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[image: image]y name is Darwin and I am a monkey butler.


I have travelled through space, I have travelled through time, and I have had many adventures.


My earliest memories are not pleasant to recall, full of stench and of ghastliness, of many bells chiming, of coarse cries and clamour and I all alone and in fear.


I awoke to sensibility in a cage on a Tilbury dock. The year was eighteen ninety; the month, I believe, was May. I have no knowledge of my parents, my tribe or even the country in which I was born. Upon my passport and papers of travel I am now identified as ‘a citizen of London’, and I take pride in this, for within that great and ancient city I have enjoyed more happiness than sorrow, made more friends than enemies and acquainted myself with artists and musicians, knights and noblemen and members of the Royal Household.


I recall too clearly the kicking at my cage and a great face, all red and wildly whiskered, calling upon me to dance. The breath of this face was tainted with liquor, and the eyes of this face were fierce.


At that time I spoke not a word of the Queen's English and as such was limited in my means of communication. My response to the assault upon my tender senses lacked then the sophistication I now enjoy and I make no pretence to the contrary. And so it was there, upon that clamorous, foul-smelling dock, that I committed my first social gaffe. For I produced dung and hurled it!


This act, construed no doubt as one of defiance, was met with a brutal rejoinder: a shaking of my cage, which increased in vigour until it reached an intolerable degree and I passed from consciousness once again.


Cold water awakened me to a room with air made dense by tobacco smoke. A roguish type in a colourful suit wrought a brisk tattoo upon the bars of my little prison with the business end of a swagger-stick and called out to an audience before him. I was announced as, ‘Lot thirty-two. A monkey of cheerful disposition. Eager to learn and as fine a fellow as might grace an organ-grinder's in-stri-ha-ment and lure many pennies into an old tin cup.’


Hungry then was I and bitter at the shaking I had received. And so, I confess, I did not exhibit that cheerful disposition attributed to me by the chap in the colourful suit. I made loud my protests in my ancestral tongue and had I been capable of producing further faeces I would gladly have done so. And gladly hurled them, too.


I was sold for the princely sum of twelve shillings to a gentleman named George Wombwell, the proprietor of a travelling menagerie, and it was he who named me Darwin.


Mr Wombwell was a kindly man, whom I feel harboured a genuine love for the animals in his charge. At the time when I accompanied him on his meanderings along the highways and by-roads of southern England, he owned a pair of charming elephants, a lion of evil intent, numerous trained kiwi birds and performing chickens, a ‘pig of knowledge’ and a mermaid.


The mermaid was a fascinating creature. It appeared for all the world to be part-monkey and part-fish, although the monkey portion never spoke to me. Around and around that creature swam in a vast spherical bowl and many were the heads that shook in wonder. It was many, many years before I saw its like again, and then in somewhat outré circumstances.


Although initially belligerent and uneager to cooperate, I found myself gently won over to Mr Wombwell's wishes. I learned that to please him garnered rewards which, like as not, came in the shape of bananas. To displease him, however, occasioned a falling from grace characterised by an absence of these yellow delicacies.


I learned quickly and became most obliging.


I could write much regarding my travels with Mr Wombwell, for indeed my days with that singular gentlemen were rarely ever dull. We moved from town to village and like-abouts, mostly bringing happiness to those who patronised our performances. I became adept at juggling, tomfoolery, pratfalls and ‘tricks above ground’. I well remember the happy cries of children and the merry jingle of Mr Wombwell's brass cash register. I learned tricks enough to please him and gained an understanding of the English tongue, although at that time I was unable to vocalise and express myself through words. There was the occasional unpleasantness.


I will not belabour my reader with tales of the travelling life. Mr Wombwell has published his autobiography, and although his recollections differ somewhat from my own regarding the extent of his successes, the gist is very much the same as any account I could give.


Now, a man must adapt to what he cannot control, and so too must a monkey. I have lived upon other worlds and encountered beings who, although sharing a common sun with men of Earth, inhabit such strange forms and hold to such quaint manners as to baffle my small senses. These beings do not cogitate like men, but they do exhibit certain attitudes which display, to my thinking, what might be described as an all-but-universal constant.


That of tribalism.


My first experience of this was with Mr Wombwell's Travelling Menagerie. Showmen and circus folk consider themselves a race apart. The ‘hicks’ or ‘rubes’ or ‘billy-docks’ or ‘nadgers’ who attend their performances and fill their coffers are ‘not as they’. Showmen and circus folk are of a tribe that keeps itself apart. They look after their own and hold most others in the lowest form of contempt. Such, sadly, I have found to be the case throughout all levels of society, on this world and elsewhere.


History records that in the year eighteen eighty-five, King Phnarrg of Mars declared war upon the British Empire. He sent a mighty fleet of space-going warships to attack and destroy the subjects of Queen Victoria. Few there are, however, who understand that this was a religious crusade. The Martian tribe considered itself composed of God's chosen people and Mankind to be an impure race of idolaters, fit only for extermination.


Tribalism is the tragedy of the sentient being, and I, who have visited the past and the future, can see no end to it.


I gathered what learning I could from Mr Wombwell and also from others in his employ, for although I was at that time unable to utter words of English, I was perfectly able to converse with others of my ‘tribe’: to wit, the animal kingdom.


A rooster named Junior talked long into the nights with me. He was a prodigious conversationalist and a cock of a religious bent. Junior held to the belief that Mankind had descended from chickens, that the first fowl had been placed upon the Earth by Lop Lop, God of the Birds, and the Great Mother Hen who dwelt on her cosmic nest. I later came to understand that a gentleman whose name I shared held to not dissimilar beliefs – his, however, involved ape-like antecedents.


I will not at this juncture inform the reader as to which of these theories is correct. Although the title of this tome might have released the pussy of metaphor from the sack of obfuscation, thereby saving it from a drowning in the village pond of Penge.


In the year of eighteen ninety-four, I resigned from Mr Wombwell's employ. I am of a mercurial disposition and have what my good friend Sigmund Freud would term ‘a limited span of attention’. I had by this year gained sufficient understanding to realise that the itinerant life held little charm for myself. I had become an ape of ambition and now held to the conviction that I should seek my fortune in the great, good-hearted City of London.


My opportunity to take my leave came one night after a performance at the Egyptian Hall in Piccadilly. An inebriate cage-boy had inadequately secured the fastenings upon my quarters and I stole quietly away into the night.


The closing years of the nineteenth century were, regrettably, characterised by debauchery and decadence. Whether this is the case in every century, I know not. My experiences in several, however, lead me to believe that this is the rule rather than the exception.


During these years, well-to-do ne'er-do-wells behaved with shameless abandon – ingesting morphine by means of gold-plated syringes, guzzling Vin Coca Mariani, a wine laced with cocaine, and concluding their extravagant dinings with a desert of strawberries soaked in ether.


As for myself, I have always preferred Treacle Sponge Bastard for afters.


The literature of this period reflected its social mores and I well recall a popular erotic novel of the day called Fifty Shades of Earl Grey.*


I was free, but all alone once more. From lofty rooftops I viewed others of my tribe, sporting slave-wear of the waistcoat and fez variety and chained to the barrel organ. Not for me, thought I. I am cut from richer cloth. Perhaps I felt I was more of a man than a monkey.


Reality impinged upon such ill-founded graces when I was taken by Lambeth's Monkey-Catcher-in-Residence and found myself once more put up for auction. On this occasion, perhaps on account of the rather smart velvet suit Mr Wombwell had clothed me in and my knowledge that flinging dung brought few rewards, the hammer came down at the sum of one guinea and I became a member of a most exalted household.


That of Lord Brentford, whose stately abode, Syon House, occupied lands between London's most beautiful borough (Brentford) and the fields of Isleworth.


I was greatly taken with his lordship, a gentleman in every sense of the word. He delegated one of his minions to school me in the noble arts of monkey butlerdom, and these I took to willingly and without complaint. The duties were not arduous, the tasks simple but specific. My accommodation was almost luxurious and bananas were in plentiful supply.


Looking back now, I know that Lord Brentford cared deeply for me. He was and is a good man and my times in his employment lacked not for adventure and excitement.


He, too, named me Darwin, which seemed a rare coincidence. Only later did I come across the velvet suit that I had worn during my years with Mr Wombwell, laundered and folded in a drawer of my dresser. By that time, my knowledge had increased and I read the label on the collar, which said ‘Darwin, property of George Wombwell's Travelling Menagerie’. Lord Brentford might well have chosen to return me to my ‘owner’, but he did not. Because he cared for me.


I am grateful that he did and glad to have known that noble lord, for it is because of him that I became what I am today.


The world's first and only talking ape.


The Ape of Space.


The Ape of Time.


The ape who would, through a twist of fate, become the father of all apes and the father, too, of all Mankind.


And many many tribes.


* This may strike the reader as a rather tired and worn-out gag, but do remember that Darwin encountered this book in 1897. (R. R.)
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[image: image] have chosen to set down my musings and memoirs in ‘the first monkey’.


This is, I do not hesitate to add, in direct opposition to the wishes of my publishers, who advised strongly against such a course of action, stating that my prose was dense and idiosyncratic and suggesting that I – and here I employ the parlance of the nineteen sixties – ‘dumb it down in the cause of increased sales’.


My response to this did not involve the employment of dung, for I am now above such acts of grossness. Rather I explained to them, with patience and good grace, that I valued quality above the worship of Mammon, adding that as the world's only speaking ape ever to publish his memoirs, I felt that the reading public might be persuaded to meet me halfway and look up any difficult words in the Oxford English Dictionary.


You may consider my decision rash, or indeed vain, and suggest that one of England's great writers should have been engaged to better tell my tale. Perhaps even Robert Rankin himself might have been presumed upon to take up this endeavour.


And indeed I have, in the spirit of altruism, made the concession of allowing Mr Rankin to lend the considerable weight of his literary celebrity to this venture by adding illustrated letters and annotations to the text at appropriate intervals.


I will confess that after my initial meeting with my publishers, I repaired to my suite at The Dorchester, where I regathered my wits in the company of Château Doveston champagne and vowed, using another term I encountered during my sojourn in the swinging sixties, to ‘stick it to the man’.


I briefly touched upon the matters above because it is now my wish to touch upon other matters connected therewith. To wit, how I arrived at that estate of Man characterised by speech and literacy.


It all came about in this fashion.


I had become Lord Brentford's ‘man’ in that I was now his monkey butler, engaged as a gentleman's gentle-monkey to aid his lordship with his daily endeavours, to ensure that the niceties which should be accorded to a person of noble birth were occasioned with correctness.


A monkey butler's duties are those of the valet. To attend to his master's dressing room and maintain order and tidiness therein, replenishing the jars of pomade, moustache wax and gentlemen's special creams when necessary. To assist his lordship in dressing or otherwise. To accompany him upon outings and be aware at all times of the correct social etiquette. To be on hand, when so required, for anything as may be required.


Naturally, the duties of a human butler go beyond this and extend to the hiring and firing of staff, the admittance of and making of polite conversation with guests, the ordering of supplies and the keeping of household accounts. And, of course, the occasional thrashing of wayward bootboys.


My size and communicative abilities precluded me from several of these duties. Much to my regret, as I would dearly have loved to thrash those wayward bootboys.


It was during the summer of eighteen ninety-five that I accompanied Lord Brentford on what was intended to be the first circumnavigation of the globe by airship.


The Empress of Mars was a magnificent vessel, a gigantic pleasure craft almost a third of a mile in length. The very cream of London society was booked on board for this historic flight and history was to be made. The Empress would rise from the Royal London Spaceport, which spread beneath the Crystal Palace at Sydenham, and I would be amongst the history-makers.


I confess that I was wary, but the prospect of such a journey held great charm for me as Lord Brentford explained that the airship would pass over Africa.


‘Where you were born, young Darwin.’


Sadly, his lordship did not return in triumph from the maiden flight of the Empress of Mars. That beautiful silver ship of the skies went down in a terrible storm and plunged into a distant ocean. Lord Brentford was lost and I returned to London in the company of Mr George Fox, later dubbed a knight for his services to Queen and country.


It was at this time that I first attained great wealth.


Lord Brentford, it transpired, was not a man who looked favourably upon his family; in fact, he held them in utter contempt. He had taken the sensible precaution of updating his will before taking passage aboard the Empress of Mars and had removed the names of his ‘nearest and dearest’ and substituted my own.


I had suddenly become an ape of wealth. The lands, the investments, the great house of Syon – all indeed were mine.


I was deeply touched by this act of Man's humanity to Monkey and vowed that I would raise a monument to Lord Brentford. Possibly a bronze statue of himself to adorn the vacant plinth in Trafalgar Square.


Just as soon as I had attended to one or two more pressing matters, to wit, the laying down of banana plantations in the grounds and the construction of a Bananary to adorn the rear of Syon House. And in order to achieve these admirable ends, it was essential that I gain the ability to speak the Queen's English, to read and also to write.


I had overheard conversations regarding a mysterious gentleman known only as Herr Döktor, who held to certain radical theories, most notable amongst them his conviction that the evolutionary progress of the simian species could be advanced through human tuition, and that apes might eventually catch up with Humankind. Herr Döktor's goal was to bring spiritual enlightenment to Man's hairy cousins, that their souls might be saved through knowledge and worship of the Almighty.


Sir George Fox, with whom I had formed a bond of friendship, had a beautiful wife named Ada. I had achieved some success at communicating with her through the medium of mime, and when I made my wishes known, she arranged for Herr Döktor to attend me at the great house and put me through an intense course of instruction.


Dear reader, I could write at great length of the travails endured upon both sides during the months of my training. And I confess that in times of great frustration I did resort to the flinging of dung. But Herr Döktor endured and so did I, and six months later I shook the hand of this remarkable visionary, thanked him and said farewell in all-but-perfect ‘Man’.


And here I must express a certain measure of regret, for I did not use my new-learned talents as wisely as I might. I craved excitement and I craved to be as men are. I shaved my facial whiskers and the hairs from my hands; dressed as a sporting toff, my tail tucked out of sight; represented myself as an English country gentleman; and took myself off to the gaming tables of Monte Carlo.


Within several short hours I had lost all that Lord Brentford had left me. I stood once more at poverty's door, a sadder yet wiser monkey.


I learned that evening a bitter lesson. But my life has been a series of lessons learned and it has also been an adventurous and often carefree one, filled with the joys of genuine friendship and love. Thus I no longer offer excuses for my early foolishness.


Happily I had retained my papers of employment, drawn up for me by Lord Brentford himself and bearing his heraldic seal. With these I presented myself at the offices of Blackfrond's, London's premier employment agency.


Blackfrond's specialised in placing registered non-human workers into suitable employ. Here, upon any given day, the sapient pig, the equine wonder, even the spider of destiny might be found in the plushly furnished confines of Blackfrond's Waiting Hutch, patiently preparing for placement.


I was fully aware that as the world's first speaking ape, a simian prodigy if ever there was one, I could reasonably expect to turn a pretty penny by exhibiting myself before a paying public. But my travels with Mr Wombwell had convinced me that discomfort outweighed monetary benefit in that line of work. I had grown to love the finer things of life. I determined to take once more to what I now considered my vocation and return to being a monkey butler.


It was a wise decision.


I took employment with a venerable ancient by the name of Colonel Katterfelto.


My adventures with this worthy fellow have been chronicled within Mr Robert Rankin's admirable book The Mechanical Messiah and Other Marvels of the Modern Age, and I can do no better than to recommend the reader purchase and peruse this finely crafted tome.


After a life of heroic service to his fellow man, Colonel Katterfelto died in my arms. He was one of the finest and most noble individuals it has ever been my honour to call friend. Indeed, he called me his little brother, and tears fill my eyes at his memory.


After that I fell in with Cameron Bell.


Mr Cameron Bell is a most singular individual, even in an age that appears overpopulated with singular individuals. He is, by calling, a consulting detective and owns to a number of literary friends and acquaintances, two in particular being worthy of note here – Messrs Charles Dickens and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. Mr Dickens based the looks of Mr Pickwick upon those of Cameron Bell, and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle modelled the deductive reasoning of his most notable creation, Sherlock Holmes of Baker Street, upon that of Mr Bell.


A most singular individual indeed.


Mr Bell's observational skills, his capabilities as a consulting detective, his discretion and his boundless enthusiasm for his vocation have made him the greatest detective of the Victorian age and something of a darling with the well-to-do.


He has solved cases for most of the royal houses of Europe, and in eighteen ninety-nine, with my invaluable assistance (as he and I had formed a partnership under the name of Banana and Bell), he saved Her Majesty Queen Victoria from assassination.


Mr Bell was awarded the Royal Victorian Order for his services to the sovereign and became a Knight of the Grand Cross.


I received neither medal nor commendation. But, like the Fuller's 1900 Millennial Double Chocolate Stout, I harbour no acerbity.


The case that led to Mr Bell saving the life of Victoria, Empress of both India and Mars, involved two dreadful harpies: Lavinia Dharkstorrm, a witchy woman, and Princess Pamela, twin sister of Queen Victoria and, as it turned out, the female Antichrist.


It was a hair-raising adventure and I have many hairs that might be raised. Especially whilst in the company of Mr Bell, who is known to me as the World's Most Dangerous Detective due to his immoderate use of dynamite.


I would mention here, because it is of importance, that Mr Bell and I had been taken into the confidence of the pre-eminent chemist Ernest Rutherford, the gentleman who created the world's first Large Hadron Collider, which was cunningly disguised as part of London's Underground Railway System – the Circle Line.


This piece of advanced technology powered yet another.


Mr Ernest Rutherford's time-ship.


Through a series of what the mean-spirited amongst us might describe as unlikely events, I became the pilot of Mr Rutherford's time-eliminating conveyance and returned from the future to save my past self. In doing so, my future self was shot dead by Lord Brentford, who had not in fact died when the Empress of Mars went down, but had survived and taken shelter on a cannibal island. It is all rather difficult to explain, and rather than waste the reader's time doing it here I would recommend perusing a copy of The Educated Ape and Other Wonders of the Worlds by Mr Robert Rankin, where all is set out in the most meticulous detail.


I write these words in the elegant city of Brighton, in the year two thousand and twelve. I know that I must return to the year eighteen ninety-eight to save my younger self, and I know that in doing so I will be shot, in error, by Lord Brentford.


This is my fate. So it must be.


But between the time when I set off in Mr Rutherford's time-ship in the company of Mr Cameron Bell and the time of my inevitable extinction, there have been many years of travel and many adventures, and it is these that I intend to write of here.


Mr Bell assured me that once he had cleared up the single case that he had so far failed to solve, we would travel back in time to watch Beethoven conduct the Ninth Symphony and thereafter begin our adventures.


Things did not go quite as he had planned.


But they did get very exciting.


And it all began when we sailed the time-ship back to eighteen ninety.
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[image: image]ain was falling and it was falling hard.


Had it not been for the quality of my sou'wester, Ulster coat and India rubber galoshes, I would have felt the chill of this midnight hour more cruelly than I did.


As I am possessed of considerable skills when it comes to piloting a space vessel, I was able to steer the time-ship (a back-engineered and greatly modified Martian war craft) gently down to a secluded area of Hyde Park. One frequented, when the weather was fair, by slosh-pots and Muff Mary Ellens, but deserted upon a night such as this.


‘I shall remain here whilst you conduct your business,’ I told Mr Bell as we sat in the time-ship's cabin, peering out at the night. ‘I am reading a book about tea that I'd quite like to finish.’


Mr Bell shook his hairless head at this. ‘I contend,’ said he, ‘that we should not become separated during our journeyings through time.’


‘Surely there will be times when we must part,’ said I, for I had learned to take privacy whilst engaging in latrinal excursions.


‘And we will have none of that.’ Mr Bell made the firmest of faces. ‘An adventure through the ages seasoned by toilet talk and innuendo would be one too rich for my palate.’


‘Look,’ said I, removing the ignition key from the time-ship's dashboard and hanging it on its chain about my neck. ‘We have agreed that you will solve your one unsolved case and then we will go back to see Beethoven conduct the Ninth. We even swore a great oath to this effect – your idea, as I recall – and shook hands on it and everything.’


‘I wanted things to be absolutely clear,’ said Mr Bell, ‘so there would be no later disagreements or unpleasantnesses.’


‘Then go off about your business and I will await your return. Or better still, let us both remain here until the weather clears up.’


‘It rains all night,’ said Mr Bell. ‘And what must be done, must be done now and by both of us together. The quicker it is done, the quicker you can experience the Ninth, played as it truly should be played and conducted by the great man himself.’


And so we left the Marie Lloyd (for such was the name of our time-ship) and trudged off into the rain. Mr Bell hailed a cab at Hyde Park Corner and directed its driver to take us to the British Museum.


The cabbie, who rode aloft in the rain sporting an Ulster coat not dissimilar to my own but for its lack of quality, called down to us through the little roof hatch that he might enliven our journey with tales of those who had brought him honour by deigning to ride in his cab.


‘I ’ad that Winston Churchill in the back o’ me ’ansom the other night,’ he told us. ‘Now there's a rum young gentleman if ever there was one. Very fixed in ’is opinions, is our Mr Churchill. I touched upon the matter of public Ladies’ Excuse-mes, or conveniences as may be, and ’ow to my reckonin’ they would be a blessing to the dear ones, who aren't as good at ’oldin’ it in as would be a chap, and—’


Mr Bell drew shut the little hatch. Toilet talk, as he had said, was not at all to his liking.


As we had some distance to travel, I made polite conversation by asking my friend just what he knew of the villain he sought and just what the unsolved crime might be. Mr Bell had recently been all but defeated by a woman, and women appeared to be rising in prominence during this period of history – as evidenced by the spread of public Ladies’ Excuse-mes and suchlike. Was this villain a lady? I asked Mr Bell.


The great detective shook his head and his hat showered me with raindrops. ‘A man,’ said he. ‘Most definitely. There is always talk,’ he continued, ‘of a criminal mastermind, some secret orchestrator of the capital's crimes. The Moriarty, who my good friend Arthur set against his Mr Holmes. This is the work of such a fellow and a very strange business indeed.’


I yawned, rather too loudly, perhaps, but I was still a growing ape and it was after my bedtime.


‘An evil overlord,’ Mr Bell continued some more, ‘one capable of manipulating even the most powerful in the realm through blackmail and tergiversation. I have spied evidence of his sinister handiwork in everything from headlines in the broadsheets to acts passed in Parliament. Rumours abound as to his identity.’


‘Or indeed as to his very existence,’ I suggested in a tone of casual flippancy. Mr Bell raised an eyebrow to this and then went on to say more.


‘He is known as the Pearly Emperor,’ he said. ‘For as the cockneys have their Pearly Kings and Queens and Her Majesty is Empress of India and Mars, this would-be usurper of thrones has chosen such a title for himself. He is said to have risen from a humble background in the East End, and seeks to rule this world and all the others that roll about our sun.’


‘A man of great ambition,’ I said, snuggling down in my Ulster coat and searching out my mittens. ‘A worthy adversary for your good self. You being the uncrowned King of Detectives, as it were.’


Mr Bell peered at me through his gold-framed pince-nez. ‘Are you,’ he asked of me, and here he employed suitable cockney patois in the form of rhyming slang, ‘having a gi-raffe at my expense?’


‘Heaven forfend,’ said I, a-putting on my mittens. ‘Here I am, rattling along in this uncomfortable conveyance, in bitter cold at an ungodly hour and all but freezing off those parts that will escape mention lest I be accused of toilet talk, bound for the British Museum. There to foil the evil intention of the Pearly Emperor, a monomaniac intent on world domination and—’


But here I paused as I could, even in the limited light available, observe the reddening of my friend's cheeks and the infuriated expression he now wore. I felt it would probably be best to keep my own counsel.


I did, however, make the observation that to my limited knowledge there had never been a single crime of any significance committed at the British Museum that had not gone unsolved.


My good friend's face had now become purple, and when next he spoke it was as one possessed. ‘A crime did occur,’ he cried into my little ear. ‘A crime covered up by the authorities – no doubt in the pay of this monster made flesh.’ (I mouthed the words monster made flesh.) ‘This vile creature's minions have committed numerous crimes on his behalf. I could name dozens of them. I have been involved in solving dozens of their felonious cases. But the criminals never turn King's evidence, they never betray their master. He is never there when the crimes are committed. But tonight, tonight he will be there. I know it. My studies of case histories have led me to this conclusion. I know that I am right.’


‘Quite so,’ I said. ‘I am sorry if I misled you into believing that I harboured any doubts.’


‘He will be there tonight, and I will have him. Tonight, a seemingly impossible crime will be committed at the British Museum. I will be there to see how it is done. Then I will capture the criminal mastermind – or destroy him, if need be.’


‘Ah,’ I said. ‘Destroy?’


‘If need be,’ said my companion.


‘You brought your ray gun with you, then?’


‘Of course.’ Mr Bell patted a pocket.


‘And dare I ask if—’


‘Ask away.’


The hansom made an alarming lurch and I said, ‘Dynamite.’


‘I have taken the sensible precaution of bringing along a few sticks in case they are required.’


I groaned dismally, but silently.


‘Do not worry,’ said Mr Bell. ‘I am well prepared.’


‘But,’ I said, for I felt that I must, ‘it is the British Museum. It is filled with wonderful, beautiful things. Please do not blow up the British Museum, please, Mr Bell, oh please.’


Mr Bell smiled as to offer me comfort. ‘It is a sturdy building,’ he said. ‘Have no fear for its collapse.’


‘But the wonderful, beautiful things—’


‘Let us hope it will not prove necessary.’


‘But it always proves necessary to your reasoning.’


I noticed a certain twinkle come into the eyes of Mr Bell, for most surely this fellow's love for explosions was equal to his love for justice. I sighed deeply and inwardly and prayed to my chosen deity that the British Museum would still remain standing after our departure from it.


And also that the rain might stop.


The driver raised the little hatch and called down, ‘British Museum, guv'nor.’


The British Museum truly was a beautiful building and it was my dearest hope that it would remain so.


Built in that neoclassical style so popular during the reign of Queen Victoria, designed by Sir Robert Smirke and containing no fewer than eight million artefacts at the time of my visit, it was a thing of great splendour.


In those days it also housed what would come to be known as the British Library, a collection of some twenty thousand, two hundred and forty volumes bequeathed by Sir Thomas Grenville. Exactly how a single individual had managed to acquire so vast a collection of books within a single lifetime was at that time quite a mystery to me.


Later, all would become very clear.


The sky above was not at all clear. Thunder rattled chimney-pots and lightning flung brightness and stark shadows about in a manner that was most alarming. The rain poured down and down and down and I grew quite afraid.


Mr Bell, being the kindly man that he was, brought what comfort he could to me with light but caring pats upon the shoulder. Then, when the hansom had departed and we were left in an otherwise deserted street before the big locked gates, he drew a stick of dynamite from his pocket.


‘Surely not yet?’ I cried upon sighting it.


‘But we must open the gates,’ said he, ‘to gain entry. My portly form will not permit me to shin over them.’


‘My slight and nimble one will, however, permit me to do so,’ said I. ‘I assume that keys might be found within that little brick house there marked Gatekeeper's Lodge?’ For the lightning periodically illuminated such a building.


Mr Bell nodded, and as I swarmed up the rain-drenched iron gates, I swear I heard his distinctive chuckle momentarily made audible amongst the thrashings of the storm.


I returned at length in the company of keys.


‘The gatekeeper slept?’ asked Mr Bell.


‘The sleep of the inebriate,’ I said.


‘Or possibly the drugged.’ Mr Bell availed himself of the keys.


‘Please hurry now,’ I said. ‘I am growing most chilly.’


Within minutes, we had entered both gates and building. The museum, a pleasant enough place by daylight, looked far from pleasing now, lit only by periodic flashes of lightning. The statues and ancient artefacts became fearful in this untender and uncertain illumination and I trembled from more than just cold.


Mr Bell perused his pocket watch, a gift from a grateful Jovian plutocrat for sorting out a delicate business that involved an actress, a bishop and a kiwi bird called Cuddles. ‘It nears the hour of one,’ he whispered to me, though his whispered words echoed terribly within the great atrium. ‘We must set ourselves to hiding in the Egyptian Gallery. Follow me.’


I did as I was bid and followed Mr Bell through deserted galleries and up a broad flight of marble steps. I tugged at my friend's trouser leg and asked him what, precisely, was the nature of the crime that was about to be committed.


‘Ah,’ said he, with a certain lightness of whisper. ‘The sarcophagus of the God-Pharaoh Akhenaten will be stolen tonight from its unlocked cabinet.’


‘Having acquired a set of keys to this museum myself with very little bother,’ I said, ‘I cannot imagine unlocking a cabinet would present much of a problem to a determined thief.’


‘No key unlocked that cabinet,’ said Mr Bell.


I shrugged.


‘And anyway,’ he went on, ‘it was not merely the sarcophagus that was stolen – which alone weighs several tons and was removed without leaving a single trace of how it was removed. It was something more than that.’


‘Something more than that?’ I whispered. Thoughtfully.


‘Something more indeed,’ said Mr Bell. ‘All at once and all in a single night. Gone without trace and never seen again.’


I raised my eyes and said, ‘What?’


‘The entirety of the British Library,’ said Mr Cameron Bell. ‘All twenty thousand, two hundred and forty volumes.’


‘All in a single night?’ said I. ‘Now surely you are having a gi-raffe.’
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[image: image]e were making a cautious passage through the Etruscan Gallery when first we heard the chanting. I looked up at Mr Bell, and in the uncertain light I saw him put his finger to his lips. Together we crept forward until, upon reaching the far doorway, we espied them.


Nubians!


I knew them to be such because I had most recently read an article in The Times newspaper penned by Mr Hugo Rune concerning the construction of ancient monuments. I will not tire the reader here with Mr Rune's theories on the subject as they may be found written up in considerable detail elsewhere.* The article in The Times had been profusely illustrated. A Nubian slave was pictured beneath a paragraph that claimed the Great Pyramid was merely the capping stone of a far larger obelisk that had sunk into the desert sands due to inadequate foundations.


‘Nubians,’ I whispered to Mr Cameron Bell.


‘Nubians indeed,’ this fellow whispered back to me. ‘And take a peep to see what they are doing.’


I took such a peep and noted well that they had formed a human chain, which stretched through the doorway and off into the distance towards the Egyptian Gallery. The human links in this chain were passing from hands to hands what must surely be the contents of the British Library.


‘There are dozens of Nubians,’ I further whispered.


‘Hundreds,’ said Cameron Bell. ‘And all in the employ of the Pearly Emperor.’


I must confess that the sight of so many Nubian slaves, so very far from the Nile Delta and stripped to the waist upon such a chilly night, caused me not only considerable concern, but did tend to lend credibility to Mr Bell's suspicions. Which should, of course, have caused me to give credit where credit was due, had it not been for the obvious thought that they were so many and we so few in number.


This obvious thought was in turn followed by another. That the explosively inclined Mr Bell might well choose to even up the odds through the employment of dynamite.


‘What do you suppose they are chanting?’ I whispered, perhaps in the hope of distracting him from any such thinking.


‘Aom eeom Aten,’ said my friend. And, surprising me with his arcane knowledge, he added, ‘In the ancient Egyptian sacred tongue, the chant means “living spirit of the Aten” and is spoken in praise of the God-Pharaoh Akhenaten.’


‘He of the mysteriously stolen sarcophagus,’ I remarked.


‘Precisely.’


‘And how do you know of such stuff?’


‘I did my research,’ said Cameron Bell. ‘Here amongst the tomes of the British Library.’


I was about to ask further questions, but Mr Bell once more put his finger to his lips and then beckoned with it that I should follow him.


We crept forward to gain a better view of the nefarious goings-on and caught sight of a mysterious yellow glow emanating from the Egyptian Gallery, many yards and many book-passing Nubians in the distance.


‘Do you have that new-fangled portable telephone,’ I asked, ‘which Mr Tesla gave you as a reward for sorting out that delicate affair concerning the actress, the bishop and the collie dog called Daisy? You might well now employ it and call for police reinforcements.’


Mr Bell offered me a certain glance, which I observed but briefly in the flashings of the lightning. ‘I fear not,’ said he, ‘for it has yet to be invented.’


And I mused upon this.


Mr Bell delved into his pocket.


And brought forth, to my great relief, his ray gun.


‘Ah,’ whispered I. ‘Then blast away, do, Mr Bell. I shall wait here for your victorious return.’


‘You will accompany me,’ said the great detective. ‘But in truth I wish no harm to come to you, so climb up onto my shoulders for now, but be prepared to take cover.’


I took off my sou'wester and mittens and tucked them away into my Ulster coat, then clambered onto the shoulders of Cameron Bell. ‘What precisely is your plan?’ I whispered at his ear.


‘Each floor's galleries are joined together to form a quadrangle,’ Mr Bell replied. ‘We will retrace our steps, then skirt all the way around the building and enter the Egyptian Gallery from its most distant door rather than its nearest. Do you understand what I mean?’


I shook my head. ‘Of course I do,’ I said.


And so we did skirtings about, through further deserted and lightning-lit galleries, eventually to come upon the most distant door of the Egyptian Gallery.


Through which we furtively peeped.


Mr Bell drew back of a sudden. ‘Well now, indeed,’ whispered he.


‘What did you see?’ I asked him.


‘What I had hoped not to see, but suspected that I might.’


‘Which is?’


‘Akhenaten himself,’ said Cameron Bell.


And indeed, as the two of us now peeped forwards, there was certainly no doubt in my mind that my friend spoke the truth. My knowledge of ancient Egypt is not profound, but even I know that Akhenaten was the strange pharaoh. The one with the weird long face and un-Egyptian features. The one that never seemed to fit. The one who messed about with the ancient Egyptian religion. The being that now stood in the Egyptian Gallery, bathed in a curious yellow light and directing the Nubians to load the contents of the British Library into his own sarcophagus, could, in my opinion, be none other than Akhenaten the odd God-Pharaoh himself.


I now became once more afraid. ‘Surely,’ I whispered, ‘his body lies in that sarcophagus. This must be the ghost of Akhenaten.’


Mr Bell nodded without conviction.


‘This is not work for a detective,’ I further whispered. ‘This is work for a priest and exorcist.’


Mr Bell said, ‘We shall see,’ and cocked his ray gun.


Then he said, ‘Hold on tightly, Darwin,’ and marched through the open doorway.


Akhenaten was a being of considerable height, towering well over six feet tall and surely nearing seven. He wore the robes that a pharaoh should wear and that curious hat with the cobra motif and the big, long, dangly ear flaps. His body was gaunt yet his belly was large, his arms gangled long and his fingers weighed heavy with rings.


At first he did not notice Mr Bell, but merely kept right on directing his Nubians to load more books and still more books into the apparently bottomless sarcophagus.


Mr Bell made loud coughing sounds, then uttered the words, ‘Good evening.’


Akhenaten swung about and the coldest pair of eyes I have ever seen turned down their glare upon Mr Cameron Bell.


‘Gawd strike me down,’ said Mr Bell, affecting the manner of the cockney. ‘I fort you was Bill, me assistant. Can I be as ’elpin’ of you?’


Akhenaten's eyes grew wide and his mouth fell hugely open.


‘I will ’ave to ask you, sir, to return them books to the library,’ said Mr Bell. ‘You can only take three out at a time and not wivout a ticket.’


Akhenaten's mouth gaped wider still. And then he threw back his queerly shaped head and began to loudly guffaw. The Nubians had ceased their hands-to-handsings and their loadings-in and now stood like statues, blankly staring on.


Akhenaten's guffaws suddenly ceased. He wiped away a tear from his eye and spoke to my companion.


‘Well, well, well,’ he said to him. ‘My old master, Mr Cameron Bell.’


And, ‘Well, well, well,’ the other replied. ‘My old bootboy, Mr Arthur Knapton.’


I looked from one to the other of them.


‘And this must be the famous Darwin,’ said Mr Arthur Knapton. ‘The talking anthropoid. Say ’ello, little fella.’


‘I am most confused,’ said I.


To which Arthur Knapton, if such was this fellow, guffawed and guffawed again.


‘I recall well that most annoying laugh,’ said Mr Bell to myself. ‘Arthur was my bootboy when I was at Oxford, a lad of low breeding but high ambition.’


‘I ’eard that,’ said Arthur in the tones of a genuine cockney. ‘You always thought so well of yerself and thought so little of me.’


‘You were a petty thief,’ said Mr Bell. ‘The last I heard of you was that you had been shipped off to Australia for stealing a bunch of bananas.’


‘Ah,’ said I, ‘bananas.’
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