pretentious snob beleaguered me with stories of his illustrious youth, most often
         beginning: ‘Why, laddie, when I was your age I was not to be found at a table such as this’—huff, puff—‘no, I was up to me knees in the blood of…’ At this point,
         Dear Reader, you may care to substitute any of the following: ‘wild boars’, ‘tigers’, ‘elephants’, ‘Hottentots’, ‘Chinkees’
         or any one of a multitude of animals or ‘lesser races’, as the remainder of humankind, other than the English, were deemed
         to be.
      

      
      But on this particular occasion—being a celebration of either the birth, death, baptism or canonisation of that greatest of
         bores, Lord Wellington—I was far from happy. The chief butler, a prim-faced cadaver of a man, had seated me beside Admiral
         William Ajax Burlington, the very epitome of the aged and oafish navy man, now elevated to the lofty station of Admiral of
         the Pacific and Orient Fleet. This seating arrangement might otherwise have suited me, but not that night. Upon my arrival
         I had spotted none other than my dear friend, Miss Alice Edgeworth-Brown, and her mother, Elisa, being ushered into the dining
         room. I was delighted. Not only was Alice my best friend, but her widowed mother, more commonly known to me as ‘Mrs E.’, was
         Head of Taxidermy at my father’s museum, and hence a thrilling conversationalist.
      

      
      I had just caught Alice’s eye (twinkling blue and lovely as ever) indicating that we should meet behind a marble bust of Mars
         that glared at us from a corner of the room, when I was most unceremoniously—if not downright maliciously—jabbed in the ribs
         by the ubiquitous Jeeves and obliged to take my seat.
      

      
      
      Alice was seated at the opposite side of the table and at least ten places further along—the dinner table seated thirty-six,
         seventeen per side, with our hosts, Lord and Lady Darlington, at either end—but to my consternation, Admiral Burlington’s
         more than generous backside occupied at least half of my allocated seat, as well as his own!
      

      
      I was irritated, to say the least, but being born and bred a gentleman, I greeted my ample neighbour with a gracious, ‘Admiral
         Burlington’, when we had finally succeeded in negotiating the limited space between us.
      

      
      He turned to see who had the temerity to speak to him and, upon ascertaining that I was a young person (and therefore more
         likely to suffer his interminable stories), he adjusted the pince-nez perched on his outrageously red nose and looked down
         upon me with a small degree of interest. But when he observed that I was a male—a gender always preferred by such rum-sodden
         naval persons—he thrust his flushed and sweaty face into mine to ascertain exactly who I was.
      

      
      Had I a match I might have lighted half of London from his boozy breath, but my attention was diverted by what appeared to
         be a greasy lump of chicken—it may well have been turkey, spatchcock, pheasant or a remnant of some other genus of game bird
         left over from lunch—caught up among the tobacco-stained hairs of his silvery moustache.
      

      
      Instinctively, I ran my finger across the blond down of my own upper lip, firmly resolving there and then never to grow a
         moustache. Or, if I did—given that it was virtually de rigueur for a man in society—I would never use such an hirsute appendage as a larder, as a spider might leave a caterpillar
         suspended in its web for dessert.
      

      
      ‘You Silverthorne’s boy?’ Burlington rumbled.

      
      ‘Yes, m’lord,’ I replied, choosing to ignore his rudeness in not using my father’s full title.

      
      ‘Recently returned from the East, what?’

      
      ‘China, m’lord,’ I said, beaming proudly.

      
      ‘Humph!’ Burlington grunted. ‘Not such a tall order to do over those Asian heathens, was it?’

      
      ‘I beg your pardon?’ I said, not knowing whether to be more offended at his slight upon my fighting ability or his ignorance.
         ‘I’ll have you know, Admiral,’ I began, my voice fairly simmering with barely controlled anger, ‘the Chinese are excellent
         fighters, especially in the field of the chang quan, a martial art performed by the very fit…’ I cast a disparaging glance over his mammoth frame, ‘…with the hands and feet.
         Not only that…’
      

      
      ‘Not only that,’ my father chimed in with a glare from the other side of the table, ‘Sam here put an end to the deadly case
         of the Papilio bianor chinensis butterfly.’
      

      
      ‘Eh?’ Burlington grunted yet again. ‘This bit of a boy here was the one who stopped them carnivorous butterflies from killing
         our Queen? Is that what you’re telling me, Silverthorne?’
      

      
      ‘It is,’ my father confirmed, raising his glass in my general direction, though I wished that I had been given the opportunity of telling my fat neighbour this information myself.
      

      
      ‘Not that I acted I alone,’ I chimed in. ‘I could never have done so without the help of my friend Lucas and his companion,
         Tian Tan, a Chinese girl—’
      

      
      ‘Indeed,’ Burlington cut me short, no doubt bored by my reference to a female—particularly a Chinese female. ‘Where the devil
         are the hors d’oeuvres? They damn well better serve oysters…’ And he began to wriggle and crane his neck to take in a better
         view of the table.
      

      
      In spite of his demands, I would not be ignored. I was proud of what we had achieved in China and determined that the boor
         seated beside me should hear about it. ‘Indeed,’ I said, deliberately repeating his own word to draw attention to his rudeness.
         ‘But violence did not come easily to Tian Tan, being the orphaned daughter of Christian missionaries, you understand. Her
         father was English, her mother Chinese. She has returned to England, and now attends school here in London. Under her English
         name, Phoebe.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, yes, fascinating,’ Burlington said with a dismissive wave of his fat hand. ‘Can you see any oysters?’

      
      A silent army of servants had been covering the massive table with trays and bowls and platters laden with food since the
         moment we had taken our seats, and although I glanced at the hors d’oeuvres—I would have needed a pair of field glasses to
         survey the entire spread—I could see nothing of the slimy molluscs that so occupied his interest.
      

      
      
      ‘I can’t see any oysters,’ I said, ‘but here are some very fine French shrimp,’ and picking up the bowl, I turned to offer
         it to him. To my unspeakable astonishment, instead of taking the serving utensil and helping himself, Burlington all but wrenched
         the bowl from my hands and upended its entire contents upon his plate. ‘That’ll do for now,’ he growled, stuffing a napkin
         under his pendulous chins. ‘Be a good lad and keep a weather eye out for oysters.’
      

      
      I looked over at my father, who raised an eyebrow in disdain, but before I could so much as think of moving out of the range
         of my fat companion’s prawn-stuffing elbow, a shadowy figure appeared at my shoulder, and above the general table talk and
         hubbub, I heard an insidious voice whisper, ‘Oysters, is it, Admiral? Is it oysters that you are wanting?’
      

      
      Now, while I have no liking for oysters—especially if served au naturel—I had even less liking for the anonymous speaker’s
         buttery tone.
      

      
      I half turned to look over my right shoulder, even as Burlington looked over his left. There stood the most extraordinary
         person. So extraordinary that—insofar as fat Burlington’s proximity allowed—I turned bodily to take a better look.
      

      
      I saw a male of Indian extraction, tall and thin, his skin the colour of a hazelnut, his black eyes glittering like coals,
         his teeth the purest white, set in a fixed and obsequious smile. I noted an extraordinarily large diamond set in his left
         ear, while upon his head he wore a turban of black silk—indeed he was clothed throughout in the same colour silk, from his loose-fitting housecoat right down to his silver sequined slippers.
      

      
      Ali Baba, was all I could think, but then Burlington gasped, ‘Ramsan!’ and sprayed spit-sodden shrimp all over my dinner jacket.
         ‘What the deuce are you doing here?’
      

      
      ‘Ah, my lord,’ the horrifying face crooned, ‘I am come to serve you, as ever.’

      
      ‘Naturally,’ Burlington bumbled, obviously confused—and very possibly afraid—‘Naturally…but shouldn’t you be with the fleet
         in um…er…’ Apart from the revolting pile of half-masticated shrimp upon my shoulder and the leering face of the Indian
         person not three inches from my own, I could draw little pleasure from the fact that an admiral in Her Majesty’s Navy had
         clearly forgotten in which of the world’s oceans he had left his fleet.
      

      
      ‘You such a joker,’ the revolting Ramsan gushed. ‘The fleet is in the Indian Ocean, where we left it.’

      
      We? I thought. We? Surely this caramelised version of Uriah Heep was not a navy man?

      
      Sensing the discomfort that the Indian had brought to the table, Burlington finally found his manners. ‘My apologies, ladies
         and gentleman,’ he guffawed, his chins shaking. ‘Allow me to introduce a person in Her Majesty’s employ: Mister Rupert Ramsan.’
      

      
      The guests frowned collectively. They may even have tittered a little. Not that I did, of course, but if I had, I would have leaned across to my father—on the pretext of taking a pickle, or a scoop of caviar—and whispered, ‘In whatever capacity
         could such a man serve Her Majesty?’
      

      
      No, Dear Reader, I would not have been referring to either his race or his colour, if that is what you are thinking. I would
         have meant, ‘How could such a smirking toady be of any use at all to Her Majesty, let alone in her employ?’
      

      
      But my father was faster than me. True, he was aging quickly, and might not be as energetic in the field as he had been in
         his youth, but he had gentlemanly diplomacy down pat. ‘Why, William, old boy,’ he said, a winning smile lighting his lips,
         ‘in what way does your friend serve Her Majesty? What exactly is his line of expertise, pray tell?’
      

      
      I heard my fat companion stifle a gasp, but being something of a diplomat himself, he said, ‘Later, Silverthorne. Later, you
         understand…’
      

      
      Naturally all who heard this, including myself and half the domestic staff, understood immediately this odious character was,
         in fact, one of Her Majesty’s Special Agents. In short, a spy!
      

      
      A knowing silence fell, but within a heartbeat, the hubbub of the dinner was resumed as one guest turned politely to another
         to resume their conversations.
      

      
      Since the ever-smiling Ramsan declined to move (even when a servant had wanted to remove the briny spittle from my shoulder),
         the admiral began to question his oriental visitant in the most cryptic of terms, obviously presuming that someone as young as myself would not have the wit to fathom what he was talking about.
      

      
      Which was true, I admit.

      
      ‘Where?’ Burlington whispered. And ‘At what cost?’ And ‘In how many fathoms?’ And ‘Under what period of indenture?’ And then,
         upon hearing something muttered by the Indian, Burlington turned the most frightful red, slapped his hands across his mouth
         like a child who has sneezed in mass, and announced far too loudly—and therefore most unconvincingly: ‘Thank you for the information,
         Ramsan. The Queen will be most grateful. And as for your offer of the oysters, do hurry back. They are my favourite, you know
        …’
      

      
      And Ramsan vanished, like a wraith in the night.

      
      A waiter towelled my dinner jacket clean, upon which Burlington attempted to resume our conversation, though his lack of interest
         was evident. ‘So,’ he said, ‘it was this Chinese girl that caused you all the problems, eh? Just goes to show that you can’t
         trust the yellow heathens, what!’
      

      
      ‘Quite the contrary,’ I protested. ‘Tian Tan would have given her life for us, and almost did.’

      
      ‘Hmmm,’ Burlington sneered, obviously unconvinced. ‘And what did you say? She is now headmistress of a school, here in London?’

      
      ‘No,’ I said, winking at my father. ‘She now chooses to be known by her birth name of Phoebe and is attending school in London.’

      
      
      ‘And doing very well too,’ my father assured him. ‘Phoebe has taken a particular interest in the English language, and is
         exceptionally fluent. Her inclination, however, is to become a naturalist, or to take up some other profession in the natural
         sciences at the very least.’
      

      
      I had heard no such thing. Phoebe herself had told me that she wanted to become an artist. But I let my father have his way:
         he could be a strange man at times.
      

      
      Now whether all this talk about a Chinese girl was boring the admiral to death—ironically, given he was to die in a matter
         of minutes—or whether he had caught the salty scent of oysters au naturel drifting from the kitchen, my fat neighbour turned
         in his chair and cried, ‘Where are my oysters?’
      

      
      At that very moment the prettiest little maid, dressed all in black save for a delightful white apron, appeared and, bending
         to Burlington’s ear, whispered, ‘Sorry to disturb, sir, but your Indian friend asked that I bring you these real quick. Says
         they’re your favourites, ’e does,’ and she shoved a silver platter awash with slimy grey oysters under the admiral’s nose.
      

      
      ‘You don’t say!’ Burlington shrieked. ‘Well, I am pleased. Where is Ramsan then?’

      
      ‘The Indian gentleman?’ the pretty maid asked, looking about.

      
      ‘Yes, of course the Indian gentleman, you silly girl!’

      
      If the unfortunate maid was half as embarrassed as I was affronted, I wonder that she didn’t slap him across his ample chops. But she said, ‘Do pardon me, Your Graciousness, I am a silly. The Indian gentleman said he had a boat to catch,’ and
         with yet another curtsey, she was gone.
      

      
      Not that Burlington cared, neither about the missing Ramsan nor the sweet little maid. Rather he gave his full attention to
         devouring the wan and limpid oysters, a sight which held me fascinated, while very near making me sick.
      

      
      To say that he shovelled the oysters into his mouth would be an understatement. So fast and frenzied were the movements of
         his right arm, the silver flash of the fork which he used to accomplish this task, and the fleshy blur of his fatty hand—as
         I informed the grim-faced police later—that I have only the vaguest memory of a kind of pink and white rainbow forming an
         unbroken arc from the admiral’s salivating mouth to the silvery surface of his platter.
      

      
      Then the platter was empty.

      
      And when it was, this distinguished personage, this power in the land, fell back in his chair and, with his hands delicately
         folded on his ample paunch, released the most staggering belch that I have ever heard. Perhaps it was the haste with which
         he had eaten; perhaps it was the fact that he had chewed not a mouthful; but I would like to think—since this was the revolting
         man’s last mortal act—the sound that we heard was the roar of the surf, yes, one long and rolling roar, being the final, defiant
         statement of each and every oystery tongue as it hit the boundless cavern of the admiral’s gut.
      

      
      
      No sooner had the rumbling ceased, than Admiral William Ajax Burlington, commander of the Her Majesty’s Pacific and Orient
         Fleet, broke into a smile of such enigmatic bliss that not one of us who witnessed it could possibly imagine that this mountain
         of a man was about to fall—facefirst and stone dead—into the now empty oyster platter which sat on the damask cloth before
         him.
      

      
      ‘My goodness,’ cried Lady Agnes Mayhew, reaching for her salts.

      
      ‘Ho! The admiral!’ gasped Sir Arthur Kennett, no doubt expecting some menial to revive the sagging corpse.

      
      ‘That’s bloody gone and done it,’ giggled a waiter behind me.

      
      ·

      
      ‘Poison by oyster,’ the senior sergeant informed me the following morning when I was called to give a statement. ‘By a person
         or persons unknown.’
      

      
      I was not altogether satisfied with this evaluation. And nor was Alice, considering she too had seen the black-turbaned Rupert
         Ramsan, and heard him ask, ‘Is it oysters that you are wanting?’
      

   



      
      
      · II ·

      
      ALICE THE ADVENTURER

      [image: image]

      
      Following my interview with the police, I made my way to the Natural History Museum in search of Alice. Since it was a Saturday,
         I knew that I would find her there and in spite of the inauspicious beginning to the weekend I had every intention of spending
         what remained of it with her. We might unpack a newly arrived specimen of the satin bower bird from Australia, or perhaps
         help Alice’s mother label a shipment of gilt-winged hummingbirds from the United States; we might mount a brace of grinning
         marmosets, or a pair of fairy penguins, or, best of all—should we find ourselves alone—we might wander, hand in hand, among
         the acres of glass-topped specimen cases, quietly ‘ooohing’ and ‘aaahing’ at the glories of nature, like the ever-eager students
         of this wondrous earth we were.
      

      
      And I did find Alice alone.

      
      
      Since her mother was deep in the cellar searching through the archives for some document or other, Alice was loitering in
         Conchology, pausing occasionally—as I took the trouble to observe on the sly—to stand on her tiptoes in order to get a better
         view of the contents of an especially tall cabinet.
      

      
      ‘Boo!’ I called, sneaking up behind her, but it would take more than a childish fright to worry Alice.

      
      ‘Boo yourself,’ she returned unfazed. ‘I see you survived your interview with the boys in blue.’

      
      ‘I did, though they appear none the wiser as to what happened.’

      
      ‘Then they are not deserving of wearing the badge, are they?’ she said, continuing to peer into the cabinets.

      
      ‘I beg your pardon?’

      
      ‘You heard me. They have not tried very hard, have they?’

      
      ‘Alice,’ I said, taking her elbow and turning her to face me, ‘must you always speak in riddles?’

      
      ‘I am not speaking in riddles,’ she answered, eager to turn away again, ‘I am simply telling you something that you are too
         ignorant to understand.’
      

      
      ‘Oh!’ I said. ‘Who got out on the wrong side of the bed this morning?’

      
      ‘That would necessitate my going to bed, wouldn’t it?’ she replied equally cryptically.

      
      ‘Alice,’ I protested, ‘answer me in the Queen’s English. Whatever is the matter?’

      
      
      ‘The matter is,’ she said, hoisting her skirt to perch on one of the gallery attendant’s stools, ‘the matter is, I was interviewed
         last night. As was my mother. And when I say last night, I mean all of last night, until six this morning. So if that doesn’t
         explain my one-line answers, nothing will.’
      

      
      ‘I’m very sorry to hear about your loss of sleep, and your mother’s,’ I said, ‘but I am equally sorry to tell you that you
         have explained nothing—apart from a reason for your all-too-obvious crankiness—and, while we are on the subject of the unexplained,
         why are you lurking in the shell collection, even standing on tiptoe to observe them better? How’s that for an early riser
         pick-me-up, Miss Mystery?’
      

      
      Now Alice laughed. I knew that if I pushed her, she would. And her laugh was so infectious she soon had the entire Conchology
         gallery echoing with peel after peel until I was forced to join in, still feeling somewhat slighted though I was.
      

      
      ‘Right,’ I said. ‘Ha ha, and all that, but tell me, what’s so funny? I’m still waiting for information, you know.’

      
      Finally Alice was quiet, and resumed her perch on the attendant’s chair. ‘You didn’t deserve that, did you, Sam? I’m sorry
         too. For all of us. It’s not the most pleasant experience, to have an admiral the size of a dreadnought die beside you, is
         it?’
      

      
      ‘At least I’m alive,’ I shrugged.

      
      ‘For two reasons only,’ she said, again adopting her mysterious face. ‘For two reasons only…’

      
      ‘Alice…’ I warned.

      
      
      ‘Sorry,’ she said with a grin. ‘The first reason is that you don’t like oysters, as I remember?’

      
      ‘Correct.’

      
      ‘The second, that the admiral ate all of them…’

      
      ‘Also correct.’

      
      ‘So,’ she smirked, ‘They’re the two reasons that you are still alive.’

      
      ‘Alice!’ I shouted.

      
      ‘Sorry?’

      
      ‘What are you talking about? Tell me, or I’m going home.’

      
      ‘My,’ she said, running her eye over me as if I were a painting on sale at auction, ‘aren’t we the sulky boy?’

      
      ‘No,’ I said, my temper measured, ‘no, but I am getting a bit sick of your games. Now answer my question: why did the police
         keep you and your mother up all night and why are you ensconced in the Conchology gallery?’
      

      
      ‘That’s two questions,’ she said primly.

      
      ‘I am off then,’ I said, equally primly, and taking my cap from the cabinet where I had left it, I turned to walk away.

      
      ‘The police wanted to talk to my mother because an iron box containing live oysters—or the Crassostrea species—had arrived from the island of Mauritius the day before the Darlingtons’ dinner. This box had been left, without surveillance,
         in the cool of one of the downstairs cellars—which is where my mother is now, checking—but when the attendant came to release
         the oysters into their tank for scientific observation, he found that the iron box had been opened and a quantity of oysters removed. Now are you beginning to understand?’
      

      
      ‘Beginning…’

      
      ‘Good, because the oysters taken from that box were the very ones that turned up on the admiral’s plate.’

      
      ‘And?’

      
      ‘Not “and”, my dimwitted friend, “but”!’

      
      ‘But?’

      
      ‘But they had been poisoned!’

      
      ‘What? All of them? The ones on the admiral’s plate and the ones in the iron box?’
      

      
      ‘All of them! And so subtly, my mother is still doing the paperwork to understand exactly where this delivery came from, and
         from whom.’
      

      
      ‘That makes sense, but what do you mean by “so subtly”?’

      
      ‘Well, my mother and I were not alone with the police last night. The museum’s Chief Conchologist, Madame Marie Du Valet,
         was also with us…’
      

      
      ‘She is new to the museum staff, isn’t she?’

      
      ‘She is. And she’s very nice. Older, mid-forties, and quite a looker once, I imagine. Although I don’t care too much for her
         assistant, a man called Charles Bullwinkle who she has been working with for years. Or so my mother says. And she actually
         likes him. As many women do, apparently.’
      

      
      ‘Bullwinkle?’ I said. ‘I have never heard of him. And he works here?’

      
      
      ‘He’s always here. Always in the back docks, rummaging through the archives, old papers, unlabelled specimens. As I said,
         my mother gets along with him well enough, but I don’t care for him at all. He won’t look me in the eye. Very antisocial,
         hardly gives me the time of day.’
      

      
      ‘And this Madame Du Valet likes him too?’

      
      ‘Apparently. My mother isn’t one to gossip but I get the distinct impression that Bullwinkle and Madame Du Valet were more
         than co-workers, once…Whatever happened between them I don’t know, but they still work well together which is important
         because she’s a leader in her field and would hardly employ a fool.’
      

      
      ‘So what is her field?’

      
      ‘Her major area of inquiry is into toxins found in Red Sea molluscs.’

      
      ‘And?’

      
      ‘And that’s why I’m “lurking in the shell collection”, as you so rudely put it.’

      
      ‘Why?’ I said, obviously still too ignorant to understand.

      
      ‘Because Madame Du Valet found a single specimen of Conus victoriae amongst the oysters remaining in the iron chest.’
      

      
      ‘Alice,’ I sighed, ‘we’re good friends, and I know that I’m not stupid—my Latin tutor tells me so regularly, probably just
         to stay employed—but I honestly have no idea what you are talking about. So, if you don’t mind, will you answer the questions
         that I am about to ask both simply and succinctly? Is that agreeable to you?’
      

      
      
      She nodded.

      
      ‘Thank you. First question. Are you certain that the admiral was poisoned?’

      
      ‘The police are absolutely certain. A blood test was conducted by three doctors and they verified that he had enough toxins
         in his bloodstream sufficient to arrest the function of the heart.’
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