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    THE NOTEBOOKS OF


    CYRIL KING


    1893




    The Man Who Died




    [image: ]




    The world in which my body conducted its affairs was in every way different from the one my mind occupied until recently. I expect it is similar for most people – for every soldier or gambler who sees himself as an undertaker, there is a real undertaker who, in his head, is on the battlefield with his brothers-in-arms; or at the poker table, surrounded by gunslingers, an ace up his sleeve. Some must be permanently a soldier, a gambler or an undertaker in both body and mind, but not many. I am not one of them, and in truth I resembled the undertaker more than the soldier or gambler.




    To the casual observer, I was all that you would expect a watchmaker to be – punctual, logical, meticulous and possessed of an exaggerated eye for detail. In my head, though, watches had no bearing on my calling whatsoever. The apprenticeship I completed in London at the age of sixteen had made time my trade for the last seven years, but at heart I was an explorer, a chap proud to discover new lands and peoples for the good of his nation and his beloved monarch, and I conducted my life as accordingly as my limited means would allow. Indeed, it was in the spirit of exploration that I had allowed my aunt to push the apprenticeship upon me in the first place. The move took me from the dull flats of the Fens to the throbbing heart of the Empire, and there I explored London’s famous squares and monuments. When they were exhausted, I turned to its endless alleys and delved deep into its dark and forgotten corners. I encountered people and worlds lost to the city, but it was not until this February past that I left the country of my birth for the first time and embarked on the life for which I had been waiting so long. I did not discover any new lands or conquer any tribes, and what I have unearthed could not be presented to Her Majesty with pride. I suspect she would rather not know that such things went on within her borders, but what happened to me is certainly worth recounting. It is stranger than any of the tales I heard from the mouths of gin-soaked Londoners, and it led briefly to the paths of my imagination and my daily existence joining, before they split once more and continued on their separate ways.




    Of course, the word of this watchmaker alone may not be sufficient to convince you that what I am about to tell you actually occurred. Fortunately, you do not have only mine to take. Small was with me, and though he is not altogether an honest fellow, he has lived a sufficiently long and eventful life to qualify as an identifier of the remarkable. So, though I am no wordsmith, I take up my pen in the hope that I do not need to be – that events such as those I relate shall speak for themselves.




    Apart from the blue sky that replaced the sleet and rain which had been greying the city, at first that morning followed the routine of any other. I rose at seven, bathed, shaved and dressed. I brewed a cup of tea, buttered a piece of bread and consumed them both as I pored over the morning paper. It contained the usual colonial news and descriptions of honourable parliamentary debates; tales of great Englishmen furthering the knowledge of mankind both at home and in the far reaches of the Empire; and also reports of lesser countrymen awaiting trial in Her Majesty’s London courts for crimes encompassing everything from the theft of the Lord Mayor’s horse to the murder of an English professor in the souks of Cairo. At half past eight, I departed my rooms on Amwell Street and walked along Rosebery Avenue until I joined the Gray’s Inn Road. I turned right onto High Holborn, left onto Chancery Lane and unlocked the shop at nine.




    When I opened the door, the morning sun threw my shadow onto the sea of clocks and watches that occupied the shop’s surfaces. I entered and raised my hand to retract the blind on the door, but a dusty shard of sunlight was streaming through a tear in it, hitting a replica Earnshaw that did not work, but remained hanging on the wall for other reasons. Intrigued, I left the blind drawn and released the handle from my grip. As the door closed, the sliver of light scrambled over the cluttered wares, tumbling from the Earnshaw to the foot of a grandfather, before gathering itself and leaping from a station to a carriage. It scaled the sheer face of the counter and began a final, desperate dash across the glass, but when the latch on the door clicked shut and the bell tinkled, the shard skidded to a halt, stunned to immobility upon the polished surface.




    I moved to the business side of my counter, where I lit a match and with it a paraffin lamp. When I extinguished the match with a sharp blow of air, the shard of light disappeared at the very moment the flame did, leaving only black where it had been and the dingy glow of the lamp. It was as though I had blown out the very sun. I considered the wizened black match with suspicion before looking towards the dead source of the light. My breath had not doused the sunlight. Nothing had. Rather it had been eclipsed by the dilated pupil of an eye that stared at me through the tear in the blind.




    The door opened and the bell tolled. The light was ignited again and thrown back onto the Earnshaw, but this time I ignored its progress. My attention was occupied by the large, besuited man lumbering towards me. Before the door closed behind him, I caught a glimpse of another man, waiting outside. He was wearing a dark uniform – a coachman, perhaps; but I saw no coach and did not have time to consider him further. The man before me narrowed his eyes to see through the gloom as he heaved his broad and powerful frame onwards. He came to an uncomfortable standstill and leaned on the counter in front of me.




    The only element of his dress to mark him out, I now saw, was the grubby but exotic neckscarf he wore beneath his shirt instead of a tie, as some do. It was of formerly brilliant colours, the reds faded to orange, the oranges to dirty yellow, and had been tied so tightly around his throat that his fleshy neck bulged over it.




    I welcomed him to my shop. He responded in an impatient and unintelligible Scots brogue that left him breathless. Rather than press him further for his views on the uncommonly clement morning we had been enjoying, I decided instead to wait for him to state his business.




    Other than his neckwear and conspicuous size, it was what he did not possess that made him striking. His eyes seemed to have no whites to them at all, nor discernible irises – as though they were constituted entirely of pupil. He also had no lips that I could see. Pallid and slightly damp-looking skin spread fully to the line of his mouth without any alteration in pigment. Under his hat, which he did not remove, I could detect no sign of any lurking hair. He did not wear sideburns, nor were there any eyebrows marking his deep and permanent frown.




    He shifted his weight from one arm to the other, and as he did so he released the spot of light, which, unhindered, found its way onto the glass between us. I noticed that his pale skin was crisscrossed by a network of visible veins; that those eyes jerked about with fear and anger. It was not a face whose body you would expect to find squeezed into the clothes of a Holborn businessman or lawyer. They were plainly stifling him. Not only was his meaty flesh bulging over the scarf and collar, but the lungs beneath his mighty breast were labouring for every breath. He was like an ageing circus bear whipped into evening attire, humiliated and embittered by the experience. To a distant audience member he would have appeared civilised, domesticated; but to one beside him in the ring, it was perfectly clear that he was not a creature to be taunted. I stood quite still, until his hand, hairless and veined like his face, removed a watch from an inner pocket and pushed it across the counter into the patch of sunlight. I had intended to wait for him to request my opinion, but before me was a watch of such singular oddity that I could not stop myself from forgetting its owner’s bearing and, instinctively placing my loupe to my eye, I lifted the object from the glass for inspection.




    It was the most remarkable and bizarre piece I had ever encountered. Its casing, made of both a dark wood and an unidentifiable matte metal, was a hefty three-quarter inch in thickness and a full three in diameter. To look at it from the front, it was neither circular nor oval, but somewhere between, and on its stiffly hinged cover was a map of the Indian subcontinent, its outline inlaid with the metal, making it smooth to the touch. Smooth, that is, but for its most prominent feature. Towards its northern borders was clasped an almond-shaped stone, black and with an eye carved into it, like that of a cat or a snake. The eye stared into mine as it twinkled in the beam of light.




    When I opened the watch, its cover creaked with lack of use. The clockface inside was numberless, but I could tell that the piece was running very slowly, the minute hand scarcely moving, even though the watch was fully wound. It was surely for this that the gentleman had visited my shop.




    I closed the watch as I spoke.




    ‘It’s rather slow,’ I said to him. ‘A very strange piece. I shall enjoy inspecting it further. May I ask where you found such a watch, sir?’ I had never before seen one so odd and unusable, and certainly it kept time so poorly that its function could be little more than decorative.




    His response was as effusive as I had come to expect in our brief acquaintance, his manner as courteous.




    ‘No time,’ he blurted. ‘Writing.’




    His words confused me, and I was about to tell him as much when he snatched the piece from me and threw it face down on the counter. There was more decoration on its rear, this time rather pretty and abstract. I looked up at him.




    He was short of breath and looked set to explode, but he managed to speak.




    ‘Writing,’ he repeated. ‘You know watches.’




    Quite suddenly he seized hold of my shoulders in his powerful fists.




    ‘What does it say?’ he gasped.




    He released me and tapped the watch violently with his finger.




    ‘Where does it come from?’ he heaved. ‘The writing, man. The writing. Tell me! Tell . . . me . . . !’




    Still I could not understand what he was talking about. He seemed awfully concerned, upset in fact, but he was talking in riddles. Then, all at once, he gave a lengthy wheeze, and my loupe fell to the full extent of its cord as my eyes stretched open in surprise.




    This sorry beast, propped against my counter, was quite motionless. His chin rested on that substantial chest and those black eyes stared at the magnifier dangling around my neck. I leaned towards him, my words drying in my throat. He was quite dead.




    I had no idea what protocol calls for under such circumstances, so I put my hand to his arm in a futile attempt to revive him. In doing so I shifted him. Starting very gradually, but gaining in speed with every inch, he slumped onto the counter, where his damp and bloodless face hit the glass with a resolute slap. His eye, ringed by the spot of light, looked up at me. His bowler fell to the floor and rolled to a standstill.




    Though it was soon to become my constant companion, I had never seen death before that moment, and I do not know for how long I stared at his lifeless form. It was as though there were only the corpse and I in that shop, as though all the time-tellers around us evaporated, disappeared until I was brought from my reverie by the tinkling of the bell and the arrival of a uniformed constable.




    *




    I removed my jacket and gave my statement to Ruggage, the Inspector whom the constable had summoned. I told him the deceased had come in on account of a watch but that the poor wretch did not have the chance to make clear his enquiry before keeling over. I did not tell of the man’s aggressive behaviour towards me – it doesn’t do to talk ill of the dead, and besides, I preferred not to reveal the fear he had aroused in me. He looked such a pitiful figure, lying there on the shop floor, and when Ruggage asked if there was anything more I could tell him, pride dictated that I say no. The Inspector said a few words more, but I confess I was not really listening, and he did not press. He could well see I was in a daze, I imagine, and once the body had been removed, I closed the shop early and found my way home.




    It was not until the arrival of the next morning’s newspaper that the real reason for the Inspector’s lack of interest in the case came to light. I went from the kitchen to the post box and into the living room where the fire I had already lit was cutting through the morning chill. I unfolded the paper as I went, keen to see if the journalists of Fleet Street were as disinterested as the police. They were not. I sat in my armchair and read their description of my shop and the events that had occurred in it.




    The dead man’s name was McNaughton and I was not wrong to have thought him an unpleasant character. I had read of him in the previous day’s paper. If you recall, there had been a story concerning the killing of an English academic in Cairo. McNaughton was his murderer. He had been captured by local forces acting on a tip-off; though it seemed to me that locating the blood-soaked white man the paper described as ‘towering over the locals as he raged’ could not have been much of a challenge, even if the souks of the Egyptian capital were the epic warrens I imagined them to be. The killing had not been a freak offence in a lifetime of rectitude, either – it was the latest and worst in one dedicated to the violation of the law. I was right. McNaughton had been as unsuited to the attire he died in as the grizzly is to domestication and a dinner jacket.




    His lawyer and counsel in the trial of Regina vs. Douglas McNaughton was one Jonathan Trout, whose chambers were located in the Gray’s Inn. Despite his client being a vagrant known for everything from petty theft and travelling without a permit to desertion and the murder for which he had been on trial, this Trout had managed to secure a two-hour escorted release for McNaughton in exchange for a plea of guilty and a full confession. The paper thought it odd that McNaughton should choose to visit a musty old watchshop during his final hours of freedom, and promised to pass on the details of his last moments of life just as soon as they located the proprietor. Trout was quoted as admitting that had McNaughton not died in the shop, he was certain to have done so at the end of a rope – a rope that would have wrung a neck which bore a scar from one side to the other, left by the blade of an unsuccessful assailant in years past. The journalist generously thought to describe this feature in great detail and I found myself grateful that, whatever his character, McNaughton had concealed the wound with his arresting neckerchief. The piece concluded, with evident disappointment, that the criminal’s death had been a natural one, caused by the failure of a weak and overworked heart.




    I closed the paper and stoked my fire, then lit my pipe and stared into the glowing embers. What a terrible and fascinating thing McNaughton had done: to have killed a man for no apparent reason. His victim had been one Professor Forrester, described as a small man, and certainly no match for a bull like McNaughton, in good health or otherwise. What is more, Forrester had been an historian, an ethnographer and bookworm, an expert on ancient civilisations, their rituals and languages. McNaughton had thrown him into a courtyard and beaten him to death with his bare hands. A passer-by had heard the killer shouting ‘Tell me!’ over and over again as his blows rained down on his helpless victim. Nobody knew what had made McNaughton so angry and it seemed that nobody ever would, since he had not made his confession before he entered my shop. The Professor had only lately arrived in Cairo, en route from India, where he was said to have made a great discovery. What that was, the paper lamented, we should never know. How unfortunate that he should have had the bad luck to encounter a madman, I reflected; and how lucky I was that McNaughton had not had the opportunity to unleash his temper on me!




    The whole thing confused me, but most of all why on earth McNaughton had chosen my shop to die in. Had he entered in error? And why had he been so concerned about some writing? The only reasonable explanation, I decided, was that in the throes of death, he had mistaken me for another.




    It took me until the next day to happen upon a clue to the whole affair. I returned to Chancery Lane, hoping that the interest in my shop would by then have dissipated in the shadow of some other story, but was disappointed to see a knot of journalists already waiting outside the door. To avoid them, I slipped into the alleyway at the end of the block and made my way to the rear entrance. I had no intention of opening the shop to the public, but thought I ought to remove any takings from the till. As I was about to depart, I saw my pinstripe jacket hanging from the chair where I had placed it before giving my statement to the Inspector. I had been so bowled over by McNaughton’s death that I had quite forgotten to re-don it the day before, and must have returned home in only my waistcoat and collar, quite oblivious to its absence. I picked the jacket up and put it on. As I did so I felt something in the pocket. It was McNaughton’s watch. In my shock, I must have automatically placed it there when I tried to revive the dead man. When the police arrived, I clean forgot what I had done. I had not thought of it since I realised its owner was dead. Now here it was in my hands.




    Without a moment’s thought, I went to the police station on High Holborn and asked for the investigating officer. When Inspector Ruggage came down to see me, I apologised and explained to him what had happened.




    ‘Don’t worry, sir. I quite understand. Easiest thing in the world,’ he said. ‘But the case is done with, really. The man’s dead and good riddance to him. You’ve read who he was, I take it? A rotten apple. We’ve more important things to be getting along with around here. Too many innocent living people to waste time on a dead, bad one.’




    He looked about us and lowered his voice.




    ‘I’ll tell you what,’ he continued. ‘You’re interested in time, aren’t you? Well, why don’t you hang on to the watch? You keep it and enjoy it. It’ll just make trouble for me, and I’ve enough already. Though I can’t say I understand it, tinkering with clocks and the like. But then I suppose police work’s as much a foreign language to you, eh?’




    I was shocked to hear a police inspector suggesting such a thing, but before I could protest what he said, he closed my hand around the watch and was gone. Befuddled, I walked towards the exit. I did not take long to recover, however. When I opened the door and a freezing pelt of London wind and rain welcomed me, I realised that in so acting, Inspector Ruggage had given me not only a clue to the mystery, but also an opportunity.
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    THE LETTERS OF


    SIR PAUL LINDLEY-SMALL





    From a quayside tavern in Dwarka, India




    16TH SEPTEMBER 1908
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    Cyril, old man,




    The boat is about to leave, but I use my final moments ashore to write to you. It has been some time since last I did so, I know, but fear not – I am quite alive. That which has embroiled me these months past has recently taken a curious turn, however; and it now seems I am continuing a hunt that we began together many years ago. The Valkyrie is to sail west, so in that direction must lie my destination, but that is as much as I can currently tell you. I cannot know where on this route the man I am chasing will choose to disembark from his ship, so I cannot say where, exactly, what he possesses shall move from his hands to mine. That it shall do so is all I can say with certainty of the future. The past is a different matter, of course, and an account of what has brought me here will follow at a later date when more time is to hand.




    Meanwhile, the Valkyrie’s foghorn is beckoning, as I hope are my co-passengers – a bevy of oriental beauties I spotted some moments ago, scampering up the gangplank. The adventure is under way – and here’s to it, lad.




    Your friend,




    Lindley-Small
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    THE NOTEBOOKS OF


    CYRIL KING


    1893




    Two Old Soldiers




    [image: ]




    ‘Squiggles, Cyril,’ Hector said, looking at the watch. ‘Nothing but orderly squiggles.’




    I had arrived at my uncle Hector’s house in time for a late lunch. It was now late afternoon – tea time, or in the company of Hector, milk time – and over a mug of the white stuff he was dashing my hopes with this single, oblivious statement. No doubt he was already moving on to a topic he considered more pressing than one of his nephew’s watches. He was a distracted man, you see.




    He had retired from the Army six months previously and on returning to the motherland had bought a cottage near a quiet Cotswolds village. At the end of a life spent on the battlefields of the Empire, he thought that seeing out the rest of his days in the peace of the English countryside would be just the job. He was mistaken. Despite being of the right age, he had, in fact, retired from the forces too early. Sitting in his parlour, drinking the milk from a cow named after his Gunnery Sergeant, Carnahan, Hector was the picture of wiry good health. He missed his old life terribly and, though he made the best of his new existence and was certainly not one to complain, Gloucestershire was a poor substitute for the subcontinent. His life of action had made him incapable of appreciating the tranquillity of his new surroundings and he did everything he could to disrupt it. As we strode around his orchard, he spoke of his latest campaign, to do with subverting the local huntsmen.




    ‘You see, Cyril? Hmm? Do you? It means that if they come galloping across my pristine lawn, I’m perfectly within my rights to take a pop at them. It means that if any squire shoots a pheasant, and it happens to get strung up in the branches of one of my Discoveries, it’s thank you very much, into the pot and a game supper for old King!’




    It was his boredom that had driven him to distraction. Since there was nothing more substantial to get his teeth into, he had become preoccupied with insignificant issues, to such a degree that it was a struggle to get him to concentrate on something of genuine interest, such as I believed McNaughton’s watch to be. Finally, once he had manhandled the distinctly feminine-looking Carnahan and we had returned to the parlour, I placed the watch on the table between us as he carefully measured out the milk he had so laboriously procured for us.




    When he had finished, he sat down, picked up the watch and scrutinised it indifferently as he drank.




    ‘Look at the back,’ I said, a quiver of excitement in my voice.




    The source of this quiver was the stream of illuminating thoughts that had taken me from the threshold of the Holborn police station to Paddington, where I boarded the first train to Kemble and turned up, unannounced, on Hector’s doorstep just outside Bibury. The idea of seeking my uncle’s advice came not so much from the cold London rain as from the words of the mildly disreputable Inspector Ruggage. They constituted the final cog of the mental device, but the biting weather was the vital element that had cranked the suddenly completed machinery into action.




    Inspector Ruggage had said that the inner workings of a timepiece, and the desire to understand them, were quite alien to him, as though a foreign language. In the shop, before he died, McNaughton had asked me what the writing meant. I had no idea what he was referring to at the time, but in the chill of the London morning, I suddenly understood. What he had pointed at was not random decoration, as I had thought, but words. Words forming a strange and unrecognisable language. McNaughton’s victim, Forrester, had studied ancient languages. The witness in Cairo had heard McNaughton crying, ‘Tell me!’ as he beat Forrester to death, just as he had demanded of me moments before his own demise. Suppose McNaughton believed that Forrester understood what was written on the watch, but was for some reason keeping it from him. I had no way of knowing why Forrester had not told him; but the fact that he had not, that he would rather die than reveal, spoke volumes. What was a man like Forrester, a bookish academic, willing to die for? Indeed, what could be so vital to a man that he was willing to kill for it? What could obsess two men so much that it could bring one to tear the other limb from limb? Fantastic replies fast forming in my head, I determined to establish precisely what the writing meant, before my imagination ran riot with the possibilities.




    The ornate script had the appearance of exotic origins, and I thought it reasonable that the watch’s maker would single out his own land for decoration over any other. As I have described, a carved stone had been placed over the map of the Indian subcontinent that was etched into the watch. Uncle Hector had been stationed in Kerala. I hoped he would be able to translate the words.




    He gulped down his milk as he looked at them, frowned and then spoke those fatal words.




    ‘Yes. Squiggles,’ he repeated. ‘A s good as the doodling of a child.’




    He put the watch down, picked up the jug and poured himself the last drops.




    ‘Good juice old Carnahan gives, eh?’ he said.




    I did not respond. Until that moment I had thought myself to be on the verge of an adventure, an escapade fit for an explorer. Hector’s announcement was a devastating blow.




    He put his mug down with a sharp thump.




    ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Leopold Sprockett’ll be able to tell you.’




    He had no idea of the extremes he was pushing me to, of the emotional somersaults my heart was performing. To Uncle Hector, we were just passing the time, off-duty in the mess.




    ‘He never stopped poring over those local languages. Wherever he went. Could never see the point of all that stuff myself. The natives were meant to be learning from us, not the other way around. Still no idea why the Army thought they needed a lawyer in India. Never fought a day in his life, Sprockett. Still, a goodish egg. Sure to help.’




    I resisted the temptation to leap up and hug the mad old man. It would have shocked him.




    ‘Strange old fruit, though,’ he was saying. ‘Wonder if he knows anything about hunting rights.’




    *




    I left Hector constructing a mantrap beneath a pear tree. In my breast pocket was the piece of paper on which he had scribbled Leopold Sprockett’s address. He lived in Raven’s Court, and from the outside his house looked much like all the others on the West London street. When I knocked, a rotund little man eventually opened the door and scowled at me with suspicion over his half-moon spectacles. He wore a grubby and ill-fitting three-piece suit, with what I imagined was a permanent shadow of dark stubble and oily black hair that stuck to his scalp. When I explained who I was, his expression softened and his face became friendlier. In hesitant words he confirmed himself to be Leopold Sprockett.




    ‘Come in, come in. Of course. Pleased to meet you. Very pleased,’ he said.




    He ushered me into a house with no discernible walls. That is not to say, however, that the place was spacious and airy, for quite the opposite was true. Every room I entered, whether it was the parlour, cloakroom or stair landing, was filled from floor to ceiling with books. Over doors and under stairs, encasing dead plants and housing a territorial cat, books – stacked, shelved, thrown and lain – hid every conceivable patch of wall from my eyes.




    I followed Sprockett upstairs and waded into a room where we found a small clearing between an armchair and a warming fireplace.




    ‘Won’t you sit down?’ he said, pointing at the armchair with one hand and pushing a pile of books off a stool with the other. I sat and he set the stool in front of me before lowering himself and awkwardly perching on it.




    He stared at me, eager that I reveal the purpose of my visit. I explained the situation and showed him the watch. Like Hector, Sprockett frowned at it too, but unlike my uncle, this man’s expression was one full of curiosity.




    ‘Very pleased to help,’ he said as he turned it over in his hands. ‘Very.’




    When he arrived at the back of the watch he removed his spectacles and held them close to the writing, magnifying it for his weak eyes.




    ‘Oh, yes,’ he said and hooked the spectacles onto the end of his nose again. ‘You’re right about the region. Clever of you to spot. Don’t recognise it, though.’




    His broadening smile suggested that he thought this was a good thing.




    ‘It’s a curious stone, too,’ he added, standing and returning the watch to me.




    He reached over my shoulder and heaved a great ledger from a desk that was drowning in similarly giant tomes. He opened it and began to pace slowly around his stool as he leafed through the pages, a frown of concentration forming on his brow. He seemed to arrive where he wanted to, both in the book and the small area, and ceased all movement. His eyes narrowed and he ran a single finger down the page, before tapping it and muttering ‘Yes, of course’ under his breath. Then he began to say ‘Johnson ninety-eight’ over and over again as he leafed through the book some more and started to pace again.




    ‘Johnson ninety-eight, Johnson ninety-eight, Johnson ninety-eight,’ he whispered to himself.




    When he settled on a new page, the process started all over again. When he tapped, the name and number changed.




    ‘Roxton two three seven, Roxton two three seven.’




    He gained momentum as he went. Every cycle of this strange ritual, and there were many, was faster than the last, his hand flicking the paper with ever greater speed, the ‘shhht’ of his finger sliding down the page louder and briefer, the temporary mantra of name and number chanted with more and more urgency and less and less intelligibility. ‘Hass toothliate, Hass toothliate.’ Shhht! ‘Billier, wonfersev, Billier wonfersev.’




    I became quite hypnotised by it all and was taken by surprise when all at once he stopped his circling and slammed the book shut, dropped it on the floor and said, ‘Of course. Simcott. I should have known. Follow me.’




    I did so, out of the room, up some more stairs and into another sea of books in an attic. I stood aside as Sprockett dived in. He looked at every book he picked up and then tossed them over his shoulder until he kept hold of one and stood up. Straightening his spectacles and flattening his hair to his scalp again, he pushed a beaten red leather edition under my nose.




    ‘You see?’ he said. ‘Simcott. Should have known.’ He grinned and shook his head and I followed him back downstairs.




    He cleared one edge of the desk by pushing some books into the space we had previously occupied, dug a notebook out of a drawer and said, ‘Now, let’s see. If I could . . . ?’




    He held out his hand. I extracted the watch from my pocket and gave it to him. Craning over his shoulder as he leaned on the desk, I watched him compare what was etched into the wood of the watch with the samples of weird and wonderful patterns that filled Simcott’s pages.




    As the minutes passed, Sprockett emitted a few satisfied hums and some frustrated tuts, and once said, ‘Ah yes. Sheener,’ but despite my stretching I could not see what he was writing down.




    My impatience and excitement mounted.




    In a matter of moments I would discover what it was that had driven McNaughton mad, the information Forrester had died for.




    Perhaps the words Sprockett was scribbling would lead to the goal I could not prevent myself from imagining.




    Finally he straightened, tore out the page and handed it to me.




    On it he had written:




    ‘Ghalat Taqdir, Watchmaker of Gilgit.’




    I was stunned.




    ‘I thought it would be Gilgit,’ he said. ‘Not many places they speak Shina. Even fewer write it, you know? Don’t think I’ve ever come across it, actually. Ghalat Taqdir must be the chap’s name.’




    ‘Are you sure that’s what it says?’ I stuttered. ‘The maker’s mark? You can’t have made a mistake?’




    ‘Well, it’s been known,’ he replied. ‘But not of Simcott. No, no. What you have there is an accurate translation. Comes as a bit of a surprise, does it?’ His face creased sympathetically. ‘It is a watch, remember. I wager you wouldn’t dream of selling one of yours without your name on it somewhere.’




    It was disappointment that stunned me. Disappointment and pity. McNaughton must have been mistaken. In this correct translation there was nothing one could consider worth killing for. Already a figure to be pitied, he now became a tragic one, a man driven to murder by a false promise. It had sucked me in, too. The unknown had excited me and appealed to my fanciful side. I had given meaning to things that meant nothing, just as he had done.




    ‘There’s always the stone, you know,’ Sprockett continued, rousing me out of the quagmire of shattered dreams I was sinking into. ‘It looks like jet, I should say. Perhaps even a black sapphire, if you’re lucky. It could be valuable, you know.’




    He was right. I straightened my sagging body and looked on the bright side. My soul was still my own, and maybe the stone was of some value. Not the heaps of gold and trays full of jewels I had allowed myself to envisage lying at the mystery’s end, but perhaps some little compensation for my disappointment.




    ‘Not only that, it’s a very interesting one, too,’ he continued. ‘I’ve never seen its like before. Carved into some form of cat’s eye, or a . . .’




    The truth was unfortunate, certainly, but I remained alive, ready to hit upon an adventure that would not disappoint. That was something to be grateful for. This one had been the death of others.




    I took a deep, musty breath. Sprockett was still talking.




    ‘No, it couldn’t be. I’m letting my imagination run away with me. It’s the right area, but . . . No, young Cyril, ignore me. Just a fanciful old soldier, a bit like your uncle. He was a terrible bully, you know?’




    I had no idea what he was rambling about and made no attempt to find out. I had decided that I was happy to be alive. I would return home, wait for the journalists to lose interest and then reopen the shop. The watch would take its place next to the Earnshaw as a curio for passing trade. At some point, just for the fun of it, I might even have the stone evaluated.




    Apparently my change of heart had not yet illumined my face, however, for as I turned to leave, looking forward to filling my lungs with fresh air, Sprockett tried again to raise my spirits.




    ‘You should be pleased, you know? They say Gilgit is an intriguing place. And if you find this Taqdir chap, you’ll have an intelligent guide to the area. Yes, if he’s able to write the language, he must be quite the learned fellow. But of course he would be – being a watchmaker and all.’




    I stopped in my tracks and looked at him. He was grinning again. His thoughts on the stone were not the same as mine.




    ‘You see, Cyril?’ he went on. ‘If anyone can, it’s this Taqdir chap who’ll be able to tell you where the thing came from. You’re a lucky chap. India really is a thrilling country. The jewel in the crown, they call it. Well, make no mistake, the jewel itself is full of jewels – just like this one and better. This could be just the tip of the iceberg, if you get my meaning. I’d come with you myself if the years were on my side. Oh, yes, India served up many an adventure for your uncle and me.’




    He proceeded to relate a series of misadventures he had shared with Hector. Though to all appearances I was listening contentedly to his words, in fact I did not dwell on the details of his stories at all.




    Since learning the mundane truth of the writing on the watch, I had resigned myself to returning to my rooms to continue my life as before, with only the addition of a timepiece to show for the remarkable happenings of the past few days. Now, however, quite in passing, this timid man had made a suggestion which, if acted upon, would alter the very fabric of my life. To Sprockett, it apparently went without saying that I would travel to this place, Gilgit. To me, there in his study, engulfed by his books, the idea seemed absurd. Wherever it was, Gilgit sounded an awfully long way away. How would one travel to such a place? Who would tend the shop? When I hoped for a mystery to solve I had envisaged some detection and investigation to take place in and around London. A voyage to India, to whichever part Gilgit would be found, would be to conduct a goose chase for unknown, possibly non-existent, reasons. And all based on the hope that I would find more eyes? Which might be jet? Lunacy.




    I returned to Amwell Street, ate my supper and retired. In bed, swallowed by the darkness, I turned the day’s events over in my head. As I did so, what had escaped me in the light of day crashed into my mind with such a ferocious clarity that it made me sit bolt upright.




    Quite suddenly, it all made sense. Sprockett had been right. The way to find the source of the stone was by asking Ghalat Taqdir. This was not something that had interested me, until I realised that that must have been precisely what McNaughton had wanted to do. Despite its apparent banality, the watchmaker’s mark did hold information for which McNaughton could have been willing to kill. Sprockett had implied that the stone could be a mere pebble from a mountain of riches. It seemed a long shot to me; but what if McNaughton had thought otherwise? That shortened the probability significantly. And the Scot must have believed it, for what other explanation could there have been for his murderous behaviour? Why he believed it, I could not say. But what if Forrester thought so, too? Was that why he would not tell his assailant what he wanted to know? The piece of the puzzle McNaughton was missing was knowing where to start; who to talk to, and where to look for the pile. But I knew.




    This was no goose chase, after all. The watch divulged everything, down to the narrowest detail, if only one understood how to interpret it – the stone, the continent from which it came, the town to seek, and once there, the man to ask. Without my even examining its mechanics, it was revealing a chain of secrets more complicated than any assembly of cogs, mainsprings, jewels, crowns and hands. As for India; to be plunged into the heat waist-deep in a mysterious adventure – why, that was precisely what I had been waiting for!




    The watchmaker of my day-to-day existence had briefly got the better of me, but the explorer was roused just in time to cosh him over the head. Before the timesmith fell unconscious, however, he succeeded in demanding of the explorer that he confirm his suspicions before setting out on a dangerous adventure; and so, when at last morning arrived, I leapt from my bed, threw on my clothes and without pause for breakfast, made my way to Goldsmith’s Jewellers on High Holborn. Mr Randle’s thoroughness is renowned amongst the staff of Goldsmith’s, and beyond, and he spent agonising minutes removing the stone from its clasps, pincering it with his tweezers, holding it up to the light, inspecting it through his loupe, then again from another angle, and again from another. He then painstakingly replaced it on the watch and carefully bent each clasp back into position, before removing his loupe and facing me.




    He nodded grimly and slid the watch across his counter towards me.




    ‘Black sapphire,’ he announced. ‘A most uncommon colouring . . .’




    Before my legs gave way beneath me, before he could relay its approximate value even, I grabbed the thing, fled from the shop and, frantic with excitement, ran all the way to mine. That Sprockett had been correct was information enough.




    The face of the Earnshaw was hinged, but secured by a lock. I located the small key on my chain and swung the face aside. In one piece, I removed the clock’s mechanism. Behind it there was a hole that Fallon had dug into the wall long before my arrival as his apprentice. After five years of service, he had deemed me responsible enough to know of this depository’s existence and revealed it to me as though it was one of the world’s great unsolved mysteries. I had concealed my collection of antique timepieces in it ever since. I sank my arm into the darkness, shoulder deep, and pulled out a twill sack. It jangled as I put it into my Gladstone, a sound I feared others would hear all the way to the premises of Crannick, the Bloomsbury dealer, to whom I headed after returning the Earnshaw to its former, inactive glory.




    I was going to him in order to sell a collection of rare and beautiful watches so that I could follow the trail left by another, valued so far only by death. It felt marvellous. Crannick and I were friendly and he gave me a good price, for a portion of which he agreed to check on the shop from time to time. I left him greedily inspecting my finest McCabe and hurried on to Ludgate Circus. I was acting on the nervous energy with which the conclusions of the previous evening and the sleepless night that followed had imbued me. It was a state that would only last for so long, and the explorer knew that if the watchmaker in me was allowed to consider the whole affair with his precise, logical mind, he would decide that my actions were foolhardy and not the thing to do at all. That was why I made my way to the offices of Thomas Cook and impatiently demanded passage to Gilgit.




    The counter clerk looked at me blankly, and I do not blame him. I imagine I was quite a sight so early in the day, desperately proffering a grubby wad, probably sweating, my clothes dishevelled, demanding passage to a place of which he had never heard. When I managed to tell him that any ticket to India would do, and the sooner it left the better, he looked pleased to be able to tell me that there was a boat bound for Karachi in two days’ time. I counted out my notes in a fluster and he handed me a stamped ticket. I took it from him with both hands and grasped it to my chest. I sighed with relief, and relaxed. There was no choice now. My passage to India was secured. Finally the explorer, who had languished in my mind for so long, would venture into the real world.
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    Cyril,




    Dancers, my friend, are a supple bunch; their pliability is their profession. Imagine my glee when I discovered that this was the trade of the fillies I saw embarking in Dwarka as I took a final landbound dram. And Siamese to boot. Yet, once more, I am writing to you. You have heard of temple dancers, I am sure – a tragic breed whose dextrous femininity is wasted on unappreciative deities. Such a situation calls my gallantry into action – and so, if my powers of persuasion do not succeed, nor my charm, for the good of these poor maidens, I may well have to unveil my own divinity. As this revelation will need to be carefully timed – after cocktails, but before supper – I find myself presently unoccupied; and with the urge to tell you more of what has pulled me over the sparkling waters of the Arabian Ocean, round the Horn of Africa, up past the ancient civilisations of the Red Sea, and sees me now arriving at the manmade cranny of Suez.




    If you cut a person open, somewhere between his belly and his heart you will find an old-fashioned set of two-pan weighing scales. Value gets put in one pan, effort in the other. Each man’s is calibrated differently – by blood, experience, and, I find, The Glenlivet can have a certain amount of say. But common to all is that when effort turns to weighty risk, value must stack upward in order to tip the balance. Once or twice in a lifetime, however, the value of an item is such that what one must place in the effort tray is any and all means necessary, and that is the situation in which I currently find myself. Gold- and gem-encrusted treasures might warrant it. Lost scrolls and holy relics can likewise fetch a pretty price, to the devout or the desperate. A cure for consumption might tempt some, the true secret of alchemy others. But what I seek is none of these. What I seek is a living creature.




    How can a mere animal be so precious? I hear you ask.




    Well, the King Cobra is a rare enough creature. Indeed, while I have come across discarded skins in the jungles of Mysore and the rainforests of the Western Ghats, I confess I have never encountered one in its wild habitat. I did once know a boy of seven who danced a tranced waltz with one such in the market squares of Madras for the entertainment and the rupees of others; they are popular amongst the natives, so a decent example can fetch a good few pounds from the right buyer. They are awesome, intelligent beasts, and can grow to twenty feet in length when left unrestricted by man’s baskets. But they are also violently unfriendly, capable of lifting their bodies high enough off the ground to look even the tallest of men directly in the eyes before attacking him with fangs as long and as broad as your finger and sharper than a physician’s needle, which in a single bite can administer enough poison to kill an entire village. Not only that, they can see heat and growl like tigers, too. So in their case risk heavily outweighs potential worth, and I would certainly not set out across the seven seas in chase of one.




    But if I am after a priceless creature, you will enquire, why ever am I enriching your life with this thrilling information concerning the only moderately valuable King Cobra, when it has nothing at all to do with my hunt? Ah, but you see, my boy – it does. Just not in its usual form; and therein lies the animal’s value.




    There is, amongst the many legends that surround the King Cobra, one that tells of the bird-god Garuda most deviously tricking a Naga, a breed of divine cobra, into carnal coiling with a common cat. The result was a creature – part-serpent, part-feline – rejected by all, dangerous, angry and vengeful. Although the offspring resembled cat more than snake, it did, however, retain the reptile’s hood, its fangs and venom, its flicking forked tongue, the long tail, and that symbol of infinity upon the rear of its head, bestowed upon its forebear by the Buddha himself for providing shade from the sun. Legend speaks of this lithe and velvety form prowling the country by night and sinking its fangs deep into the flesh of those it found, just as its Naga ancestors did. Their limbs blackened by the venom, its victims were rendered paralysed, incapable of moving or communicating, but still quite horrifyingly alive, aware of all that went on in the world they had so nearly departed, forced to observe it, to hear it and smell it, to feel it if it touched them – and for all time, never to die, never to reincarnate.




    After forty-four of our generations, this half-breed was banished by Vishnu to die in the desert. What became of it in the sands of Rajasthan is not known, for it was never seen again, but certainly it did not expire before being joined by a feline with whom it mated and started a line.




    Ridiculous, the apostles of Darwin have told me. Obscene, others have said. Satanic, the Christians cry; blasphemous, the Moslems; idiocy, unknowing Hindus. But they were not in Ishkuman with us, my boy, and do not know the truth of such twisted, illegitimate demigods. They would not believe, as I know you will, that it is that mythical creature’s descendent that sits upon my scales, pinning the pan marked value to the ground.




    But the clock strikes. It is finally time for cocktails aboard this craft, and desire as I may to write more, the delicious company that awaits me in the dining room would deem it most ungodly of me to keep them waiting.




    I remain, as ever, your loyal friend,




    Lindley-Small
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    My tasks were not complete, but the last of them could be conducted without such feverish urgency. The following morning I made my way to the British Library and in its grandiose foyer I told the clerk that, as a watchmaker, I was there to research rare timepieces. It took me some time to convince him of my credentials, but after some persuasion he admitted me. Though in a way I was there to research a watch, more precisely it was my aim to learn as much as I could about my destination.




    In all their many miles of books the only interesting titbits I could unearth were these: Gilgit was the main settlement of what was once Dardistan, in the northwestern corner of India. Squeezed among the foothills of the Karakoram mountains, in the shadow of a giant peak called Rakaposhi, where the Indus and Gilgit rivers meet, it was a wild place few Englishmen had visited. Indeed, it had only lately been leased by the British from the Maharajah of Jammu and Kashmir. To its east was Baltistan, to the west the Afghans, and to the north, China. According to one author, the temperament of the people thereabouts varied with which side of a valley they lived on – those on the shadowed side being distinctly more morose and serious in disposition than those in the sun. All were treacherous to a degree that would appear incredible to a casual observer of their happy and genial manners. The natives were constantly warring; battling over land, religion, virtue and loyalty, and capable of a barbarism akin to butchery, whether Hindu, Sikh or Mussulman.




    A Chinese traveller named Hsuan Tsang long ago described the place thus: ‘Perilous were the roads and dark the gorges. Sometimes the pilgrim had to pass by loose cords, sometimes by light stretched iron chains. Here there were ledges hanging midair; there flying bridges across abysses; elsewhere paths cut with the chisel or footings to climb by.’ A final dusty old tome informed me that Gilgit lay in country rich with exotic minerals; ore and stones found only in the earth’s highest reaches – a fact that boded well for my theories.




    I could ascertain no more. The little that I had, and the maps of which I traced copies, told me quite enough, however. The rest I would have to discover on arrival.




    On my return to Amwell Street I removed my Gladstone from the wardrobe and placed in it the following items: a lightweight linen suit; my sturdiest pair of brown leather boots; six shirts, vests and undergarments; a portable shaving kit and a bar of soap. I was certain of the inadequacy of this collection, but how could I predict what a trip such as this one would require? Following a fitful night’s sleep I rose to my alarm clock at five. Before departing I took my pipe and tobacco from the mantelpiece and paused to look at the rooms which had housed a watchmaker, wondering what more of his possessions might prove useful. My eye was caught by a spyglass I had once acquired from a naval gentleman in part payment for a repair. I took it from the windowsill and departed that loyal home, reaching Waterloo in time to board the 6.50 South. I settled with my pipe in an empty second-class compartment, and the modest beauties of Southern England passed my window unheeded. The first step of my long journey was under way.




    *




    We pulled into Southampton in what seemed like minutes, and there, for the first time in my life, I stepped from the safety of my home shores, and boarded the peeling decks of a steamer called the Zephyr. I hung from the railings, waving at anybody whose eye I caught, and threw kisses to young ladies, whether they saw me or not. I was no longer a watchmaker and did not have to behave like one. I was off, and I was free.




    The crowds cheered us as we weighed anchor and slipped away from the dock, but soon enough all that could be heard was the chopping of waves and the occasional bellow from the foghorn; and all that could be seen were the diminishing cliffs of the coastline and the seagulls plummeting into our wake. Presently, even they disappeared.




    The sea voyage that followed did not bode well for what lay ahead. It was more difficult to buck the watchmaker than I had imagined, I am afraid. In books and tales such journeys are enlivened with sea monsters, pirates and romance. The majority of mine was spent in my tiny cabin nursing a face the wrong side of green. There, all I fought was the increasingly strong urge to abandon this folly and disembark before we left European waters. A soupçon of romance was all that equated this part of my trip with the thrill of those fictional voyages – but an unwelcome one, I hasten to add. It came in the form of a woman, herself something of a sea monster, who deemed the allure of cosmetics and perfume preferable to the cleansing powers of soap and water. I ignored her advances as best I could and instead concentrated my reddening cheeks on the rummy I was playing with her husband. He was the distant closest I came to a pirate, since he told me he owned a parrot and took me for nearly five shillings before my knee was seized beneath the table and I leapt to my feet, called the game to a close and ran to my cabin, pursued by a trio of fears – of the woman, of her husband and of the imminent reappearance of the buttery halibut we had enjoyed at supper.




    *




    The five weeks I spent at sea were gruelling. I failed to locate any sign of sea legs about my person and our vessel arrived in the sweltering port of Karachi not a moment too soon. March was ending by the time the ship rumbled to dock and, as the spray settled, the gangplank was lowered. I made my way towards it gratefully, through the hollering crew, and paused at the top. From the deck, I had an elevated view that would soon be lost. Before I put foot to land, my hungry eyes wanted to absorb the sight, for here before me was a new world.




    The wide thoroughfare between the water and an endless row of bursting warehouses was a heaving mass of people, an ocean of colour and noise churning around the docked ships, baskets and crates of cargo floating on its surface, horses and their carts wading through it.




    Suddenly I was shoved onto the gangplank by another passenger and made my way down. Once I was on firm ground, I saw that it was the overly familiar woman who had administered the push, though now she ignored me and stepped into the throng, swinging a parasol from side to side to clear her path. I heard her emit a shrill gasp of horror when a member of the crowd touched her, and her husband, tipping his panama to me, skipped after her to attend to the situation.




    As the remaining passengers disembarked, I stood to one side, close to the slippery quayside and the muddy waters below. Despite the heat and the discomfort of perspiration oozing through my grubby suit, I grinned with all the inanity of a fascinated foreigner.




    All I could see was a blur of bodies, of saris and turbans, rushing to and fro. None of them paid me the least attention. All at once, a loneliness pervaded my excitement. It presented itself only fleetingly, but to feel so alone in the company of so many was an odd sensation indeed. To find myself entirely unconnected to any other being was not unpleasant, only new; a feeling I attributed to my sudden freedom from responsibility. That moment, the only duty I had was to myself, and that duty entailed making my way to Gilgit, so I moved forward to enter the fray. I could find no crack in its liquid shell, however, and I was buffeted by the stream of people. I tried a second time, and a third and fourth, before standing back to reconsider my course of attack. I crouched. I could crawl in, I thought, through the legs. But then I would be crushed by the stampede. Perhaps diving was a better option. I stood and looked behind me. There was no room for a run-up, and besides, gymnastics was not my sporting forte. Cricket was more my game and no use here. I put my hands on my hips and frowned at this conundrum. Before I could come to a solution, the throbbing mass spat forth a short man, who landed before me and just about found his balance. His dark grey clothes, like the man himself, were worn, torn and filthy, but seemed once to have formed a uniform, for there was a scruffy stripe on his left shoulder. Still swaying, he swung a hand wildly to his forehead.




    ‘Captain Spicer, at your service, sir.’




    His face was brown, creased and stubbled beneath the dirt, the whites of his hazel eyes bloodshot. He shook my hand enthusiastically and leaned towards me.




    ‘You look like you could do with a hand. New arrival, eh?’




    His breath was strong with drink.




    ‘Well, don’t you worry. Captain Spicer’s here to help you. Take you wherever you want to go. Come on.’




    He swooped his hand in the air and pointed onwards as if leading a military assault, then threw himself at the writhing sea of people and melted into it. I had no idea who he was, but he had opened a fissure, so I leapt in after him. In the confusion of the whirly-gig, I briefly caught sight of him as he slithered out of view. He had changed completely in these new surroundings. Gone was the teetering drunkard, replaced by an eel, slipping around the people effortlessly, sliding left and right among the sailors, peddlers and passengers as though they were so much water. In a moment I had lost the strange fellow entirely. I was swept up by the current and thrown wherever it pleased, powerless, without a clue where I was moving. Grinning faces, shouting mouths, brilliant oranges and yellows spun before my eyes. I could not see the Zephyr; I had no idea which way was which, or where I wanted to go. I was sinking, about to drown in this bright blaring whirlpool of colour and sweat. In a desperate attempt to keep myself afloat, I leapt up into the air. There, towering over the waving bodies, above their heads, higher even than the bobbing luggage, was the face of Captain Spicer, quite suddenly and unnervingly a Goliath sizing up a populace of Davids. A small, drunken god, he decided that today was not my day, and stretched forth a hand. With a final lunge, I threw myself towards him and caught hold of his wrist. He dragged me onto the bench of a cart that was standing in the shadow of a warehouse. Half leaping and half falling from the wheel on which he had been perched, he took his place at my side, picked up the reins and geed his horse. I gasped my gratitude for his intervention, and set about recapturing my breath.




    Most of the people before us instinctively made way for the beast and its burden. Spicer shouted at those who did not, and let them feel his boot if he could reach.




    ‘Now then, young sir,’ he said, turning to me and allowing his horse to navigate its own way through the people. ‘Where can Spicer take you?’




    ‘I’m heading for Gilgit,’ I said. ‘In the north—’




    ‘Geddaht the way!’ he shouted at a pedestrian. Then he wiped sweat from his brow with his cuff and smiled apologetically. ‘Are you now?’ he said more calmly, as though I had made a joke, even. ‘Good for you, lad. Good for you.’




    He turned to the horse and flicked the reins in encouragement. ‘Gilgit! Very well. To the station with us, then.’




    As he guided the horse through the crowds, Spicer gave me a commentary on what was being traded and by whom. Spices, sugars, cloth and livestock were everywhere I looked along the quayside, and traders, buyers and legmen communicated as one throbbing cauldron of noise and gesticulation.




    Soon enough, we made our way into the city, where the roads were as busy as the docks, but dissected by a swerving stream of traffic, until we turned and entered yet another area bustling with people, carriages and wagons.




    ‘The terminus,’ Spicer announced. ‘Pandemonium; but if you’re going north, you’ll have to put up with it, for it’s the only place you’ll find passage.’




    He led me into the station building where, knowing the local tongue, he bought me a ticket with money I gave him; then to the platform where he pushed me into a carriage, already so crowded that men were hanging on like monkeys on a tree. I leaned from a window and proffered my hand in thanks. He shook it.




    ‘To Peshawar, then out,’ he said, over the chaos and commotion. ‘From there hire a man to take you by cart to your destination. Pay him well but not too well. You don’t want to look like a rich bugger.’




    ‘Thank you, Captain.’




    ‘Don’t thank me, lad. It’s been a pleasure. But you listen to old Spicer, now. He’s been here a long time – knows the country, knows the people. They don’t do things quite the same as we do. Up where you’re going it’s even less civilised than here. And where it’s uncivilised they appreciate the fundamentals. Put it this way: if you’re ever tempted to steal from ’em, whether it’s a horse, food, water, gold or a woman, don’t – be they Dard, Dogra or Sikh, they’ll have your head off before you know it. Not that a gentleman such as yourself would ever think of doing such a thing.’




    He smiled. Then, as if remembering something, his expression became serious and, my hand still clasped in his, he pulled me down towards him so I was bent double over the window. The breath of his whisper condensed in my ear. ‘More than that, if you ever see any of them folk fighting, don’t step in. Even if it’s a lovers’ tiff and you fear for the damsel. Even if a friend’s in need, don’t get involved. Take old Spicer’s advice. Just leave. Move on to the next town. It’s the only way I’ve survived so long, and it’s the only way you will.’




    The locomotive’s whistle sounded and he released me, smiled again and slapped my shoulder jovially.




    ‘Off with you now. And good luck,’ he said, raising his hand to wave and guffawing, ‘I’m afraid you’ll need it!’




    With a cry from the engine, the train lurched into action and his laughing figure was swallowed by the steam.




    I had not discovered the nature of his captaincy, or indeed if he was a captain at all and not just a soak in a captain’s clothes. But then enough captains have been soaks, and soaks captains; and whatever the truth, the wisdom he had vouchsafed to me smacked of the adventure and intrigue I had travelled so far to find.




    I pushed my way into the carriage in search of a place to sit.




    I could not see the carriage for men, let alone seats. Spicer had bought me third-class passage, promising me that doing so would make me a less desirable target for thieves. I think I might have shouldered that risk as fair exchange for comfort, for when finally I managed to locate a perch, it was more wedged between the window and the man next to me than on the seat.




    The shuffling iron snake edged its way along the banks of the serene and holy River Indus. The city gave way to open land and we travelled with yellow dryness to our left and irrigated green to our right until we reached Hyderabad. There, the mighty river guided us westwards, and we moved from Sindh into Balochistan, winding between the Thar Desert and the Kirthar range.




    Spicer had been right – I was quite safe. My fellow passengers were fascinated and excited that an Englishman would be travelling in their company. In varying versions of English, but each as keen as the other, they explained to me all that we encountered, from the several religions of the populace, to the clothes they wore, to the food I bought from vendors, to simple examples of language. I could not sleep for people pointing out something new to be seen on the road beside the railway, a coarse path of dust defined by years of use, busy with walkers and mules making their way along the edge of the broad waterway. From time to time, both train and caravan drew to an unexpected halt, for a call to prayer or an immovable herd of livestock, but more often for no discernible reason at all. On these occasions, I was surprised that nobody became unduly heated, since unwillingly stationary gentlemen were frequently reduced to common thuggery on English trains. Rather, we were all pleased to stop; and ate, or alighted from the train and grazed and talked or bathed away the day’s heat in the river with the pedestrians.




    We passed into Bahawalpur and from there into the Punjab. At Multan we parted ways with the river and made our way to Lahore. Through all these places, whose appearances did nothing to dilute the exotic and wondrous images their names bred in my mind, the roads and trains continued to be used by all and sundry, a procession moving perpetually over the country which in seven days’ time would deliver me to the invigorating filth of Peshawar.
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    And so to Spain, my boy, the native country of the gentleman I seek; but still not a hair of him, I’m afraid. We shall sail northwards then, into the chillier climes of the country of my birth. I hope he has not disembarked there. I have not returned for many a year, as you well know, and I have no desire to do so now. My knighthood may buy me entry into London society and its clubs; but there is still a chance I might run afoul of the General and his minions as they slowly decompose in the Chesterfield chairs of Pall Mall. They might not recognise the name, but I’ll wager they’d not forget the face. Therefore I choose to conduct the relationship which maintains the good name I earned at a distance. As ever, I shall not be presenting the fruits of my labours to the curator of the British Museum’s Cabinet of Curiosities in person. In fact, I shall not be presenting anything to that august institution this time around. The Princes of the Raj have more lucre than they know what to do with, and when the animal is mine, I shall employ it not for the bolstering of respectability or reputation, but for the feverish bidding of the Maharajahs. Such is the wonder of India. The blighters love to compete with one another. I only feel for the poor beggars left to rot in Siam, where a dancer’s devotion to all things holy is as rigid as her body is bendy.




    Enough! I write to take my mind off such things and concentrate it on the matter in hand, though it must be said, the beginning of this journey had its roots in my enjoying the carnal hospitality of the Maharajah of Bharatpur’s wife – that is until her husband turned against me. It is a pity that I am no longer a welcome guest in that ruler’s territory, for Bharatpur is a place much to my liking, as indeed was the man himself, at first.




    The city is one full of life, intrigue and possibilities, and to start with we got on famously, wagering heavily on bull races together, enjoying private performances by the city’s more nature-defying entertainers and playing for high stakes at the card tables with other likeminded fellows long into the night. We would bet on how long a Sadhu could lie on his bed of nails, whether or not a chap would successfully levitate from the ground, how long someone could keep their head in a cauldron of boiling oil, how far another could walk over hot coals. We would wince when a man put a hook into his flesh, but speculate how much weight the hook could bear before it tore from his skin. In other words, the kind of activities any men of leisure and means enjoy together in these parts.




    The Maharajah did not mind losing to such as I, and I have won more than money at the card table in his mighty palace. However, our relationship went from civil to quite the reverse when he discovered that his sceptre, a piece of loud golden beauty topped by an impressive sapphire, was missing. I was staying with him and his gaggle of wives and children at the time, and their hospitality was quite to my liking, as I say. However, when he burst into my luxurious state rooms and accused me of pilfering his sceptre, my liking for him instantly soured. I can quite understand his displeasure at seeing the head of his most beautiful wife popping out from under the covers of my bed when she should have been with the others in his harem’s compound – I did not win her favours, after all – but really, one cannot forgive his raging that I had never ceased stealing from him since the day we met. Whether or not I took the thing is quite beside the point. I sent him from my rooms and took my leave of his wife with little, but some, further ado.
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