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CHAPTER 1.
The phone warbled in the sumptuous offices of Reggie Riffkin Private Investigations Ltd. Equally sumptuous was the very expensive, tailored Saville Row suit that Reggie was wearing. He was awaiting the arrival back in the office of Sally, his assistant and office help, and was impatient to be out of the office and on his way to an appointment with an important client in half an hour.
"Riffkin Investigations," he said, "Reggie Riffkin speaking." He listened and then said, "I'll just check when we can do that job Mrs. Postlewaight. We're very busy just now. Ummm, it'll be the fourteenth before we can look at that, I'm sorry about that. Yes, Pete Perry, he's an adequate investigator, try him. OK, goodbye."
He sighed heavily. The phone hadn't stopped ringing all morning and he wanted to get out of the office. Where on earth was Sally!
There was a knock at the door. Oh no! Who could this be?
"Come on in," he called.
The door opened and in walked the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. Maybe thirty-five years old, the hair that leaked out from under the headscarf she was wearing was blonde, her walk was sexy and elegant, perfect legs, and from what he could tell, under her coat was a very voluptuous body. When she spoke, her voice was a little husky and very seductive.
"Monsieur Riffkin?" she enquired.
Reggie's appointment was forgotten. Now he was hoping that Sally had a flat tyre and would be another hour yet.
"Yes," he replied, his throat feeling somewhat dry. He tried to make his voice as deep and desirable as possible.
The woman removed her headscarf and coat, and draped them across the back of the luxurious lounge suite that graced Reggie's plush offices. The removal of these garments revealed to Reggie's astonished eyes, a pair of enormous....
The phone rang again! Drat! He dealt with the call quickly. Now where was he...?
Oh yes, that pair of enormous earrings. He'd never seen anything like them. Couldn't really be diamonds could they?
"My name, Monsieur Riffkin, is Fifi L'amour." The accent was definitely the most French he'd ever heard. She approached his football field-sized solid teak desk, placed her hands on its surface, and leaned towards him, revealing to his even more astonished eyes....
Again the phone! When he'd disposed of the call, she was still leaning towards him, still revealing those magnificent diamonds in a diamond studded necklace.
“Monsieur Riffkin, I desperately need your 'elp and protection," she murmured huskily. "I need you to come and live in my mansion in Provence with me, and protect me twenty-four hours a day. I will pay you 'andsomely Mr. Riffkin, and there will be many fringe benefits, such as..."
The phone trilled again. Reggie gave a start and rubbed his eyes. This time the call was real. Oh, for goodness' sake! He'd been dreaming again.
He picked up the phone and listened. "No madam," he barked, "this is not the Upper Lowersbury home for orphaned puppies and kittens."
He slammed down the receiver and then looked around him. The plush surroundings had vanished. He was in the same shabby low-rent office that he'd been forced to move to when business became slack. He surveyed his suit. Gone was the immaculately tailored suit worth several thousand pounds, and in its place was a rather shabby specimen which looked as though it had been stolen from a museum.
No chance of dreaming again now, he was awake and completely disgruntled. Why was that dream always interrupted just when it was getting interesting? He still had absolutely no idea of what the fringe benefits were.
Reggie recommenced his usual daytime activity, previously interrupted by his dream, namely, sitting at his very battered desk, firing wads of rolled up notepaper into an equally battered wastepaper basket. His aim was now almost perfect, even when the basket was at its furthermost point from the desk. Well, I've had plenty of practice over the last few months, he thought ruefully. Why was business suddenly slack lately? Did nobody require the services of an experienced Private Investigator these days? He considered himself to be as good as any, and better than a lot, and in fact he had always received compliments about his standard of work. Even an old-fashioned, boring surveillance job on an office worker suspected of stealing corporate ball pens would be welcome.
"How the mighty have fallen," he muttered to himself.
Well, perhaps mighty was pushing it a bit, but up until a few months ago he'd had sufficient business to keep himself and his assistant busy every day, and also the luxury of turning down less profitable or potentially messy jobs. Now Sally, his assistant was off the payroll, cooling her heels at home, looking after her cat, (which was expanding in the waistline as a result of the extra attention) and trying to find another job while he spent most days in the office honing his paper throwing skills, or out on the streets trying to sniff out potential clients. The occasional suspected unfaithful husband or wife case cropped up, but not enough business to keep him in the manner in which he would like to become accustomed.
He'd followed a common path to a PI job. Twenty-five years in the police force, and the usual disillusionment when he was constantly passed over for promotion, and found he was spending most of his time filling in forms and watching criminals and thugs walk out of court free men on dubious technicalities, under the adoring eyes of judges whom he suspected would prefer to lock up the victims in order to keep them safe from the criminals they had exonerated and who were roaming unimpeded in the community.
One day after a particularly blatant case of an obviously guilty and nasty drug-pusher walking from the court a free man on a technicality, he wrote his letter of resignation, rented a small upstairs office, hunted for and found a good reliable assistant and became Reggie Riffkin, Private Investigator. For about eighteen months, business had been fairly brisk, Then, a few months ago, the business started to dry up. There was a bit more competition nowadays, but there still should be enough business for all. Maybe I'm too old, he ruminated. My hair's going grey, maybe I should knock a few years off my appearance by having it coloured. He dismissed the thought instantly. I have the experience, that's the important thing. There must be another reason for it!
He didn't really have the cash to advertise more than weekly in the local newspaper, and the Nationals were just too expensive to contemplate. He'd tried it a few times in the past when he was a bit more affluent, and the results had been disappointing. Cash was tight just now. No, he couldn't afford to increase advertising expenditure. A man had to keep a little cash for the odd drink after all. But what was the alternative?
I can hold on a few more weeks, he decided, then I'll give it up and try for a job as a security guard somewhere in town. What's the time? He glanced at his watch. 3.05 p.m. Not much point in hanging around here any longer today. Might as well go and have a drink now before I go home. He picked up his coat, put it on, then locked the office and headed down the old wooden staircase, which led down to the street.
Just as he reached the bottom of the stairs and was about to open the door to emerge onto the street between the hairdresser's and the Indian takeaway (from which delectable aromas arose all day), a diminutive figure wrapped in coats, scarves and other garments, looking somewhat like an Egyptian mummy, started to open the door from the street. Reggie stood aside to allow the figure to enter the door.
"Can I help you?" Reggie enquired, when the mummy was inside.
"Would you perchance be Reginald Riffkin, whose name adorns the portal through which I have just passed?" enquired a quiet and somewhat cultured male voice from deep within the clothing.
"Yes, I'm Reggie Riffkin." admitted Reggie.
"You are going out now on urgent client business?"
Reggie reflected that he was definitely a regular client of the bar, and the need for a drink was fairly urgent, so he replied, "Yes, I was, but it can wait if you want to see me now."
"Yes," replied the man, "I would very much like to consult with you now. I have a situation which is of very great interest to me, but alas I am not a young man any more, and my ability and desire to travel internationally has abated along with my youth, hence my need to consult with someone of your profession."
This is going to be hard work, thought Reggie. This guy doesn't seem to be able to speak plain English. Abated and portal, for goodness' sake!
"OK, let's go up to my office. Follow me, and mind your step, it's a bit dark in this stairway because the bulb has blown and I don't have a long enough ladder to change it."
"It would be my inestimable pleasure to beard you in your den, in a manner of speaking, Of course I will exercise the utmost care in ascending these stairs, in accordance with your considerate and timely warning," came the reply. "I can see that it would be a time-consuming and inconvenient measure to obtain a sufficiently long ladder. Much more preferable to have just a few broken limbs and other assorted injuries until a lengthy enough ladder miraculously appears some day, or the light bulb sees fit to replace itself with a working example."
I think I detect some irony there, thought Reggie. What have I done to deserve this? But I guess that beggars can't be choosers. Nothing to lose by talking to him, except half an hour of valuable drinking time.
They entered Reggie's somewhat shabby office. The figure began to unwrap itself from its collection of sartorial items, until eventually a roughly humanoid object could be discerned, rather like a butterfly emerging from its chrysalis. Or rather, in this case, a fairly drab moth. The figure which sank into the best of the two clients' chairs, (the one with the least amount of horsehair sticking out of the holes in the fabric), was not prepossessing.
Reggie appraised him with his somewhat jaundiced ex-policeman's eye. About 75 years old. Hair grey and thinning. Very small-boned, maybe 5 feet 3 inches tall. (Reggie still calculated height in feet and inches). Probably shrinking a little every year as is wont to happen to the elderly. If he lives another ten years, he'll probably end up about four feet tall. Very bright clear eyes however, and an intelligent look on the somewhat wrinkled face. There were no laughter lines around the eyes, always a bad sign. A fairly small nose, thin lips, and average chin. You wouldn't look at him twice on the street unless you happened to trip over him.
But the clothes that remained on his small frame were obviously expensive, as were the layers he had shed and which were now draped over the back of the other client chair.
In turn the client examined Reggie closely. He saw before him a man of around fifty years of age wearing a suit that wasn't even up to the standard of the one worn by the scarecrow in his large back garden. Hair greying.
The face was slightly plump, as was the rest of his body, but not fat. A few wrinkles starting to make their appearance on his face. Eyes a nondescript grey-green colour, slightly larger nose than average, with a certain amount of reddening beginning to develop on it. Either rosacea or an affinity for the more than occasional tipple, thought the client. He suspected that the tipple theory was the more likely, as he himself was familiar with the effects of serious tippling, and he was correct. A widish mouth and a ready smile, and a fairly standard issue jaw completed the picture.
An advantage that Reggie had enjoyed in the police force, and now in his PI work, was that he looked nothing like a policeman or PI. Most policemen might as well have 'POLICE' tattooed on their foreheads, even in plain clothes, and many PI's tend to be similarly afflicted with a certain look. Reggie looked more like an genial uncle than a policeman or PI. This had proved to be extremely useful on many occasions.
The client's inspection of Reggie was quick, but thorough. He then turned his attention to the office in which they sat. A slight wrinkling of the nose betrayed his lack of enthusiasm for his temporary surroundings.
"Perfect, Mr. Riffkin," he said after his examination was complete. "Nobody would suspect in a million years that I would even enter such premises, let alone consult with the denizen thereof. My enemies in particular would not expect that I would touch such an establishment with a forty foot pole."
Reggie felt a little resentment stirring in his breast. OK, so these weren't the most salubrious premises on the planet, and he wasn't the most dynamic PI in the solar system, but talk of touching, or not touching with forty foot poles hurt even a seasoned campaigner like him just a little.
"Please don't take umbrage Mr. Riffkin," continued his potential client. "I'm not casting aspersions on your ability. In fact I've done some checking and I'm confident that you're the man who can help me. A man with plenty of experience, ex-policeman, suffering from a lengthy lull in business, and keen to take a job that will prove to be lucrative, as your resources are shrinking rapidly. You're divorced and live alone, with no current girlfriend. The fact that your offices are somewhat lacking in splendour suits me perfectly, especially as this is the only time I will come here, and in fact the only time that we will see each other. Pray let me introduce myself. I am Horace Ponsonby. Perhaps my name is familiar to you, perhaps not. That is immaterial."
Reggie heard a very faint tinkle of a bell in his mind at the mention of the name. He'd definitely heard it before, and he seemed to associate it with vast wealth.
"I've heard your name," he said. "Can't quite place you in my mind yet. You seem to know a lot about me, are you sure you need a PI? You seem to have found out a lot without my help."
Horace Ponsonby waved a dismissive and bony hand. "As I said, it's immaterial if you know me or not. I have my own sources of information, it is true Mr. Riffkin, but for this job I need an independent and unknown person. I will reveal all in due course. I can assure you that I have the financial resources available to remunerate you handsomely for your toils on my behalf. Of course, I will pay your expenses, as well as a generous hourly rate. There will be plenty of money in this commission, should your efforts be coronated with success."
Coronated! thought Reggie. I'm sure there's no such word. He's just making it up to try to sound impressive.
"Before I give you more information, I would fain receive an indication from you as to your degree of interest in accepting my commission," said Horace.
"I'm very interested in any job that is not overly dangerous, or that involves breaking the law," Reggie responded. "Provided that the job you have for me won't bring me into conflict with the C.I.A., MI's 1 to 10, or Mossad, and subject to the emolument being satisfactory, I'm very likely to accept your commission."
"Emolument! Very erudite Mr. Riffkin. I can assure you that whatever sum of emolument you have in mind will be surpassed substantially, and should you bring the matter to a satisfactory conclusion, there will be a substantial bonus for you on top of your hourly fee. Does £100,000 sound like an adequate bonus, Mr. Riffkin?"
It did! Reggie's jaw almost hit the top of his desk. "Very generous, I'm sure Mr. Ponsonby. You have my complete attention."
"Very well Mr. Riffkin, now that we have cleared away the unsavoury topic of filthy lucre, we can get down to the business at hand."
The thought crossed Reggie's mind that the topic was far from unsavoury, and the lucre sounded to be positively sparkling with cleanliness, but he said nothing. If Horace thought his lucre was filthy, so much the better. Maybe he would want to get rid of it all.
Horace Ponsonby cleared his throat noisily. "I find my throat and oesophagus somewhat dry, Mr. Riffkin. Do you have a suitable lubricant available at hand that may ease this unfortunate drought? One of the hazards of old age, I'm afraid. The throat is likely to dry up completely without warning. I feel that before I continue, I need to rectify this sad state of affairs."
Reggie wondered if Horace was joking about this and looked for a twinkle in his eye as he made this piteous plea for relief from the ravages of unrelenting thirst, but there was no sign of one, and no indication that there had ever been one there in the entire course of his life.
"This is not just a hazard of old age Mr. Ponsonby," Reggie stated. "I suffer from a similar problem from time to time, and I'm a mere forty-eight years old. I think I can lay my hands on an almost full bottle of Scotch if that will do the trick for you."
"Were my personal physician present, that is exactly what he would prescribe," purred Mr. Ponsonby emphatically. "It has been proved beyond doubt by myself, with full support from my physician of course, that this is the only effective emergency remedy when this affliction strikes without warning. The remedy you suggest is extremely efficacious."
Reggie reflected as he walked the two paces to his filing cabinet, that a personal physician who refused to prescribe the remedy in question would have a very short tenure in Horace Ponsonby's employment. He opened the bottom drawer, and removed a three-quarters full bottle of Scotch and two not particularly clean glasses, and poured a generous amount into each.
"Water with yours?" Reggie enquired.
Horace recoiled as though Reggie had suggested adding a slug of cyanide to the glass.
"No thank you Mr. Riffkin," he said firmly. “Dilution with water is definitely contrary to my physician's advice, and extremely detrimental to my somewhat delicate constitution. But, if you would be so kind as to add some more Scotch in the space that you had reserved for water, I'm sure that the result will be very successful in treating my ailment.”
Reggie complied with this request. "To success," he said, and touched his glass to Horace's.
"Victory," grunted Horace, his voice already muffled by the glass. He downed the contents in one swallow. "What a magnificent flavour. I must remember to ask Snytherford not to be so fastidious about washing the glasses in future. I'm sure that's the best drop I ever tasted. I believe only two more and my throat and oesophagus will be fully restored to an acceptable moisture content."
Reggie obliged with two more refills, but it actually required three before Horace's throat and oesophagus were pronounced to be officially restored.
“That's perfect,” purred Horace when the lubrication process was complete. “Now Mr. Riffkin, to business. Almost all of my life, I have been an admirer of the ancients. I have studied this subject assiduously for more than fifty years. My knowledge on the topic is encyclopaedic, if I do say so myself. Are you familiar with those to whom I refer as the ancients, Mr. Riffkin?”
"Well, there's a ninety year old bloke lives a couple of doors from me," responded Reggie. "But I take it that you're referring to people who go back further than that."
Horace Ponsonby sighed deeply, rested his chin on his hands and almost, but not quite, rolled his eyes. "I'd be inestimably grateful if you would save your clumsy attempts at humour until you are conferring with someone whose sense of humour is equally rudimentary to your own, Mr. Riffkin."
"I'm sorry," said Reggie, "but ancient is a relative thing. To a five year old, I'm an ancient specimen at forty-eight. But are you referring perhaps to the Ancient Egyptians or Chaldeans or... who were they now? You know, the chaps who used to enjoy coming down like wolves on folds."
"I think you have the Assyrians in mind in the matter of wolves and folds," replied Horace. "They are indeed much closer to the mark than your ninety year old neighbour, Mr. Riffkin. But the true ancients go back even before those civilisations you referred to. Much closer to the beginning of recorded history. Are you familiar with the Book of Genesis in the Old Testament of the Bible?"
He paused, looking at Reggie expectantly, as if anticipating that he would deny any knowledge of the existence of such a book.
"Yes of course," Reggie responded. "I'm not a complete heathen you know. I served my time in Sunday School until I was expelled for tipping a bucket of manure over the vicar. It was intended for Fangs Roberts, a genuine pain in the anatomy, but the vicar was first to open the door, by one of those circumstances that you can't possibly plan for. Then after the expulsion, the Baptists down the road from my house got their hands on me for a couple of years and made me learn all the books of the Bible amongst other things. I can still recite them for you now if you like."
"That won't be necessary, thank you Mr. Riffkin," said Horace Ponsonby firmly. "I was simply wanting to ascertain that I was not talking to an individual who is in total ignorance of the matters we are discussing. However, I'm sure that your Sunday School coverage did not include the parts that particularly interest me. More along the lines of Cain slew Abel, and Noah and the Ark, I would imagine."
"Yes, I do remember being informed that Cain slew Abel," said Reggie. "I also recollect that Esau was an hairy man, but Jacob was an smooth man."
"Very droll, Mr. Riffkin." said Horace. "Your memory does not deceive you. Jacob was indeed an smooth man and Esau freakishly hairy. But fascinating as the topic of smoothness and hairiness may be, it is not relevant to our discussion either. Hairiness or smoothness plays no part in this matter. We tend to think," continued Horace, "that twentieth and twenty-first century man, namely ourselves, are more intelligent than the ancients, simply because our knowledge is greater. However, we have been building on the foundations of every generation before us, and my contention, based on many years of study, is that in fact, the ancients were vastly superior to ourselves in intelligence, and physical prowess. In Genesis Chapter 4, we read of Jubal, the founder of music, and as my research shows, the greatest musical genius who ever lived. His half-brother was named Tubal-cain, the first worker in brass and iron, and also a sculptor and a genius in his field, much more so than Michelangelo. However, the following verses explain why the ancients were superior. Genesis Chapter 6 verses 1,2 and 4.
'And it came to pass, when men began to multiply on the face of the earth, and daughters were born unto them, That the sons of God saw the daughters of men that they were fair; and they took them wives of all which they chose.... There were giants in the earth in those days; and also after that, when the sons of God came in unto the daughters of men, and they bore children to them, the same became mighty men which were of old, men of renown.'"
Horace paused to lick his lips, and for a moment Reggie thought that his throat and oesophagus had had another attack of terminal dryness, but nothing could stop Horace now. He sat forward on the edge of his chair and his eyes were piercing and bright.
"Who were these sons of God referred to in those verses, Mr. Riffkin? Did they apprise you of these verses in Sunday School?"
"Ummm no, I don't believe that I read those verses before," admitted Reggie. "Could they have been some sort of mythical creatures?"
Horace snorted in disgust. "No!" he exclaimed. "These sons of God were not mythical Mr. Riffkin. To prevent further embarrassment to you, I will not require you to speculate further on this topic. The sons of God referred to, were heavenly beings, Mr. Riffkin, or angels if you prefer. Their offspring are often referred to as the Nephilim and are the mighty men of old referred to in verse four. The great ancients were half angel and half human, and this explains why they were so superior in all ways to ourselves. We had the great geniuses I mentioned earlier, Mr. Riffkin, Jubal and Tubal-cain, but the introduction of angelic blood enhanced this great genius to unbelievable levels. Of course, we may not ever be able to recreate quite the level of incredible genius of those days, but the Nephilim will be far superior in physical and mental ability to the present population of the world."
"I didn't know that angels are able to... you know, thingummy, ah... breed, for want of a better word," said Reggie. "Particularly with humans. Maybe between each other, but I didn't know that... well, you know."
"Oh yes, most definitely," replied Horace. "They most definitely can thingummy with humans, Mr. Riffkin. The evidence is there in Genesis Chapter 6, in black and white. Of course, the 'sons' of God obviously cannot breed between each other Mr. Riffkin, as your knowledge of biology possibly will tell you, should you think about it. But your Sunday School teachers would be too embarrassed to discuss such matters, I'm sure."
"Correct, definitely off limits for discussion. But what if the human half wasn't particularly bright?" asked Reggie. "I've known some girls who are spectacular physically, but mentally it's a struggle for them to decide what to eat for breakfast. I was married to one of them for some years. From what you quoted it sounds like these angel fellows were after beauty first, brains second."
Horace glared icily at Reggie. "I assure you Mr. Riffkin," he said. "the sons of God were very choosy. They would not even look at a girl who struggled to produce her breakfast menu. Intelligence was just as important to them as beauty. Please do not strew red herrings upon this path. I dislike herrings Mr. Riffkin, especially red ones."
“But aren't their descendants still among us today? Maybe the more intelligent among us have some angel blood floating in their veins.”
"No, Mr. Riffkin," replied Horace. "That is the tragedy. The most intelligent and magnificent specimens of the Nephilim were destroyed in the flood. Every last one of them. We're all descendants of Noah, who, the evidence suggests, together with his family had no angelic blood at all. The lack of angel blood, or genes if you prefer, is one of the reasons for the parlous state of the world." He paused, and then continued. "There are some who quote the book of Numbers, Chapter 13, verses 31 to 33 to argue that the descendants of the Nephilim still lived on the earth after the flood. I quote,
'But the men that went up with him said, "We be not able to go up against the people; for they are stronger than we." And they brought up an evil report of the land which they had searched unto the children of Israel, saying, "The land, through which we have gone to search it, is a land that eateth up the inhabitants thereof; and all the people that we saw in it are men of a great stature. And there we saw the giants, the sons of Anak, which come of the giants: and we were in our own sight as grasshoppers, and so we were in their sight."'
"But in actual fact this statement was a lie, because the men were afraid to go into the land, and so they made up the story about the giants. The words 'evil report' can also be translated 'false report' or a lie and are indeed so translated in some Bible translations."
"There are also occasional mentions of giants in the Old Testament, such as Goliath, of whom I am sure you have heard, and in the book of Second Samuel Chapter 21 a few giants are mentioned, including one unfortunate enough to have been named Ishbibenob. Also a giant from Gath, with six fingers on each hand, and a similar number of toes on his feet, as well as a few others. These are mere aberrations, perhaps natural mutations, but in no way connected with the true intellectual and physical giants known as the Nephilim. Perhaps the giants of human mythology are derived from memories of the Nephilim. Some fairy stories featuring giants may have been derived from the same source."
Horace looked somewhat thirsty after this long speech, and emptied his glass in an attempt to preserve his throat and oesophagus from a further distressful dryness attack.
"Well, that's a shame," said Reggie. "I guess that's it then. Nothing can be done about it."
"On the contrary, Mr. Riffkin, something can be done about it, and something will be done about it and that is why I'm employing you. You will be the one to do something about this, and help restore the ancients to their rightful place in the world. Then when the super intelligent beings start to take control again as in the past, strife and wars will cease because their superior intelligence will see the futility of such things. The great leaps in knowledge will be used for the betterment of mankind, rather than its destruction."
"Me?" said Reggie doubtfully. "What can I do to bring the ancients back into being again?"
"You can do a great deal, Mr. Riffkin, and I will explain more to you."
Reggie refilled his glass, which was now empty, anticipating that he would be requiring some fortification. He was somewhat uneasy about the direction of the conversation.
"Ah, an admirable idea Mr. Riffkin," said Horace leaning forward and pushing his glass towards the Scotch bottle. "I do believe that I feel an attack of dryness coming on, and this may well prevent it from fastening me in its deadly jaws."
Reggie obliged by pouring another generous portion into Horace's glass.
"Wait a minute, though," he said, as a thought came to him. "Why do these angel fellers need help to come and marry the daughters of men? Surely if they spotted these daughters before, and decided that they were fair, why can't they just do the same again? Maybe the daughters of men just aren't up to scratch these days, and the sons of God aren't interested."
"No, Mr. Riffkin," replied Horace. "I know that the daughters of men are still considered to be extremely desirable by the sons of God, or rather, those of the daughters who can construct a sentence without using the word 'like' five times. There are of course, and always have been, hopeless cases amongst the daughters, as you yourself have apparently discovered. But it's a good question and a good point. I pondered the same puzzle myself for many years, but of course the question was somewhat more intellectually phrased. Extensive studies revealed to me, that at the time of the inundation, the 'angel fellers' as you so crudely phrase it, were banned from coming down to marry the daughters of men.”
“In fact, these angels seem to have been chained as a punishment according to the New Testament book of Jude, verses 6 and 7, which say,”
“‘And the angels which kept not their first estate, but left their own habitation, he hath reserved in everlasting chains under darkness unto the judgment of the great day. Even as Sodom and Gomorrah and the cities about them in like manner, giving themselves over to fornication, and going after strange flesh...’”
“Hence the human race began its downward spiral after this chaining or banning of the sons of God.”
"Banned by God, do you mean?" asked Reggie.
"Yes, if you want to call the Supreme Entity, God," responded Horace.
"Well," said Reggie. "Surely that's the end of the story. If God bans or even prevents something, it tends to carry some weight. Surely it stays banned. Do you want me to say, 'Sorry God, I know you banned this, but I know better so I'm going to ignore the ban?'"
The corners of Horace's mouth twitched, in what appeared to be the Ponsonbynian version of a smile.
"Precisely," he said. "You learn quickly, Mr. Riffkin. The Supreme Entity banned a lot of things, you may recall, from your Sunday School days, but it doesn't stop people, yourself included, from doing many of them. I'm suggesting that this ban was temporary and no longer necessary, and the world would be a better place if the ban were circumvented. Time changes things, Mr. Riffkin, and I believe that it is imperative that once more, the Nephilim be introduced into the human race, in order to prevent us from destroying ourselves. I believe that I am the Supreme Entity's instrument to effect this introduction. Time is of the essence Mr. Riffkin. Remember that it's likely to be more than twenty years after the birth of the first Nephilim before their impact will begin to be felt."
"I'm not sure about the idea of God making errors of judgement, which, if what you say is correct, the ban seems to have been." said Reggie. "It doesn't tally with what I was taught in Sunday School."
"No, it wouldn't," said Horace. "Some wings of the Anglican church hold a somewhat idealistic view of the Supreme Entity, and as for the Baptists...," he shuddered as though someone had just poured water into his whisky, "even more so. I know for a fact that they would not approve of what I am doing. But if they knew, they would just pray for me, so they're fairly harmless. But I digress. I'm convinced that it is imperative for the future of the human race, that a way be found urgently around this ban. As I said before Mr. Riffkin, time changes things and I believe that the Supreme Entity has revealed to me the solution to the problem. I have recently discovered that there is a way around it. Pour me another glass of that ambrosia and I will explain more."
His glass was indeed empty again, although Reggie didn't recall seeing him drink from it since the last refill. Reggie refilled it, noting with some concern at the same time, the rapidly falling level of the whisky in the bottle.
"Now," said Horace, seemingly completely unaffected by the generous prescriptions of his personal physician's medicine that he had been imbibing. "There was a gentleman named Nimrod, the mighty hunter and conqueror. He was a descendant of Ham, one of Noah's three sons. So, as he was post-diluvian, he had no angel blood. But he conquered many cities and lands. Indeed, Babel, later known as Babylon, was the first of his conquests. He, as my studies have revealed, longed as do I, for the presence of the superbeings on the earth. He was visited in a dream by one of the sons of God, and told that they were again desirous of marrying the beautiful daughters of men. The angel gave a formula, prayer, spell, call it what you will, to him, that would open the portal again, free the ‘sons’ from their chains as it were, and enable them to again descend and marry the daughters of men. But in the end, he did not do it, because his empire was spreading rapidly, and he feared that the Nephilim would take it from him.
“He had become like most conquerors, rather tyrannical and greedy. So his commitment to open the portal wavered, but he could see that there would be a time in the future when it would be desirable to open that portal. In typical self-serving dictator style, as long as it didn't affect him adversely he thought it would be a good thing. He did not write this down, but he passed it verbally to a trusted member of his family, along with much other wisdom that he gained over the years of his life, with instructions that it be passed on to every generation. Eventually, it was written down but lost for many millennia."
Horace paused, and looked intently at Reggie, to see if he was following this long speech. Reggie was still listening with his eyes as yet unglazed, so Horace, showing remarkable restraint, took a smallish sip from his glass, cleared his throat and continued.
"The Wisdom of Nimrod eventually was rediscovered, and in around 1780 a small quantity of an English translation was printed. It aroused no interest and soon disappeared, it was thought, forever. But just last month, I was made aware of the existence of one surviving copy, and I know that the source of this information is reliable. It is believed that no copies survive in other languages. I was visited by one of the sons of God in a dream, Mr. Riffkin, as was Nimrod. The difference was that although the angel told me that they wished to marry the daughters of men again, and promised that the world would forever revere the name of Horace Ponsonby if I could help them attain this goal, he was not at liberty to again give me the formula to bring this about. This can never been done again. But he told me of the precise location of this book and even took me to the place in a dream, and showed me the owner of the premises upon which the book is located. That is how I know that the source of the information is reliable, Mr. Riffkin. It was given to me by an angel."
He glanced again at Reggie, who was still listening intently. "All I want you to do Mr. Riffkin, is to go and try to obtain that copy, or at least view it, and copy, photograph or memorise the relevant pages. Bring them back to me in readable form, and you will receive your payment, and the bonus I promised you. It's a very simple task, Mr. Riffkin, and lucrative for you. I would do it myself if I were a younger man, but unfortunately my personal physician won't allow me to travel by air and the mission needs to be conducted with secrecy, which is why I have approached an obscure and cash-challenged investigator, of whom almost nobody has ever heard, namely yourself. For me, 'the sands of time are sinking', Mr. Riffkin, and before I disappear beneath those sands, I would like to leave a legacy for which the world will thank me eternally. My name will not be forgotten, Mr. Riffkin."
Once again Reggie felt a little hurt to be described in less than complimentary terms, but obviously Horace Ponsonby was not a man who was strong in the area of tact, and he let the comment pass unchallenged.
"Where is this copy rumoured to be located?" enquired Reggie.
"Not far away, Mr. Riffkin, it's in Prague in the Czech Republic," said Horace. "Just a short trip, find the book, bring the copies of the relevant pages back to me. It should take only one or two days at most."
"Prague?" repeated Reggie.
"Yes, Mr. Riffkin. It's really very close. I have an air ticket purchased in your name, You will leave tomorrow afternoon. An hotel booking has also been made for you."
"Where is the exact suspected location of the book?" asked Reggie.
"Patience Mr. Riffkin," replied Horace. "I will leave you a small folder with all the information you require, and I would ask that you destroy all but the air ticket and the cash retainer when you have memorised the information. I happen to know that your passport was renewed just six weeks ago, so there's no problem there."
Reggie gasped. "How do you know that?" he demanded.
"I have reliable sources, Mr. Riffkin," came the calm reply. "I do not leave such things to chance. Now do you have any final questions before embarking on this vital mission?"
"Yes, I do have a question," said Reggie.
"Proceed, Mr. Riffkin," said Horace. "I will strive to the utmost to satisfy your query."
"You mentioned enemies earlier in this conversation," said Reggie. "Who are these enemies, and do they know about this mission of yours?"
"Well, we all have enemies," said Horace "I believe that even you yourself had an enemy in the shape of Fangs Roberts, and later the vicar, if my reading of the situation is correct. I think that it is unlikely that you and the vicar walked together hand in hand as brothers after the incident to which you referred."
"Well, yes, it's true that if our paths crossed, the vicar was rather distant towards me after that episode," said Reggie, "but vicars are generally relatively harmless. Something tells me that your enemies may not have been defanged to the same extent as the average vicar."
"It is true that some of my enemies could present a problem if they knew about this mission," replied Horace. "Which is why I have come here in the utmost secrecy to you. Rest assured that those who would wish to interfere with my mission, are completely unaware of its existence, and of yours too for that matter. There are misguided individuals who would try to prevent me from inviting the sons of God to earth to marry again, based on their own greed and desire for power. I won't go into all the details of that just now, Mr. Riffkin. I can assure you that you will be finished this mission before they are aware of its existence. There are also those who assert that the sons of God are actually fallen angels, or demons if you prefer the old-fashioned word, but the angel who appeared to me in my dream was a creature of great beauty, and it's quite impossible that such a creature could be of Luciferian origin. Not a cloven hoof, forked tail or horn in evidence, Mr. Riffkin."
For some reason, Reggie didn't feel very confident about these assurances, but he also felt the pressure to do this job, and receive the bonus which would set him up for a very long time.
"There is a telephone number in this folder for you to memorise and destroy," said Horace, producing a small folder from his inner pocket and handing it to Reggie. "You can call this number if you have any queries, or to report that you have accomplished your mission. You will be given a new number to call every time you contact us. When you call, give the password, 'the daughters are fair' and your call will be accepted. You will not hear from me again Mr. Riffkin. Your dealings will be with my trusted subordinates in future. And by the way, please don't use a credit card. All transactions are to be in cash only. Oh, one more thing; give me your bank account details, and when I am satisfied that you have obtained the book I will transfer your fee and commission into your account."
Reggie wrote his bank account number down on a sheet of notepaper and gave it to Horace, who placed it carefully in his wallet. He then produced an expensive-looking cellphone from his pocket and pressed a speed dial number. "Ah, Snitterington," he said after a delay of about five seconds. "Fifteen minutes. You know where."
He terminated the call, rose to his feet, and began embalming himself in the pile of clothes draped over the back of the other chair. When he had mummified himself completely again, he turned to Reggie, and said, "Goodbye Mr. Riffkin and thank you for your hospitality. I know that you will be successful in your mission. The future of the human race depends upon your success. It is doomed if you fail Mr. Riffkin. I will see myself out. Perhaps the defective light-bulb has miraculously been replaced while we conferred."
He turned, walked to the door, opened it, and left the room. Reggie jumped to his feet and went to the door, just in time to hear Horace Ponsonby call, "I fear that the hoped-for miracle has not taken place, Mr. Riffkin. The bulb is still not operating. Perhaps when you receive your emolument for this job, you will be able to afford to have a workman replace the bulb for you."
Reggie did not respond; he just watched Horace make his way carefully down the stairs, pause at the doorway onto the street, then open the door and walk purposefully away to the right.
Reggie went back to his desk, closing his office door. Why did he feel uneasy about this job? Perhaps because people who claimed to be doing God's will were often doing the very opposite, or just using the words as an excuse to perpetrate their own crazy ideas. And for goodness' sake, a visitation by an angel to give Horace the information? He was placing himself amongst such as Abraham and the Virgin Mary in receiving an angelic visitation? Obviously barking mad! But, he needed the money, and this was a rare opportunity. Besides, the whole idea of 'The Wisdom of Nimrod' and a portal for the 'sons of God' was ridiculous and how could he possibly be doing any harm? The book, if it existed was probably a work of fiction, and any formula in it also a work of fiction and therefore ineffective. He was just helping a crazy old man to fulfil a dream that he would be remembered with gratitude by the human race for many millennia. A rich crazy old man, he reminded himself.
He stood up, then went to a bookshelf near the filing cabinet, and picked out his battered copy of 'Who's Who?' He flipped through the pages, found the P's and located the name 'Horace Smutteringworth Ponsonby' and read the entry with interest. It seemed that his client was loaded like a trans-Saharan camel, being heavily involved in many major banks and financial institutions, the names of which would be known to most people. Yes, he had it by the sackful all right. Probably the mattressful as well.
Next, Reggie turned his attention to the folder that Horace had left him. In it, as expected, was a return air ticket to Prague in his name, for a flight leaving at 2 p.m. tomorrow. Also inside was a pile of thirty crisp £100 notes. His retainer and expenses money. There was also a piece of paper on which was typed the name, 'Zlotymer Paranovsky' and what looked like a random collection of characters typed by a four year old but which he surmised was the Czech language. He realised that this was the address at which Zlotymer Paranovsky could be located. Also on this sheet of paper was the title ‘The Wisdom of Nimrod’, 1780, and the words “chapter entitled 'The Pathway of the sons of God' or similar wording”.
One thing that had been a major help to Reggie over the years was a photographic memory. He could study a page for a short time, and then up until about one month later sit down and reproduce it perfectly. There was an interesting note adjacent to Zlotymer Paranovsky's name. 'Caution, this man is of a very unattractive and repellent appearance. However, try not to vomit upon first sight of him as he deems this to be an insult and is likely to be very uncooperative should you so insult him.'
Reggie studied the page for a few minutes, until he was sure that he had every letter memorised in his mind. Next was a slip of paper bearing only a phone number. This he also rapidly committed to memory. One last slip of paper with the name, address and phone number of an hotel. Presumably this was where he had been booked to stay. That was it! Nothing more remained in the folder. He took the three pieces of paper into his tiny toilet and burnt them in the washbasin, washing the ashes down the plug hole. Then he went back to his desk, and placed the cash and air ticket in his wallet.
I'll go and have that drink now with some human company, he decided. Somehow he couldn't readily place Horace in that category.
He returned the seriously depleted bottle of Scotch to the 'W' for whisky drawer in his filing cabinet, but left the two empty glasses on his desk, awaiting his return from his assignment. Then he put his coat on, locked the door, and descended the stairs again. This time no mummies interfered with his plans, and he shut and locked the doorway to the stairs and proceeded in the direction of his favourite watering hole. It was just a five minute walk away, and as he walked he mused on the afternoon's events. It was like a strange dream in a way.
CHAPTER 2
As he approached 'Ye Olde Thirsty Hedgehog' his reverie was interrupted by a loud shout of,
"Well, dash my buttons, as I live and breathe, if it isn't good old Reggie Riffkin! How are you old artichoke?"
Reggie looked up. Good grief, was that Montgomery Ptarmigan-Pthompson? An old colleague of Reggie's from university days, (Reggie had dropped out of university after a couple of years), who Reggie had not sighted for at least five years, and then only briefly. Montgomery (usually called Monty by his friends), came from a wealthy family, and had never been short of cash. Most of his spare time was spent in various gentleman's clubs, eating, drinking and being generally merry. For some reason he enjoyed living like an aristocrat from the early twentieth century, even down to his mannerisms and vocabulary. His conversations with his friends could contain insults and compliments in the same sentence but his eccentricity was good-natured.
It was generally held that in his impressionable years he had been much influenced by the superb writings of P.G. Wodehouse. However, he was a jovial person, and Reggie and he had always got on well together. His appearance was always dapper, a little old fashioned in keeping with his adopted persona but not excessively so. He was fairly thin, hair still dark brown, fairly long thin nose, blue eyes.
"Well, Monty Ptarmigan-Pthompson! What are you doing in this part of the world? Last I heard you were incarcerated in your uncle's house, taking care of the old viper."
"Croaked, my dear old bucket of castor oil. Took him a long time, but he left me a sizeable legacy as a token of his undying gratitude. He was a cantankerous old piranha, and I can tell you I earned every penny. I underwent great hardship. Some days I could barely squeeze in two or three hours at the club. What are you up to these days old tarantula?"
Reggie nodded in the direction of the Thirsty Hedgehog. "Come in with me and have a drink, and I'll tell you," he said. "I realise that this isn't the type of bar you would normally grace with your presence, but it's all I can afford these days."
"Fallen on hard times, have we, old pineapple?" enquired Monty solicitously. "I will accept your invitation and listen to you crying into your beer. I've wondered sporadically how life has been treating you."
They entered the rather ordinary looking door of the Hedgehog, and Reggie made a beeline for his favourite end of the bar, followed by Monty. It was a small bar, and fairly thinly populated, the time being 4.25pm. After 5pm it would get busier.
Monty ordered some fancy cocktail that the barman had never heard of, and settled for something less exotic, while Reggie received his Scotch without having to ask for it.
"So old scorpion, you were looking uncharacteristically thoughtful when I spotted you. Tell me what happened to make you throw aside your carefree persona and don the appearance of a constipated warthog."
"Ze life," said Reggie, "as the French say so eloquently, she is ze bitch!"
"Oh, I couldn't agree more, old polecat. She can indeed be ze bitch, and a dog-pound full of bitches on occasions. But what did she do to you to create a face like that of a heartbroken rhinoceros?"
"Well, oddly enough, today she delivered me the chance of a substantial bonus and upturn in my fortune...."
"Well done, old dose of salts. Then let us break forth into unrestrained joy and make merry, casting aside all that would hinder celebration and give us the countenances of warthogs and rhinoceri!"
"But oddly enough, I don't feel happy about it," continued Reggie.
"How so my dear old faceful of pepper spray?" enquired Monty.
Reggie gave Monty a resumé of his life since leaving the police force, and also a brief overview of his interview with Horace, but gave no details of Horace's identity or particulars of the assignment he had undertaken. He simply explained that he felt there was something not right about the job and he wasn't fully at ease with it.
"But from the little you've told me, old sackful of caviar, it sounds like money for jam. Simple task, big bonus. What could be better?"
"That's the thing Monty. When something sounds too good to be true, it usually is."
"True, O King," responded Monty. "There is that aspect that life likes to place your foot firmly on a banana skin just when you think she is about to be kind to you at last."
"Exactly!" said Reggie. "That's what worries me."
They had a few more drinks together, talked about other matters, and caught up on each other's progress over the years, until Reggie started to feel rather hungry. He looked at his watch. They'd been in the Thirsty Hedgehog for more than two hours. "I'd better be on my way now Monty. Have to pack my toothbrush for Prague for tomorrow. I'm going there on this job. Give me your number and I'll get in touch with you again as soon as I'm back."
"Of course, old fritter," said Monty. "And call me any time if you need assistance. I'm footloose and fancy-free these days, not to mention more than adequately funded. I can go to Prague or anywhere else at the drop of a hat. Only too happy to do anything to assist."
They exchanged cellphone numbers, shook hands, and went in opposite directions, vowing to get in touch with each other soon. Monty headed for the club and dinner that had been his original destination, and Reggie to catch a bus home.
"Funny day," said Reggie to himself, as he walked the short distance to the bus stop. His bus trip home took the usual thirty minutes, and he continued to reflect as he walked the few hundred metres to his apartment from the bus stop. As usual, he stopped to inspect his old Corona which was parked on the street, as close to his apartment as he could get it.
"Well old girl," he said, "looks like I can afford to put some petrol in your tank tomorrow, and you can have the privilege of taking me to the airport."
As he entered the front door of his small apartment building and ascended the stairs to his first floor apartment, the sound of 'The Robin's Return' being mercilessly slaughtered on a piano grew steadily louder. The fearful din came from one of the two apartments on the second floor. 'I wonder when Roger's parents will figure out that their beloved son's choice of career is more likely to lean towards a hit-man for the mafia, than a sensitive concert pianist', he thought. 'No chance of any robins returning if they hear that racket. I should imagine that this will be a robin-free zone until Roger rebels and refuses to play any more' (the day for which the entire population of the apartment building was earnestly praying, especially the old atheist on the second floor), 'or he leaves to commence his career carrying violin cases for gentlemen from a certain Mediterranean isle'.
He reached his front door, unlocked it and entered, tossing his coat on the sofa. He shut the door and locked it, and the discordant shrieks of the expiring robin faded into the background. He half expected to find evidence of unwanted visitors, (police and PI work tended to make you a very suspicious person, perhaps second only to lawyers in the area of lack of trust in their fellow humans), but everything seemed to be exactly as he had left it. "I'm becoming paranoid," he muttered to himself. "It's so long since I had some good luck that I'm beginning to believe that I never will, but why shouldn't I?"
He heated himself a bachelor-type snack in the microwave, watched television for a couple of hours, and then decided to shower and sleep, so he'd be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed in the morning. He lay awake for about half an hour going over the day's events in his mind, but eventually he drifted off into a dreamless sleep.
CHAPTER 3
He awoke at around 7 a.m. but his eyes and tail felt neither bright nor bushy. He'd slept pretty well, probably aided by the 'medicine' he'd partaken of with both Horace and Monty. The same medicine probably also accounted for the lack of brightness and bushiness. He showered, shaved, ate a little breakfast, washed and dried the dishes and then tossed a few clothes and other essentials into his overnight bag. Then he locked up the apartment and headed down to his car for the trip to the airport. He parked in the long-term car park, then headed for the terminal departure area, checked in and proceeded to the departure lounge. As was second nature, he kept a sharp lookout for any signs of a tail, but if he was being tailed it was by the best in the business, because he could detect no sign of anyone being remotely interested in him.
The flight was of the usual boring quality. The aircraft was almost full and as a consequence, he was sandwiched in economy class next to a morose-looking man who looked as if he was likely to attempt to leap out of the window you if you tried to engage him in conversation, and a chubby woman who spoke no English, and encroached on Reggie's seat by about fifteen centimetres. Reggie was happy to nap, drink coffee and mentally vilify Horace Ponsonby for not being a little more generous when it came to his travel arrangements. I bet that Horace never travelled economy all his life he thought. He'd never survive five minutes in this seat.
When he left his seat to visit the lavatory, he took care to unobtrusively check the faces of his fellow passengers, but he could not remember having seen any of them before. He was pretty certain that there was nobody suspicious among them, but he knew he would remember any of the faces if he saw them again.
The flight landed in Prague more or less on time, and Reggie found himself outside looking at a row of taxis much sooner than he had anticipated. The weather was overcast and a light drizzle was falling. Although the Czech Republic was a member of the EU, it had not yet adopted the Euro as its currency, so he exchanged some of his pounds for Czech koruny, and was soon in a taxi on his way to the hotel, having tried to pronounce the words as written on the note from Horace. He obviously had no talent for the Czech language and had to resort to writing the address down again for the driver. The driver looked at him sideways a few times, and then nodded, set his meter and roared away at what seemed to Reggie to be an unnecessarily brisk clip.
Prague is an old and beautiful city, through which runs the Vltava River, and a total of 18 bridges span the river. The historic city centre is on the list of UNESCO World Cultural and Natural Heritage sites in an attempt to preserve its unique beauty and historical value. Of these facts, Reggie was unaware as he clung to the door handle of the taxi to avoid being flung out of the window, as the driver apparently thought that excessive expediency was a virtue.
They eventually arrived at his hotel more or less intact. Horace's lack of generosity proved to extend from the seating arrangements on the plane to his choice of hotel. Definitely it had seen better days, and it was not the sort of hotel that Horace would have selected for himself, Reggie was very sure of that. Having ascertained with much difficulty that the room was not prepaid, Reggie's natural PI instincts told him to find alternative accommodation, and he declined to check into 'Hotel Bedbug' as he had mentally labelled it, and instead took a taxi to a hotel about 2 kilometres away that he had noticed on the way to Hotel Bedbug.
The alternative hotel proved to be an improvement, and soon thereafter Reggie was installed in his room. Much better class of bedbug here, he thought as he readied himself to shower and generally clean himself up.
This done, and feeling a belated brightness and bushiness descend upon him, and realising that the pangs of hunger were beginning to mount an increasingly virulent attack upon his inner man, he decided to go out and see what he could find in the way of food and drink.
There was a restaurant and bar downstairs in the hotel, so he decided to try his luck. It was dark outside and the drizzle had increased to a steady rain and the prospect of getting wet was unappealing. Also, it was rather chilly outside. He sat at a table in the restaurant, which had ten tables, of which six were occupied and perused the menu while he awaited the attention of a seemingly blind waiter. The same child who had typed the random letters on Horace's paper seemed to have also had a hand in typing the menu, so when the waiter eventually turned up, Reggie asked him for the day's special and a beer, and waited to see what fate would deal him. Fortunately the waiter's English was passable and so communication was possible. The beer arrived quickly, and was despatched rapidly and a replacement ordered.
The Czech people are great beer lovers, so Reggie found that the beer was excellent. This sequence was repeated three times before the food arrived, but by then Reggie's thirst was appeased and he was able to turn his attention to the plateful of food. It proved to be potato soup, followed by roast pork with dumplings and sauerkraut. Although Reggie wasn't crazy about the sauerkraut he worked his way steadily down to the bottom of the plate leaving not one morsel, and then pushed his chair back from the table with a sigh of satisfaction.
He left a tip for the waiter and his name and room number, then decided to go next door to the bar to see what was happening there. He plonked himself on a stool at the bar, and ordered a whisky. There were about six others in the bar, two suspected German men sitting at a table towards the back, and engaged in raucous conversation punctuated with uproarious laughter. Two women aged in their mid-thirties by Reggie's practised eye, sat at another table sipping martinis and chattering rapidly in a language that Reggie assumed was Czech. They were not unattractive, one blonde, one black-haired but after glancing at Reggie, they ignored him completely and continued their conversation.
The other two occupants were seated at the bar close to Reggie. One was a gloomy-looking bald man who looked like a close cousin of the morose man on the plane, and the other, two stools away from Reggie, a man who had a British look about him, and who looked hopefully at Reggie.
"You speak Henglish guv'nor?" he said.
"Yes," responded Reggie. "After a fashion."
"Mind hif Hi sit there?" He indicated the stool next to Reggie with a nod of his head.
"Be my guest," said Reggie, who was a friendly soul and always ready to chat with strangers if they proved to be so inclined. The man immediately moved next to Reggie and sat on the stool.
"Blimey mate," he said. "Hit's blinkin' good to 'ear real Henglish again. Hi've been 'ere hin Europe three weeks now hon business, hand 'aven't 'eard one word hof the Queen's Henglish. Properly spoken Hi mean guv. Hi always 'ave the devil of a job to get these foreign coves to hunderstand me."
News of the foreign coves' difficulty in understanding his accent did not surprise Reggie in the slightest. Even some Englishmen would struggle a little to fully comprehend his accent, and the fact that there were apparently some foreigners who could catch the gist of what he said was the surprising thing, particularly in view of the fact that his words were strained through a particularly lush growth of whiskers, and somewhat muffled as a consequence.
"I can't guarantee the Queen's English," said Reggie. "I hope that a rough approximation will do."
"You'll do me guv'nor," said the man. Then he extended his hand and said, "Hi'm Charlie. Charlie Lane."
Reggie shook Charlie's hand and introduced himself.
"Blimey guv," said Charlie, "your glass his hempty. Let me get you hanother drink. Scotch his hit?"
"Very kind of you," replied Reggie. "Yes, a Scotch will do nicely."
"Hi don't tell heveryone this, guv," said Charlies. "But Hi travel hin ladies' hunderwear. That's me job Hi mean, selling 'aberdashery. Hi don't hactually wear the stuff, don't get me wrong there." He chortled happily. Obviously this was a standard joke of Charlie's.
The evening passed in a companionable way. Charlie was a good conversationalist with a lot of funny stories about his life and the misunderstandings that his accent inevitably caused throughout Europe. Reggie chipped in with his share, and before he knew it, it was 10.30 p.m. and he was feeling drowsy.
"Better go and get my beauty sleep," he said, and bidding Charlie goodnight, went back to his room, brushed his teeth, washed, and inserted himself between the sheets of the double bed. He was asleep within ten minutes, and when he awoke in the morning, it seemed as though he hadn't moved all night.
CHAPTER 4
Reggie woke at around 7.30, feeling surprisingly human, with eyes and tail in good condition. He went to his window and pulled back the curtain. The rain was gone, and a watery sun was struggling to make some impact on the day. It was cloudy but some big patches of blue sky were also visible. Enough to make a few sailors a pair of pants each, thought Reggie. If the old saying is correct it should turn out fine today.
After the usual ablutions, Reggie went down to the dining room, and stowed away a sizeable breakfast. He wrote down the address of Zlotymer Paranovsky for the use of the taxi driver, realising that verbally trying to reproduce the address would be futile. He tried to pass reception without handing in his key, but the receptionist called after him and asked for it, so he had no choice but to hand it in. He went out through the lobby onto the street and walked briskly for about half a kilometre, checking as usual to see if he was being tailed, ducking down the odd side street and then doubling back in an attempt to catch anyone following by surprise. When he was satisfied that he was not the object of anyone's interest, he hailed a cab, and showed the driver Zlotymer's address.
The driver nodded, and Reggie said, "Is it far?" To his surprise the driver understood him, and replied, "Not far, twenty minutes."
This forecast was surprisingly accurate, (eighteen minutes by Reggie's watch), when the taxi pulled up outside a very ancient looking row of shops. The driver indicated a narrow alleyway at the end of the shops and said, "Number you are wanting is down there I think."
"Thank you," said Reggie, getting out of the taxi. He paid the driver, including a small tip, and then headed for the alleyway. It was short, and the only door was in a very seedy looking building, totally invisible from the street. Again there seemed to be nobody around interested in him. Reggie paused in front of the door. For some reason he felt a little nervous, remembering Horace's warning about Zlotymer's appearance, then he knocked loudly on the door. He waited a couple of minutes, and then repeated the knocking. This time, after about a minute, some noises emanated from inside the door, and then the door knob moved and the door opened with a considerable amount of noise.
A being stood in the doorway. Horace's warning was well-founded. Nobody viewing Zlotymer's face for the first time, did so without a severe jolt to their nervous system, even if they had been pre-warned as to what to expect. Nothing could prepare a person for the harsh reality. The face in question was not a sight that the squeamish or faint-hearted were able to assimilate without severe and permanent emotional scarring. Fortunately not many of the general public got to see this sight. The word ugly is totally inadequate, as are grotesque, hideous and repulsive. He looked like a model for a Notre Dame gargoyle which had been rejected as too frightening for general display. The ears were knobbly and extremely large with gnome-like points. Had he been able to move them rapidly, flight was not out of the question.
The eyes were sunk very deep into their sockets and thus very hard to see, but the visible parts seemed to be predominantly a reddish colour. The nose was likewise knobbly, huge and wide, but also hooked, which combination is not generally accepted as particularly attractive (except amongst the Mgloobi tribe of the Finnish Congo, who are very few in number and in danger of extinction, for obvious reasons).
The chin was also hooked, pointing upwards, allowing only a few centimetres clearance between it and the end of the nose. Hidden somewhere in between was the mouth, which looked (had one been able to see it clearly without interference from nose and chin), more similar to a toad's mouth than that of any other creature, human or otherwise. The hair was long and uncombed, a greenish-grey colour, with about half a dozen bald spots varying between three or four centimetres in diameter, to around six centimetres. Add to this foundation an impressive collection of warts, lumpy substances and multi-hued skin blemishes and the unpleasant picture was complete. The rest of his body was relatively normal-looking, and his height about 5 feet. His clothing was rather scruffy.
Reggie was not unaffected by the sight, even though he had faced many a villain in his day without flinching. On this occasion, he flinched, but the flinch was only momentary, and he quickly recovered his usual equilibrium. The admonition against vomiting given by Horace in the note proved to be unnecessary, although Reggie could see that there would be those for whom it would be a useful instruction but probably pointless, as at the sight of Zlotymer, you would either vomit or not, regardless of the warning.
"Good morning", he said calmly. "I believe that you must be Zlotymer Paranovsky, the head librarian of this establishment. I was referred here by a client of mine. My name is Reggie Riffkin, private investigator."
The gargoyle glared at him, possibly suspiciously, although with the eyes almost invisible it was hard to tell if it was a suspicious glare or not, but there were definitely no signs of a twinkle in them. Nor did he confirm or deny his identity. Just as Reggie was wondering if he should increase the decibel level and repeat the introduction, he perceived the beginning of movement between the nose and chin. Then a voice emerged, definitely in need of some oil, and somewhat crackly.
"Ve are not haffing visitors many here," creaked the gargoyle.
No surprise there, thought Reggie. What on earth is that accent? Sounds like a cross between Germanoczechohungarian, Transylvanian Vampirese and Eastern Westphalian. Reggie prided himself on his knowledge of British and European accents, and his ability to pinpoint the origin of a person by their accent, but Zlotymer’s had him baffled.
"Vat is it you vanting are?"
"I believe that you have in your collection some books that may assist me and my client," said Reggie politely. "I'd very much like to examine your library for a few hours to see if I can find anything that will help me."
"Zis is not a library free being," crackled the gargoyle. "You vill haff to be paying 1,000 koruny efery hour to use zis suppository of information and gems of wisdom ancient."
1,000 koruny was a lot, be it for the examination of suppository, repository or depository and Reggie, having some Scottish blood, was not keen to cough up much from his expenses advance. He calculated that it was around fifty U.S. dollars per hour. He had no idea how many hours of searching it would take, and maybe at the end, there would be no success. But this was the reason he was here in Prague, and needs must when Zlotymer drives, so he said, "750 koruny!" He was hoping that he would get away with 800, but it was not to be.
The gargoyle said, and his voice sounded stronger now, "Ze knowledge is priceless and ze price is 1,000 koruny each hour. Do not my time vith mints of argue vaste", and he began to close the door.
Reggie knew that he had lost this round so he quickly shoved his foot in the door and said sourly, "OK. 1,000 koruny an hour."
"Off course," said Zlotymer. "Velcome to ze suppository off all visdom." He pushed the door open just wide enough for Reggie to squeeze in. The door creaked very loudly again; obviously any 1,000 koruny per hour that Zlotymer received was not spent on oil.
Reggie found himself in an average-sized room, dimly lit by two dust-covered light bulbs and full of ancient wooden shelves, all crammed with even more ancient looking books, from enormous tomes, to slim booklets. This took a little time to ascertain, as his eyes took a few minutes to adjust to the gloom. There was, of course the expected musty smell of ancient books. Old paper, old leather binding, old glue, old ink, as well as another unidentified odour which permeated the room. It was not a pleasant odour. Probably old gargoyle.
"For vat in particular is it zat you seek?" asked Zlotymer. Reggie noticed that his voice seemed to be continuing to gain strength. Probably rusty from lack of use, thought Reggie. I'm probably the first victim to come here for weeks. Now he's using his vocal cords again, his voice is getting stronger.
"I'm looking for an English language book, published in 1780," said Reggie. He wasn't prepared to give the title to Zlotymer unless he was really desperate.
"Ze English language books are ze shelf ofer zere on," said Zlotymer, indicating a bank of floor to ceiling shelves against the far wall. Reggie's heart sank. There were several thousands of books to sort through, a lot of 1,000 koruny if he had to go through most of them.
"How are they arranged?" he asked. "Alphabetically by author?"
A strange noise came from Zlotymer, like a cat receiving an unexpected fleabite on the rump. After a few seconds the noise was repeated, and Reggie realised that the gargoyle was laughing.
"Off course not," wheezed Zlotymer. "You too kvickly vill find if by alphabet zey arranged are."
The old rogue, thought Reggie. At least he's honest about being dishonest I suppose and he's kept the languages separate from each other, so I guess it could be worse.
"You a thieving rascal are," Reggie said to Zlotymer, who obviously received this as a compliment, and repeated the cat and rump fleabite noise several times.
Nothing for it I suppose, thought Reggie. I have to start somewhere, so I'll start in the middle, work right for a couple of shelves, and then go back and work left for a couple. I just hope that Murphy's Law doesn't operate here. If it does, then whatever shelf I look at last will be the one I want.
He checked the time that he began his search. 9.45 a.m.
He almost fell over a rickety ladder standing between two sets of shelves, so he propped it up and climbed up to the top shelf to begin his search. The books could not have been arranged more randomly, and he realised that this was done purposely by Zlotymer. There was nothing remotely near the year 1780, and he couldn't see much evidence of wisdom of any sort in any of the books he looked through. There were a few books concerned with diseases of livestock in 16th century England, and some more recent publications, including one on ailments of the foot of the ferret, (1842) and another concerned with problems of the teeth of the red deer (1852). He worked his way down from ceiling to floor. Nothing!
Then he started on the next row. There were some cookery books from Ancient Persia and Iceland, a book entitled “Murder, Mayhem and Pillaging for Beginners:A Vikings Guide”, by Eric the Pillager, a very short book of translated 17th century German jokes, a set of nine large volumes of the foolish statements of Henry VIII, a book by Vlad the Impaler, entitled “Impaling for Pleasure and Profit – Helping Your Enemies Get the Point” and then a few books of Ancient Druidic history, but of Nimrod no sign.
The morning passed. Reggie's hands were black with dust and he was sneezing regularly, as every time he pulled a book out of the shelf, a small cloud of dust arose. If the title of the book was visible on the spine, he did not need to remove it, but most of the spines were unreadable and so he was forced to remove them to open them and read the title page. Zlotymer hovered around, no doubt chalking up every hour and counting the morning's cash in his head.
At 12.45, after three hours of sneezing and squinting at titles in the semi-gloom, he decided to stop for a lunch break. Zlotymer insisted that he pay the three hours before he left the building, of course.
Reggie walked a short distance, found a café, and ate some lunch and drank some coffee, and then returned to continue his quest. He was wishing that he had brought someone to assist him in this tedious task. Another two and a half hours passed, and Reggie was getting decidedly grumpy. He was about 80 percent through the shelves and ready to call it a day, but he knew that he had to persist and find this book today. If he had to come back tomorrow, he wouldn't put it past Zlotymer to spend the night rearranging the books so that Reggie wouldn't know what he'd checked already.
Let me test Murphy's Law, thought Reggie suddenly. What would be the last shelf I would check?
He realised that he wouldn't check the bottom right shelf last if he worked through them all, because Murphy's Law decreed that it would more than likely not be there because of the general contrariness of this fiendishly cunning law. Maybe he would check the shelf above it, which would have been the last shelf he would have checked. He went to the shelf. Just like all the others! He quickly went through reading the legible titles on the spines, and then pulling out the others to look inside. Nothing! So much for that theory, he thought.
Then he noticed that two large volumes were standing out further than the others, by a few centimetres. Just odd sized books I guess! But he pulled them out again, and felt behind them. There was something there! He pulled out a book, that had been placed behind the other books, at the back of the shelf and invisible in the gloomy light of the library. For some reason his heartbeat increased. The book was about two centimetres thick and the spine had no lettering on it.
He opened the book and in the gloom of Zlotymer's library, read the words, 'The Wisdom of Nimrod, the Mighty Hunter'. His hand trembled, Here it was! Murphy's Law did not operate in the Czech Republic! Or if it did, he was the first person to beat it! Something inside him told him that he should not let Zlotymer know that he had found what he was seeking, and what the title of the book was.
Quickly he flicked through the chapters. Chapter four was the one. It was entitled, 'The Pathway of Invitation to the sons of God'. It was only three pages long. Reggie thought quickly.
I can't copy this down without Zlotymer seeing me do it. I can't take the book out to photocopy it. I guess it's the old memory again.
He studied each of the three pages for about two minutes each. Then, when he was satisfied that he could reproduce them, he replaced the book exactly where it had been, and continued his search for the benefit of Zlotymer.
After another half hour of pretend searching, he stopped and said to Zlotymer, "I've finished now. What I'm looking for is not here."
"Zat is a shame being," said Zlotymer. "Sad is it zat you haff much money spent for a book searching zat zere is not. Another hours four you paying are."
Reggie reluctantly forked out the cash, bade farewell to Zlotymer, and retreated from the library, trying to look dejected as a man would who has spent a day in a futile search.
Inwardly he was exultant. Well, dash my buttons, to quote Monty. The book does exist. Mission accomplished! Bonus in sight!
He quickly hailed a cab and headed back to the hotel. He would return home tomorrow morning to report success to Horace's subordinates.
As soon as Reggie left the building, Zlotymer picked up the receiver of a very ancient-looking phone, and dialled a number. After maybe ten seconds it was answered and Zlotymer began to speak (or perhaps croak is a better word).
"Herringsky searchen hoursen zeffen. Affirmatczechen bookenfounden Nimrodsky. Bookenconscealden backenshelfen bookietua, nefferzelessen bookenfounden, schmartenmor herringsky zen issenlookentoobeesky. Nein, nein, nein, znotnowen zatzlotymernowenbookenfounden Nimrodsky. Issentinken zlotymertinken nottenbookenfounden Nimrodsky."
Apparently the strange language that Zlotymer spoke was understood by the person on the other end of the phone. The cat and flea noise followed, repeated once or twice, as someone on the other end of the phone apparently congratulated Zlotymer on his extreme cunning and guile, which were obviously considered to be great assets in the circles Zlotymer moved in. After a few more seconds, Zlotymer hung up the phone, and commenced counting his day's earnings, accompanied by more repetition of the cat and flea noise.
CHAPTER 5
As Reggie neared his hotel, he noticed a large restaurant and asked the taxi driver to drop him there. It was about three quarters full, and Reggie selected a table about halfway down and picked up the menu to peruse it, after scanning to see if there were any suspicious-looking faces there. There appeared not to be.
The menu was pretty much incomprehensible again, with such dishes as 'bramborová polévka', 'svícková' and 'hovezí polévka s játrovými knedlícky'. So when the rather attractive waitress came to his table, he asked, "Do you speak English?"
She responded in almost perfect English, "But of course sir, I lived in England for three years."
He asked her to translate some of the menu items for him, until she mentioned one that sounded appetising to him, chicken (kuře) served with potato salad and potato dumplings, and he ordered that, as well as a bottle of beer, to help wash Zlotymer's dust from his throat, and apple strudel for dessert.
"They certainly like their potatoes and beer here," he said to himself. "If I stay here very long I'll double my weight."
As he sipped thankfully at his first beer, he reflected on the day's events. He'd found the book, but why had it been concealed at the back of the shelf behind the two other books? If Zlotymer didn't want him to find it, why not simply remove it until he'd given up his search? It didn't make sense. Maybe it was just a coincidence that that particular book was hidden there, but that seemed unlikely. The uneasy feeling that he had felt when talking to Horace returned. Something didn't seem right.
He pushed the thoughts aside when his food arrived, and concentrated his attack on the meal until his plate was denuded of food. He took his time, drank a few more beers, and was just about to ask for his bill, when a man seemingly materialised by his table. Reggie received quite a start, because he hadn't heard or seen the man approach.
"Mr. Riffkin," the man stated.
The man was tall, dark and quite handsome, around six feet three inches tall by Reggie's estimation. He was dressed in an immaculate business suit which had an Italian and therefore expensive look He looked like a high-powered business executive, and exuded an air of authority.
Reggie was, of course, shocked to hear himself addressed by name, and caught a little off guard. Maybe he's from the hotel and heard my name there, he thought.
"Ah, yes, my name is Riffkin," he replied.
"Yes, I know. It wasn't a question," responded the man. "May I sit at your table for a few minutes? I have something important to tell you."
"Oh, OK, yes of course," replied Reggie, and the man sat down in the chair opposite Reggie's. Already the attractive English-speaking waitress was hovering nearby, fluttering her eyelashes like a pair of flags in a force ten gale. She spoke to the stranger, who replied in what to Reggie sounded like fluent Czech, but it could have been fluent Urdu for all he knew, and the girl went away looking deflated. If she'd been a dog, her tail would have been between her legs, but as Reggie had already observed, she definitely wasn't a dog.
"Mr. Riffkin, you are here in Prague on a mission for Horace Ponsonby," continued the man. "I'm here to urge you to discontinue whatever work may remain on this project, and return to your country . I know that you are planning to return tomorrow and pass the information you successfully obtained to Ponsonby's henchmen, but I'm strongly recommending that, for your own safety, you report that you are unable to complete your mission. Ponsonby will be very displeased of course, but Ponsonby's displeasure means great rejoicing in more responsible circles."
Reggie wasn't sure what to make of this statement. How did this man know he'd been successful? Just guessing perhaps? And how did he know the reason for his visit to Prague, and how did he know about Horace Ponsonby? There seemed little point in denying his involvement with Horace. The man obviously knew about it in more detail than Reggie would have liked.
"May I ask where your information comes from?" enquired Reggie. "How do you know who sent me here, and the result of my investigation?"
"Believe me, Mr. Riffkin, there is huge interest in this matter on many levels, and the future of the human race depends on your not passing the information you have obtained to Ponsonby. We follow Ponsonby's activities with great interest, especially as he is obsessed with his plan which will spell disaster for all humankind."
"Horace Ponsonby says that the future of the human race depends on his receiving this information," said Reggie. "He says that allowing the sons of God access to the daughters of men again will inject the human race with wisdom and end wars and other such problems. Also, I have contracted with him, and stand to lose a large bonus if I fail. I really need that cash. If I report failure, his anger will be directed against me, I'm sure."
"We are aware of your financial constraints," said the man. "All we can do is ask that you place the future of the human race ahead of your own financial requirements. I can assure you, that we are not in a position to forcibly prevent you from passing the information on to Ponsonby, and we will not in any way harm you. But, there are those who are not so benevolent as ourselves, and are not in the slightest bit concerned with your well-being and who also wish to prevent you passing this information to Ponsonby. Should you continue with your plans, they may well find you before you can get home and contact him, and they will not be as kindly disposed to you as we are. In fact, they are very unpleasant people and would happily roast you on a spit if they thought it would serve their purposes. It would have been best if you had been able to destroy the book to prevent it ever falling into the hands of either of these groups of people, but of course you had no way of knowing that it has such evil potential."
Reggie was feeling decidedly uncomfortable, as well as very deflated. He'd been very happy at such an easy conclusion to his task, and now this guy was asking him to throw it all away. But there was something about this man, a very real air of authority, something indefinable, and yet compelling.
"Who are the 'we' you refer to?" asked Reggie. "And how do I know that what you say is correct? I have Horace Ponsonby's word against yours. How do I know that he isn't in the right, and the human race depends on the success of his mission? But my feeling is that the whole thing is fiction, designed to boost his galaxy-sized ego."
Up until now, the sons of God, and the 'Wisdom of Nimrod' had not been mentioned, and Reggie was reluctant to mention them, in case the man didn't know about them and was fishing for more information. But his next words dispelled that hope.
"'The Wisdom of Nimrod' is unfortunately not fiction and it has the potential to be devastating to the human race," the man replied. "However, the word 'wisdom' is fiction in this context. The 'Wisdom' of Nimrod is extreme foolishness in actual fact. Nimrod, despite his legendary hunting skills, and his propensity and gift for conquering, was in some ways a rather foolish man, whose intellectual skills did not match the skills for which he is best known. Again I urge you not to pass on any information that you have uncovered in your search. The offspring of the sons of God who could be unleashed upon the earth are not the salvation of the human race as naïve and foolish people such as Ponsonby think. Rather the opposite. It is true that the men of renown mentioned in Genesis 6 verse 4, were the first generation of Nephilim, and some of them were beneficial to the human race. But as their blood became more and more mixed with humans, the superior characteristics were diminished, and the negative magnified.You ask who 'we' are. All I can tell you is that I represent an influential body which has been in existence long enough to know the damage that these beings can cause."
He paused and looked steadily at Reggie. "Again I tell you that we have no authority to physically prevent you from doing whatever you wish with this information. We will not harm you, I promise you that."
"I'm feeling rather confused," confessed Reggie. "I have two conflicting points of view on this. How can I know for sure who is correct? Horace told me that he was visited in a dream by one of these angels, so he knows it to be absolutely true."
The man smiled sadly. "Ponsonby is obviously unfamiliar with 2nd Corinthians Chapter 11 verse 14, which states that the devil himself can appear as an angel of light. Of course few who are visited by that particular 'angel' recognise him for who he is. It is very difficult for most people to believe that immense beauty can mask immense evil. Many false religions have been started by men who were unable to grasp this fact, and were fooled by the physical beauty of the 'angel of light' who appeared to them. Humans tend to be very much influenced by outward appearances, it's inbuilt into human nature. Ponsonby, for all his alleged knowledge on the subject of the Nephilim, is woefully ignorant of their origin.
“When the time is right, you will receive confirmation that will be conclusive to you. In the meantime, I suggest that you exercise great caution, trust nobody, and do not return home by the same means you came here. I suggest that you find another means of transport out of the Czech Republic, and exercise your PI skills in avoiding detection by other interested parties. If possible, I urge you to join forces with a trusted ally for your own protection. Ponsonby has done the equivalent of a Zimbabwean shouting rude words at Robert Mugabe, and will stir up a vipers nest of indescribable horrors."
He pushed his chair away from the table. "My task is completed, Mr. Riffkin," he said. "Now I will leave you. I can say that we have confidence in your integrity and are sure that you will come through this situation creditably. Oh, by the way, I'll leave this reference with you. It's a pity that Ponsonby didn't go a little further with his quote to you, and quote verses 5,6 and 7 and also 12 and 13 of that same chapter." He stood up. "Goodbye, Mr. Riffkin."
"Oh, well, thanks," said Reggie, somewhat surprised by the abrupt departure. "By the way, I didn't catch your name. How can I contact you again if I wish to?" And as an afterthought, "and how do you know what verses Ponsonby quoted to me?"
“That's because I didn't give you a name,” replied the man. “But if you need a name to refer to in your own mind, just call me Slartibartfast." He paused, and then smiled for the first time. "Just joking Mr.Riffkin. Some of us in our... er... organisation are fans of the 'Hitch-hiker's Guide to the Galaxy' in which that ridiculous, but somewhat appealing name appears. Just call me Timothy. We know how Ponsonby operates Mr.Riffkin, I know that he would quote those verses from Genesis to you, but purposely omit the rest of the quotation. Fanatics and false teachers always quote out of context to try to prove a meaning that is not intended by the original author. You can't contact me again, but if necessary I may contact you at some point. Goodbye Mr. Riffkin.”
He turned and walked towards the door of the restaurant. Reggie sat there in a kind of stunned silence, and watched him leave the restaurant and merge with the people on the footpath. His mind began to recover from its shock, and turn over the conversation again in his head. His thoughts were interrupted by the appearance of the waitress.
"Wow, your friend is gorgeous," she gushed. "Can you give me his telephone number?"
"I'm sorry," said Reggie, "he's not my friend. I never saw him before."
"Oh, an attempted pick-up!" said the waitress looking crestfallen again. "So he's gay." She uttered a string of Czech words, that Reggie could only guess were not fit for general consumption.
"Could I have my bill please?" asked Reggie. "And, no I don't think he's gay. It was a business conversation."
The waitress brightened up. "Oh, wow, that's good," she whispered breathlessly. “I'll watch out for him. He won't get away from here again without agreeing to a date."
She was obviously an optimist at heart, as her earlier brief encounter with Timothy had given her no grounds to think that the outcome of any other conversation with him would be more positive. She disappeared to get Reggie's bill.
Reggie sat and re-ran the conversation with Timothy over in his head. The waitress returned with the bill, which he paid, and absent-mindedly told her to keep the change for herself. Judging by her reaction, the tip was too much, but Reggie was too preoccupied to care. Were there really other people who would forcibly try to prevent him from completing his mission? Or was Timothy bluffing?
Get a grip on yourself, Riffkin, he thought. He'd been a PI and policeman long enough to know that the world is seething with people who would cheerfully cut his, or indeed anybody's, throat for a packet of peppermints. Some would even cut their own throats if the price was right.
Timothy's advice was sound to his PI mind. Definitely he must not go near the airport again. Maybe a bus, train, or rental car would be the best way to leave the country. He reflected also that it would be good to have an ally with him. Although the downside to that was that it made him a larger target, but there were also ways it could work to his advantage.
Suddenly he remembered Monty and his offer to go anywhere at the drop of a hat. He pulled his cellphone out of his inner pocket and checked his contacts list. There was Monty's number. He made a sudden decision, for better or for worse. He pushed the button to dial Monty's number. After a pause, the phone began to ring, probably in some riotous club in the heart of the city. The phone rang for a long time and Reggie decided that Monty was probably sleeping off the effects of a hard afternoon's social activities. Then, just as Reggie was on the point of cutting off the call, a voice boomed in his ear.
"Reggie, old woodlouse, where are you? Did you finish your assignment in jolly old Prague yet?"
The background noise suggested that Reggie's guess as to Monty's likely location was spot on. The sounds of riotous revelry came strongly through the phone.
"No," said Reggie. "I'm still in Prague. I think I need a bit of assistance here. I think ze bitch has already prepared a particularly lethal banana skin with enhanced slipperiness and given me a bit of a shove when I put my foot on it. Are you still footloose and fancy-free?"
"Unquestionably old barracuda. I was just thinking earlier today about you there in Prague, and the old tootsies started to get a bit itchy. Things are a bit dull here. What's happening over there?"
"My job here has run into a few snags," admitted Reggie. "I should warn you that things may not run as smoothly as we might wish. There could be an element of danger involved, so I'll understand if you don't want to come."
"Danger is the element that I crave more than any other, old kipper," responded Monty. "I miss its loving touch on my throat when it is absent from my otherwise mundane and mind-numbingly tedious life. Also, I yearn endlessly for the Bohemian lifestyle, which I understand originated in those parts, so I should imagine that they would have it perfected by now."
"How soon can you get here?" asked Reggie. "I can't hang around here in Prague very long, but I think that maybe it's best if we meet here before planning our next move. I don't think that there'll be a lot of time for indulging in the Bohemian lifestyle, though."
"Absolutely, old leech. The next available flight will see me speeding unerringly on my way towards you. My feet shall be winged as the feet of Hermes and Mercury combined, and will speed me thither before you can say 'whither art thou O thou blessed harbinger of peace and joy?'. Even as we speak I am bidding adieu to my three delightful companions who are sobbing heartbrokenly into their champagne glasses. There, there girls, cheer up, I shall return anon bearing gifts and tales of inexpressible bravery and fortitude. That seems to have done the trick old saveloy, their tears have been replaced with brave smiles and requests for more champagne."
"That's great Monty," said Reggie. "That you can come, I mean. I'm not so concerned about the brave smiles and champagne refill requests. Can you text me when you're about to leave, and again when you're at Prague airport? I'll call you then and give you instructions on where to come."
"Of course, dear boy," said Monty. "I'll just pause momentarily at an ATM to withdraw a few necessary sestertia, and then head directly to the airport. We shall be conversing face to face ere many hours have passed."
"Just one other thing," said Reggie. "Try to be inconspicuous at all times, because our enemies may be more dangerous than we think. Discretion is vital."
"Understood completely, old rattlesnake. Inconspicuousness is my stock-in-trade. Nobody will even notice my existence. Pip pip and toodle-oo for now."
He ended the call, and left Reggie holding his phone, wondering what he had unleashed upon the unsuspecting citizens of Prague. He began to question if bringing Monty here was such a good idea after all. Whenever Monty referred to something as his stock-in-trade, could anything be further from the reality? He sighed deeply. His gut instinct had been to bring Monty here, and his gut instincts were usually vindicated. For all his faults, Monty was good to have with you in a tight corner, and tight corners were a strong possibility in the near future.
Then he turned his thoughts to his immediate plans. Where should he go to wait for Monty? Dare he go back to his hotel room? He was feeling very tired now and the thought of sleep in a nice soft - well, extremely firm - bed was appealing. He decided to risk returning to his hotel room, and be extra-vigilant in his checking for a tail.
He pushed back his chair, and left the restaurant, accompanied by frenzied waving from the waitress who was just emerging from the kitchen. Apparently the magnitude of his tip had made her a friend for life. He made a mental note not to over-tip again.
Out on the street he walked about fifty metres and then stopped to look in a shop window, checking at the same time if anyone was taking an interest in him. It seemed that nobody cared about his existence, so he walked on towards his hotel, which was only about half a kilometre away. He got there without picking up any signs of being tailed, and picked up his key from reception. Outside his room he checked the door to see if the small piece of dark paper he had placed in the crack at the bottom had been disturbed. It hadn't, so he unlocked his door and entered his room. Everything was exactly as he'd left it. He breathed a sigh of relief. With any luck he would be away from there in the morning unscathed, and ready to find his way back home.
He showered and lay down on his bed, his mind trying to make sense of the day's events. His cellphone beeped to tell him he'd received a text message, and he discovered that the message was from Monty. It said, 'at airpt nw old slug, leaving 1 hr, chn up we shl prvl over 4ces of evl cu sn txt u on arrvl b carefl old bboon'.
He lay on the bed mulling over everything, and trying to figure out who to trust. He remembered the reference that Slartib... rather Timothy (he rather preferred Slartibartfast) had given him. Of course he had no Bible on his person, and even had there been one in his room it would have been in Czech, so he would have to wait to look it up. His encounter with Timothy, had left its mark on him. When he made a comparison between Horace and Timothy, Horace was the loser in the veracity stakes, while Timothy somehow filled him with confidence.
But on the other hand, he knew from experience that there were con men who could grip your hand firmly and gaze steadily into your eyes while they sold you the Sydney Harbour Bridge at a special bargain price, (and this week only, we'll throw in the Auckland Harbour Bridge, buy one take two deal), but somehow he wasn't able to equate Timothy with dishonesty. Of course, the perfect con man was able to make you think that he was a paragon of honesty, but something about Timothy that he couldn't put his finger on and he hadn't experienced before, made him tend to trust him.
While still running these thoughts through his mind, he fell into a sleep which lasted several hours, and then was woken by his cellphone ringing. He checked the incoming call number, and it was Monty. He pressed the button, and Monty's voice filled his ear.
"Hello old racoon. I'm at the airport in Prague now, had a slight bit of bother with some rather bulky gentlemen wearing some sort of ridiculous uniforms, but I managed to get away from them. I just got in a taxi now, my dear old muffin, where do you want me to go? The kind driver is agog to know a destination."
Reggie sighed inwardly. It sounded as though Monty's arrival had not been particularly inconspicuous despite his firm instructions! What had Monty done to attract the attention of the uniformed 'gentlemen'?
Reggie had noticed a bar and nightclub near the restaurant where he had had the conversation with Timothy and had decided that it would be a good place to meet, despite the late (or rather, early) hour. He gave the name of the place as best as he could and Monty relayed this to the driver, who eventually understood what was meant, and declared in fluent Czech, followed by halting English, that Monty would be delivered there within forty minutes.
Reggie decided that he may as well go now to the bar, and after a quick spit and polish, he left his room, once again placing the small piece of paper in the crack near the bottom of the door. When he stepped out of the lift into the reception area, he was pleased to see that the desk was temporarily unmanned, and he was able to walk unnoticed out of the front door, and head towards the bar. The streets were virtually deserted, and it was obvious that he was not being followed.
CHAPTER 6
Arriving at the bar, he was deemed as acceptable and admitted by the usual cube-shaped doorman, and having negotiated his way past several scantily-clad girls who apparently worked in the establishment, and who seemed to be able to smell the cash in his wallet, he sat down at a small table fairly close to the bar and awaited the attention of a waitress.
The nightclub section was through a set of doors which filtered out a lot of the excessively loud music. Reggie had a particular aversion to restaurants bars and clubs that played music so loudly that you had to shout to converse with the person sitting next to you. If he wanted to be permanently hearing-impaired he could go to a disco and achieve the result in a single night, but bars should be a haven where you can have a quiet drink and talk to the person next to you without having to shout in their ear.
This was Reggie's philosophy on watering holes, and normally he would not enter one if he could hear the music from the street. Fortunately the noise level was diminished by the time it reached him, and shouting would not be necessary.
Eventually, a waitress came and took his order and he began his wait for Monty. The bar was fairly quiet, about a dozen other patrons scattered throughout, and a number of others frequently walking through going from or to the nightclub.
It was just after 2.00 am, so the crowds were thinning. Reggie waited, hoping that every policeman in the country wasn't hunting for Monty now. If so, then it made his decision to ask him to join him a rather bad one.
As he started to drink his second Scotch, a loud voice boomed in from the street, and immediately afterwards Monty burst through the door, looked around the fairly dimly-lit bar and then, spotting Reggie, headed towards him, fighting off the girls who seemed to like the smell of Monty's wallet much more than they had Reggie's.
"Sorry, my three beautiful nymphs," said Monty as he attempted to break free from the attentions of the girls. "Were the circumstances different, I would shower you with gifts and champagne and charm you with my ready wit and lively conversation, but alas, the circumstances are not different, and you will never be aware of the incredible joys you have missed. Cheer up, your broken hearts will soon mend, my trio of golden fawns, and if I'm not mistaken, the gentleman entering now has the appearance of being extremely rich."
Which was indeed the case, and in an instant Monty was alone while the girls went to inhale the heady scent arising from the new arrival's wallet. It's unlikely that the girls had understood a word of Monty's passionate address, but more likely that their trained instincts had alerted them to the presence of a greater degree of wealth than Monty's.
"What a delightful and innocent threesome they are," said Monty as he sat down opposite Reggie. "Always so refreshing to meet nice wholesome girls with not a mercenary thought in their beautiful heads, don't you think old papaya?"
Reggie assumed that Monty was employing irony in this statement, as three more mercenary and unwholesome girls would be exceptionally difficult to find anywhere in the world. His only response was to grunt sardonically.
The waitress appeared at the table and Monty, having ordered and received his refreshment was able to concentrate on Reggie again.
"How are you, my dear old skunk," he cried, slapping Reggie soundly on the shoulder. "Good to see you looking like an unconstipated, indeed, very regular, warthog rather than the sorry specimen that greeted my eyes on our last meeting."
"Well oddly enough," said Reggie, "in view of my experiences here, I should be looking even more constipated and warthog-like than last time."
"How so, old malaria and dengue-carrying mosquito? What tribulations have girt thee about in this delightful and historic city?"
"I'll explain in a minute," said Reggie. "But first, tell me about your little bit of 'bother' with the uniformed and bulky chaps you mentioned in your phone call."
"Oh yes old fruit bat," said Monty. "It had almost slipped my mind. Just a distant memory to me now. I had a little bother on the plane during the flight. Chap was jolly annoying to me, dashed rude in fact, just because I told him to push off because I didn't want his uncouth sort sitting anywhere near me. Umbrage was taken, and I think it's fair to say, passed several times between us, until I finally had to take some small inconsequential action."
"And what might that 'inconsequential' action have been?" asked Reggie, inwardly fearing that he already knew the answer.
"Nothing much, old stink-bomb," responded Monty. "Anyone, yourself included, would have done exactly the same. Just a moderate thump on the proboscis, followed by a brisk tap on the occiput with a semi-solid object that happened to be at hand."
"What might that semi-solid object have been?" enquired Reggie.
Monty waved a dismissive hand. "Some small object, let me think... oh yes, just a small, well smallish, about 15 centimetres square I should imagine, ash-tray that the gentleman in the seat in front of me had been showing me. He was very proud of it, bought it in Wales."
"What semi-solid material was it made of?" pressed Reggie.
"Oh, quite light really, some type of rock I should think. Very nice patterns in the stone I seem to recall. No damage to the ash-tray at all."
"And so you were apprehended by security and thrown into the dungeons awaiting interrogation upon arrival in Prague?" guessed Reggie.
Monty looked at Reggie in amazement. "Exactly, old bowl of roses, how did you guess? Except that dungeons are apparently not installed in aircraft these days. Good thing, I was never in favour of them. But I was secluded with the security guard for the remainder of the flight. Very boring fellow, inarticulate, hardly said a word, apart from, 'Shut up or I vill your arms be breaking'. Then when we arrived at the airport he took me to see the afore-mentioned bulky chaps with the silly uniforms."
"You said that you managed to get away from them," said Reggie. "How did you manage that? Did your escape happen to involve occipital taps with semi-solid objects?"
"Nothing of the sort, old walrus. Very strange thing happened. They looked to be very unpleasant fellows, possibly related to the security guard on the plane. At first sight I thought that they were some sort of performing gorillas laid on for my entertainment. They started shouting at me in some strange lingo, dangling handcuffs and about to lay inhospitable hands on my person, when a tall chap in a suit came into the room. He spoke to them sharply in said foreign lingo, and the unpleasant fellows smiled at me, pointed at the door and I walked out with the tall chap. Very rum affair, Reggie old gobstopper. Had me puzzled, I can tell you, but when snatched from the jaws of certain death, one doesn't argue, old mushroom, one makes good one's escape."
"Of course," agreed Reggie. "One does. Tell me, the tall chap. About six feet three inches tall? Dark expensive looking suit? Dark hair, quite handsome? Did he tell you his name?"
"No, old armadillo. He didn't say a word. Just pointed at the Immigration desk, I sailed through Immigration and Customs with the chappie, and then he kind of merged with the crowd and I lost sight of him. But he looked like the fellow you described. Very strange Reggie, old opossum. But the mouths of gift horses should not be examined, one accepts the horse, mouth and all, whether there be few teeth, many teeth or no teeth therein."
Monty looked reflectively at his drink, and then, deciding that looking at it was an insufficiently strong course of action, picked it up and drained it in one swallow. He motioned to the waitress for another.
"How did you know about the tall chappie, old crop-destroying weevil?"
"I've met him too," said Reggie. "But I wasn't at the point of being annihilated by two gorillas in funny uniforms. I was at my table in the restaurant a few doors down from here, just basking in the afterglow of a good feed and a few beers, and thinking about a few strange things that happened today, or rather yesterday, when he came to my table, addressed me by name, and asked to talk to me. Look Monty, I'd better tell you everything, including what the job is I was sent here to do."
"Good idea, old Madeira cake with orange icing. I'm a bit in the dark you know. If I'm staring into the jaws of death, it's best that I know what jaws those jaws are and to whom those jaws belong."
"OK," said Reggie. "I'll give you the full load. But I think that there may be more than one set of jaws."
He proceeded to fill Monty in completely on everything, from his meeting with Horace, right through to the present time.
Monty sat and listened without interrupting, except to signal the waitress for another drink, which he did several times. When Reggie had finished, Monty sat silently for about thirty seconds and then remarked,
"Well, old tyrannosaurus rex, that's an awfully interesting couple of days you've had. Dashed rum affair. Let me apply my mind to this weighty matter."
He wrinkled his brow, put his head in his hands, and somehow managed to look like Sherlock Holmes, Hercule Poirot, Colombo and Inspector Barnaby rolled into one.
"Tell me if I've got this right, old rooster. So we have Horace and we have this Slartibartfast fellow. They tell contradictory stories about the effects of the unleashing of these sons of God and of their children, these Nephilim codgers. Horace thinks it's going to be better than sliced bread, and Timothy (it's quicker to say than Slartibartfast) says it's going to be the worst thing since taxation was invented. Horace is a crazy old coot (but over-supplied with guineas) and seems to be as trustworthy as a politician's promise, while Timothy seems to exude honesty from every pore of his skin. Timothy does not threaten you with violence and says he will not prevent you doing what you want. He says you should kiss your commission goodbye and tell Horace you can't finish your assignment. He also says that there is a third group of gentlemen, also with the same aim as himself, namely to stop the information getting to Horace, but quite happy to tap your occiput, cranium, or any other bone that may present itself, in order to do this. Timothy warned you to skedaddle from the country as secretively as is humanly possible, to avoid detection by these charming specimens. Your, or rather our, task is to decide whom to trust, and to escape from the country alive. Have I got it correct my dear old ring-tailed lemur?"
"Yes, pretty much spot on Monty," said Reggie. "There are things I don't understand, for example, how Timothy happened to turn up in time to save you from the tender embraces of the apes, and how he was able to change them from chest-thumping gorillas into sweetly purring pussycats, wanting nothing more than to have their ears tickled. How did he know that you were coming here, and on what flight? How did he know that you were going to pay particular attention to the occiput and proboscis of one of your unsuspecting fellow passengers and get yourself arrested?"
"Well, that happens almost every time I fly, old wombat, so it's not too hard to predict. Uncouth morons flock in their hundreds to plant their ugly backsides next to mine and I won't allow it. Even when I fly business class there seems to always be some cretinous businessman who wants to talk about his boring business and sometimes one has to take steps to protect one's sanity."
"You assault your fellow passengers in business class?" said Reggie astounded. "You must be banned from just about every airline you've flown with."
"Not at all, old cauliflower. A little cash in the right quarters, and all is sweetness and light again."
"How about lawsuits?" asked Reggie. "Surely if you go around tapping millionaires' crania they will sue the spats off you."
"Not at all, old bowl of fruit salad and cream. When I explain to them the reason for the relatively gentle tap, they see reason at once. Apologise for being such boorish fellow passengers. Vow to never again inflict such torture on unwilling victims. Slap me on the back and say they never enjoyed a flight so much. Hope to see me again soon. When I'm visiting Dubai, Texas or the wild border country of Pakistan and Afghanistan or wherever, I must drop in to their tent, palatial mansion or cave and see them. The Pakistan border chappie was most friendly, said I could go there any time I wanted. Apparently he runs some sort of holiday camp there. Said he would never forget me, my face is forever etched in his memory. Even took a photo of me on his cellphone. That was deeply moving to me. Must take him up on his offer some time."
Reggie looked sceptical, but at the same time, he knew that Monty had an uncanny knack of getting out of situations that would confound someone with less chutzpah than himself. Chutzpah he had by the truckful, Reggie was fully aware of that.
"I'd give the Pakistan border chappie a miss, I think Monty," he said. "Just mightn't be the type of camp you're hoping for. You could end up starring in videos for Al Qaeda if you go there."
"Really?" said Monty who was far too busy in his clubs to bother about trivia such as world events. "Is this Al bloke a movie director? Maybe he's a friend of the Pakistan border chappie. I could be a famous movie star! But probably you're right old cyanide capsule, more desirable places to visit first."
"Probably the kind of fame you could do without, Monty. When starring in movies, it's best if your head is still connected to your body, even an ugly head like yours. But this doesn't explain how he knew you were coming, what flight you were on, and that you would need rescuing from the two gorillas," said Reggie, his brow creased like a paper fan. "Nor does it explain how he sailed through customs and immigration as if he were invisible."
"Correct, old plateful of fish and chips. Doesn't explain it at all. Either he has extremely good sources of information, or he can read minds, or, or... something. Another thing I don't understand old tarsier, is why this third group of unsavoury sounding persons can't go and get this information for themselves. If you can do it, why can't they pay a visit to the strikingly handsome Zlotymer and part with some roubles to find the information for themselves?"
"I can only think that the reason is because they don't know where that book is. I'm thinking that Horace is the only interested party who knows about it, although I have a suspicion that Timothy always knew, but has been keeping it under his hat. We need to decide whether or not to give the information to Horace, or whether to tell him that I couldn't get what he wants," Reggie said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. He sighed wistfully. "It's hard to say goodbye to that bonus, Monty."
"Of course, old rabid fox. Incidentally, where do you have that information that Horace wants?"
Reggie tapped his head. "In here," he said. "Remember the famous photographic memory?"
"Oh, jolly good show," said Monty. "Sheltering in the cranial cavity, in a format that will be exceptionally difficult for the average villain to successfully retrieve." His face lit up. "I say old rambutan, I just had an idea. What say you give the information to horrible Horace, but alter some vital parts, so that the formula won't work?"
"Hmmm, I'm not sure about that, old....." Reggie caught himself before uttering a Montyism. One person in the world who did that was quite enough, two would be insufferable. "And steady on about the cavity bit; the cavity will appear after I'm dead. For now the area is packed with little grey cells, as Hercule Poirot might have said. When the formula doesn't work, and the angel fellers don't come flocking down in droves to sort out the wheat from the chaff in the daughters arena, Horace is going to suspect me and come tapping at my door again, and this time he'll do more than merely drink all my Scotch. I have a feeling that he has some friends who would make your uniformed gorillas look very lovable and tame. I don't think that's such a good idea. Whatever happens, I would be annoying some nasty specimens."
"But, old bag of cherries, if you tell him that you failed, won't he be similarly miffed? After all, this mission is what he lives and breathes for. His dander will well and truly be aroused to fever pitch if you return reporting failure."
"Yes, either way I lose. I, or rather we, are on the horns of a dilemma Monty, and exceptionally sharp horns they are too." He sighed deeply. "I wish old Horace had broken his neck on his way down the stairs that day. I must find a way to make that stairway darker."
"Good thought, old dung beetle. But a bit late now for that. Horrible Horace has negotiated those stairs for probably the last time, so the darkening thereof would be a whisker late."
"He told me that 'the sands of time were sinking' for him," said Reggie. "I wouldn't mind throwing the last few shovelsful of sand over him. But on the other hand, I'm tempted to deliver the formula and receive my bonus. I always was a selfish...," he paused, "buzzard."
"Not at all, old self-confessed circular-flying large bird of prey. Quite normal to put one's own interests first, human nature and all that. But, as I see it, old truffle, we don't have to make an immediate decision on the Horace and Timothy front. We can do that later. Our priority now should be to hightail it from this historic and picturesque country by a means other than that by which we arrived. Whilst on the lam, we can apply our spectacular combined intelligences to that particular problem."
"Yes, you're right," said Reggie. "Sitting here is getting us nowhere, literally. How do you suggest that we leave the country, and where should we head for? Germany and thence home? Or south into Austria, and then possibly Switzerland and France or Italy? We should do the thing that they least expect us to do."
"If only we knew what they least expect, old bald eagle," said Monty. "then we could do it. But pray, despair not, old badger, has there ever been a problem that the combined Riffkin and Ptarmigan-Pthompson intellects have not been able to crack as easily as one cracks a walnut? Let us apply our deeply scientific minds to this vexing problem."
There was a brief pause while they both applied their minds, and then Monty said, "I propose that we use the highly scientific and time-honoured principle of random selection to make this decision. Let's chuck a dart at a map of Europe, or in the absence of a map and a dart, which are indeed absent, I propose the similarly scientific method of writing the names of the countries on paper napkins and drawing them out of a hat. Or, in the absence of a hat, a sugar bowl, an example of which genus I see before me on the table."
"Agreed," said Reggie. "We have to get moving now. As Horace would have said, had he been here, and thank God he isn't, ‘time is of the essence’."
Hastily, Reggie dug a pen out of his pocket, and taking some paper napkins from the dispenser on the table, scrawled the names of the surrounding countries on them. Germany, Austria, Switzerland, Italy, France.
"How about to the east, old lemming?" said Monty. "They'd probably least suspect that we would head in that direction. Or are these chappies so fiendishly twisted that they would expect us to head eastwards to try and outfox them?"
"Hard to say," said Reggie. "Timothy gave me no indication as to how twisted these people are. I did get the distinct impression, however, that none of them had finished in the top ninety-nine percent at charm school. Let's keep it in the direction of home, we'll stick with what we have. OK?"
"Yes, old plate of strawberries and cream," said Monty. "Keep it simple, good advice."
They folded the napkins, put them in the sugar bowl which obviously hadn't been replenished for quite some time, and Reggie mixed them around a bit.
"OK Monty," he said. "You pull one out, and whatever it says, we'll head there."
Monty put his hand in the bowl, stirred it around a little, and then withdrew one of the napkins. He opened it. Germany was the name written on it.
"OK," said Reggie. "The die is cast. Germany it is. I need to go back to the hotel to get my bag, and then we're off. Where's your luggage Monty?"
"Square johnnie on the door is guarding it for me, in exchange for a cash consideration, old meerkat," said Monty. "Just one bag. Let's go."
They paid the bar bill, and exited the bar, which by now was almost empty. The 'square johnnie' handed Monty his bag, and in turn received the cash consideration, which was pocketed with one of those smiles that only a generous overpayment can produce. Reggie had seen a similar one on the waitress's face not long ago.
A taxi came along at that stage so they flagged it down and proceeded the short distance to Reggie's hotel in it. They went up to Reggie's room, and as they approached it, Reggie signalled to Monty for quiet. Stealthily he approached the door and checked the inserted piece of paper. It was quite undisturbed, and so he unlocked the door and entered the room, followed by Monty. He flipped on the light. Everything was as he'd left it.
"Won't be a minute," he said. "Just toss my stuff in a bag, have a shower and we're off."
"Quite, old lesser spotted wigeon," said Monty. "Wouldn't mind a sluicing down myself after my tribulations of the day. After you of course."
"OK," said Reggie. "I won't be long, make yourself at home. And don't answer the door if anyone knocks on it."
"Absolutely not, old black widow spider. What little pig wants to risk inviting the starving wolf into his sty? No one shall pass over this threshold."
Reggie was quickly showered with his bag packed and ready to go. Monty, as Reggie anticipated, was a good deal slower, but eventually emerged from the bathroom looking as though he'd just spent a week in a men's salon.
"That's better, old swine flu infested vampire bat," he remarked as he made his entrance. "I'm ready to face any gorilla that may throw itself in my path. I am fortified and my senses refreshed, honed and as keen as mustard, ready to spring into insuperable action with a microsecond's warning. Let us go forth and conquer."
"OK," said Reggie. "Where are we going to commence the conquering process? My suggestion is the bus station, catch a bus, and then hop on a train in Germany with the intention of making it to Frankfurt. What say you?"
"Sounds like a good scheme," replied Monty. "When we get to the bus station we can decide where we're going. My knowledge of Czech and German geography is scanty, old ocelot."
CHAPTER 7
They grabbed their bags, and headed back to the elevator. Reggie checked out at the reception desk, reluctantly coughed up some more cash for a few extras as yet unpaid for, handed in his key and they went outside to find a cab. There were indications that the dawn was approaching, and on checking his watch, Reggie found that the time was 4.25 a.m. Taxis were rather scarce, but eventually one appeared and they flagged it down.
"Bus station?" said Reggie tentatively, hoping the driver would understand him. Obviously it was a common tourist destination, because the driver's face lit up and he nodded his head vigorously.
"Bus station, yes is good, we go there," he said.
There was very little traffic around at that time of day, and they were soon delivered to the bus station, which was sparsely populated, but open for business twenty-four hours a day. Their first action was to get coffee and some food at the café, and then sit down at an inconspicuous table to examine some timetables that they picked up, and eat their food.
They were discussing which bus to take, and trying to decipher the timetable, (that wretched four year old had been on the job again), when a shadow fell across their table very suddenly. They looked up, startled, and both were astonished to see that Timothy was standing there, dressed immaculately as before, just as tall, just as dark, and just as irritatingly handsome.
"I need to talk to you again please, if I may," said Timothy. He indicated the chair next to Reggie. "May I sit here?"
"Yes, of course," said Reggie. "You startled us."
"Yes, that's a tendency I have," said Timothy. "People are usually startled to see me. I just don't have time to practice normal appearances. Maybe some day I'll find the time." He looked at Monty. "Good morning Mr. Ptarmigan-Pthompson, I'm glad to see that you managed to find Mr. Riffkin, and you're none the worse for your near brush with the inside of a Czech gaol."
Monty held out his hand, which Timothy shook solemnly. "Dashed glad to meet you again, old knight in shining armour. I thought those gorillas were going to peel me like a banana, and then you turned up and tamed them in an instant. How did you do that, old ape tamer?"
"I'm afraid that it's a trade secret, Mr. Ptarmigan-Pthompson," said Timothy. "I'm not permitted to impart trade secrets under present circumstances. But, I'm happy to see that you are able to deal with troublesome individuals very adequately, but may I suggest that in an aircraft with no ready means of escape is not the wisest choice of place to do it."
"Yes, I suppose so, old bacon saver, but usually when that happens I don't have a problem. Manage to talk my way out it, and pay a few florins of course. Then everyone is all smiles, and kiss and make up, figuratively speaking of course, most definitely figuratively speaking, old liberator of threatened humans."
"You may be interested to know that the semi-solid material the ashtray was made from was a kind of especially solid patterned quartz," Timothy said, turning to Reggie. "which explains why the gentleman who received it on his skull was in no condition to kiss and make up for quite some hours. However, he's quite OK now, apart from some triple vision, and a residual headache, which may last a few days."
"He was no gentleman, old conqueror of gorillas," said Monty forcefully. "Dashed unsavoury individual. Hope the headache isn't too moderate."
"Gentlemen," said Timothy. "I'm here because I have received new instructions from my, er... boss. It has been decided that the 'Wisdom of Nimrod' must be destroyed. There is too much danger that if you decide not to give the information to Ponsonby (and I know that you have not made a firm decision on that yet), he can quite easily send someone else to obtain it. As long as the book exists, it is a malevolent danger to the human race." He looked at them both in turn, and waited for a response.
"Hmmm," said Reggie. "Yes, I can see that is a problem. If, and the word still is if, Timothy, I decide to withhold the information from Horace, then I know that he can easily find a replacement errand boy to come here to get it. Zlotymer will be only too happy to extort another exorbitant fee for his next victim to spend a day sneezing his way through the books."
"Yes," said Timothy. "If only I'd been able to talk to you before you went to Zlotymer's library, we may have been able to solve the problem the first time you went there. Unfortunately, I was just completing another mission, and didn't get my new orders until you had left the library. Now, I know that I told you that you should leave the country at the earliest opportunity, but the problem of Nimrod needs to be solved. There is the double danger that the other group I warned you about may discover its whereabouts, and get to it before Ponsonby's replacement envoy. Replacement for you, I mean. That would be even more disastrous for the world, I can assure you."
"I think I'm beginning to understand what you're driving at," said Reggie. "You expect me to go back to Zlotymer's to try and take the book, the day after you told me to flee for my life to avoid being roasted on a spit by Horace's rivals. I notice that you're talking as though I've decided not to pass the information on to Horace, as well!"
"As I said to you at our last meeting, we have great confidence in you, Mr. Riffkin," said Timothy. "Yes, I'm asking you, with the assistance of your capable friend Mr. Ptarmigan-Pthompson, to go back and get the book. I fear that it may be necessary for you to gain entry by unlawful means however."
"Hold on!" said Reggie indignantly. "You want us to break into Chez Gargoyle in the dead of night to steal the book? I'm a PI and former policeman Timothy, not a common burglar; such activities are anathema to me."
"And to us also, Mr. Riffkin," said Timothy in a soothing voice. "Were the future of the human race not contingent upon the destruction of the book, we would not consider such a move for a minute. But the situation is that serious, you do really hold the future of the human race in your hands Mr. Riffkin."
"I recall that Horace said something similar to that to me," observed Reggie.
"Yes, I know he did," said Timothy. "But as I told you, he is deluded and dangerous. Please don't trust him!"
"Can't I just go back and see Zlotymer again, just as before?" asked Reggie. "I could just say that I'd like to have another look, and pay him the fee."
"We know that Zlotymer is receiving payment from Ponsonby," said Timothy. "If he is told that the book has gone immediately after your visit, Ponsonby would know that you took it and when you fail to bring it to him he would realise that you have destroyed it, or perhaps think that you have kept it to make use of the formula for yourself. It's best if we can leave doubt in his mind as to who has possession of the book, so that he will be forced to divide his resources to get to the bottom of the mystery. Also, it would be very difficult to smuggle it out past Zlotymer. His eyes may be about six inches behind his eyelids, but he misses nothing. He knows you found the book on your last visit, despite your attempt to convince him otherwise, and he phoned Ponsonby immediately you left, to inform him. He would know that your reason for returning would be to purloin the book. Don't be deceived by the grotesque appearance. Zlotymer is cunning personified. Or gargoylified if you prefer. If the book is taken by means of a break-in there will be doubt in their minds as to who has taken it."
Reggie looked crestfallen. "Whatever happens, Horace is going to want to strangle me after several weeks of unrelenting torture," he said forlornly.
"Don't worry too much," said Timothy. "Ponsonby was quite correct about the state of the sands of time in relation to his own chronology. His liver in particular is not in good condition because of the generous prescriptions of his personal physician's medicine. If we can keep you out of his hands for a couple of months, and I know that we can successfully do that, it's more than likely that you will be able to fulfil your deepest desire to shovel the last metre of sand over him. It's why he's so desperate to accomplish this mission."
"Great," said Reggie. "Then I'll only need to worry about the alternative bunch of assassins. Is being roasted on a spit a painful experience?"
"Not if they kill you first," said Timothy. "I'm sorry Mr. Riffkin, I recently learned about gallows humour. That was my first attempt. How did I do?"
"Magnificently," said Reggie gloomily.
"Incidentally," said Timothy, "speaking of Ponsonby's liver reminds me of yours. The sands of time would trickle more slowly through your particular hourglass if a little, well, quite a bit, less of Ponsonby's personal prescription was filtered through your own hardworking liver." He turned to Monty. "As for you, old sauce lover, the sands are avalanching through your glass, rather than trickling. Of course the remedy is in your hands. Just thought I'd mention it."
"I say, old tamer of all things vicious," said Monty, ignoring the last statement. "Just a question for you. If your group wants this book so badly and wants to be sure that it's destroyed, couldn't you be the one to crawl in the window and tame Zlotymer and get the book? You have to admit that you're a pretty smart cove in sticky situations. Just a thought, old potential burglar."
"Yes, that question deserves an answer," said Timothy. "It's a little difficult to explain." He sighed quietly. "My situation is, that I'm allowed to intervene to help you to achieve certain goals, but I'm not allowed to actually do them myself. The rules are very strict on that. I'm here to help you, as you're aware, but I simply can't do it myself. I know you'll find this hard to understand, everybody does, but the rules can't be broken."
"But the law can be?" asked Reggie. "I'm sure that breaking and entering to steal books isn't strictly legal in the Czech Republic."
"No, it's not," agreed Timothy. "But all I can do is reiterate that this is an exceptional set of circumstances involving the future of the human race. I'm sure that even in the police-force the rules are bent sometimes."
"By some," said Reggie, "that's true." Now it was his turn to sigh, this time glumly. Again the indefinable something about Timothy was making itself felt, and he felt his resistance ebbing. He looked at Monty. "What do you think Monty?"
"Well, old guava, having just escaped being tossed in a Czech gaol cell and eaten by two gorillas, I'm a little reluctant to risk going through it again. But altruism is a major fault of mine as you well know. It's stock-in-trade with me."
Reggie hadn't been aware of this altruistic streak in Monty, and wasn't altogether convinced that it existed, especially if it was as much stock-in-trade as his inconspicuousness had proved itself to be.
Reggie looked at Timothy with defeat glimmering in his eyes. "Of course you know that if we agree to do this, it pretty much means that I can't pass the information to Horace," he said. "Because if we agree to this, we're admitting that we believe you when you say that the book is a danger to the human race. So how could I then pass the information to Horace, knowing what damage he can do with it?"
Timothy gave a faint smile. "Yes," he said. "You're absolutely right about that. Of course, technically, you're free to withdraw the book from Zlotymer's library and destroy it to keep me happy, but still hand the information from your remarkable memory to Ponsonby. But we don't think that you would do that."
"Withdraw!" said Reggie. "The word is steal, Timothy! And yes, you're right, I couldn't pass the information on to Horace, knowing that it could destroy the human race."
"Well, you could leave a sum of money behind for Zlotymer in payment for the book," said Timothy. "Then it's a purchase, not theft."
"Hmmm," said Reggie. "I think to be a legal sale, it has to be agreed between both parties. I'm no lawyer of course, and for that I'm eternally grateful, but I should imagine that Zlotymer would have to agree to sell the book."
"Yes, quite likely," agreed Timothy, "but at least this way should help your conscience a little. Believe me, the existence of your conscience is a great encouragement to us, as to our decision to approach you and assist you in this vital mission." He gave them both a searching look in turn. "Are you able to give me an answer now? Are you both prepared to do this for the sake of humanity?"
Reggie turned to Monty. "Well, Monty what's your decision about this? We both need to agree, or it's definitely no go."
"Well, old cassowary," replied Monty. "If we're going to be roasted on a spit, it might as well be for a sheep as a lamb. Oh, dashed unfortunate choice of phrase. What I mean to say, old sweaty armpit, is in for a penny, in for a pound. I'm prepared to help preserve the bacon of Timothy here as regards his relationship with his boss, as he has himself preserved my own bacon, which you see before you unscathed and in prime condition. I say let our altruism shine forth as a bacon... or rather beacon, and get that dashed book by whatever means is necessary."
"OK," said Reggie. He turned to Timothy. "It looks as though you have found your burglars, even if they're reluctant felons."
"As with politicians," said Timothy, "reluctant ones are the best!" He gripped Reggie's hand. "It is to you that the world will owe a debt of gratitude, not Ponsonby." He turned to Monty. "Well, old cranium tapper, to you also the world will be forever grateful. Gentlemen, I suggest that you spend today killing time and obtaining flashlights and other implements that may assist you in your nocturnal visit to the library. I suggest that you go there around midnight, as Zlotymer is always sound asleep by 11.00 p.m. Oh, and by the way, the entire book needs to be destroyed, not just the chapter you have memorised. There is still a lot of dangerous nonsense in the rest of the book also."
Reggie noted with apprehension that Timothy was beginning to use Montyisms in replying to Monty. Must talk to him about that, he thought. Don't want him to get in that habit. It'll sound like a meeting of one of Monty's clubs if he keeps that up.
"Speaking of Zlotymer," said Reggie. "Since I first saw his bizarre face, I've wondered. What exactly is he?"
"A genetic throwback from ancient times," said Timothy. "Every now and then one is born. I can tell you more about that at another time. Just now, I need to go and make my report on progress. Thank you again." He turned to leave, and then stopped and approached Reggie. "I know you didn't check those references I gave you yet. This will help."
He produced a small Bible from a pocket and placed it on the table beside Reggie's plate, and then turned and walked quickly out of the café and disappeared around the corner.
When he'd gone, Reggie and Monty sat in silence for a few moments, and then Reggie drew a deep breath.
"Well, Monty," he said. "Looks as though we'll have to forget about the bus for a while." He looked at the Bible sitting beside his plate. "What were those references again?" He thought deeply. "Oh yes, Genesis Chapter 6, verses 5, 6, 7, 12 and 13. It's a lot of verses. He flipped through the early pages of the book until he found the verses. "Let me see. This print is small, I wish Timothy had supplied a magnifying glass as well." He began to read the verses for Monty's benefit.
"'And GOD saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually. And it repented the LORD that he had made man on the earth, and it grieved him at his heart. And the LORD said, I will destroy man whom I have created from the face of the earth; both man, and beast, and the creeping thing, and the fowls of the air; for it repenteth me that I have made them.'"
He scanned ahead to verse 12. "Let me see, oh here it is,
‘And God looked upon the earth, and, behold, it was corrupt; for all flesh had corrupted his way upon the earth. And God said unto Noah, The end of all flesh is come before me; for the earth is filled with violence through them; and, behold, I will destroy them with the earth.’”
There was a silence for a minute while they digested this, and mentally retranslated the words into more understandable English, unsuccessfully in Monty's case.
Monty gave up the struggle. "What does that all mean old chimp? They must have had a dickens of a job understanding each other in those days if they couldn't speak English properly. I mean to say, old creeping thing, if they mean birds why not say birds? Why say fowls of the air if you mean birds? Must have been a lot of misunderstandings in those days. No wonder there was violence, after all you get frustrated if you can't understand what people are saying!"
Reggie deliberated for another short period and then said, "Well, I think the implication is that the Nephilim were responsible for the violence and corruption referred to, or at least the worst of it. I think that Timothy is saying that to set them loose on the earth again could well start the whole process off again, and instead of the peace and joy that Horace forecasts, we'll get murder and mayhem on a bigger, you could even say, Biblical, scale."
"But dash it all, old herring in tomato sauce, things aren't exactly universal joy and peace just now. While fellows like the pestilence I encountered on the aircraft roam free and unfettered to inflict their unsavoury presences on, and plant their ugly backsides next to, upright and respected citizens such as shall we say for argument's sake, myself, then surely we cannot say that society is even close to a desirable state. Sorry old ferret, I feel strongly about the standard of backsides planted in proximity to my own."
Monty paused for breath after this passionate speech.
Reggie struggled to put his reply in terms that Monty would easily understand. As undesirable backsides seemed to be such a strong point of contention with him, Reggie decided to reduce it to that example.
"Yes, of course things aren't good now Monty. But imagine, for example, if suddenly the number of undesirable backsides wishing to plant themselves next to yours was cubed. You'd soon be pining for the good old days when the quantity was as it is today. Things would presumably be much worse if these sons of God creatures are once again permitted to inhabit the earth. I think that's what Timothy is telling us."
Monty thought about this scenario for a few seconds, and then his face contorted in horror. "I say old Neanderthal, I see what you mean. Doesn't bear thinking about, the world would be uninhabitable. We must absolutely do everything in our power to prevent these Nephilim with undesirably cubed backsides from re-infesting the planet. The situation is far more serious than I had ever anticipated. Air travel would become impossible. Dash my buttons, cubed, maybe double cubed, can't be allowed old chap, we must get that book and prevent these horrors from falling upon the human race. May Horace Ponsonby never sit in peace on his lavatory seat again; may the sands of time roar by the tonne through his hourglass; may his whisky be diluted with hundreds of litres of water; may he fall down your darkened stairs a hundred times and break his wretched neck every time! Of course I don't wish him any harm, old severe case of athlete's foot. No, dash it all, I do wish him harm!"
Monty stopped for breath and mopped his brow with his silk handkerchief. The vision that he had seen in his mind, (and only he knew what it was, Reggie just couldn't begin to imagine), had obviously shaken him to the core and given him a glimpse of horrors too frightening to express in words. Obviously it had something to do with cubed backsides, but beyond that, Reggie couldn't envisage.
"We must leap into action, old centurion, we must join battle with these fiends and fight until our last breath to prevent this evil from falling upon the world." Monty was impassioned, standing up and ready to go now.
"Sit down Monty! We need to be inconspicuous, not have you plunging about, flaring your nostrils like a warhorse scenting battle. We must be calm and plan carefully, Monty, if these cubed backsides are to be defeated."
Monty sat down sheepishly. "Sorry old beefsteak tomato. I was carried away with the full horror of the situation. Just want to defeat the fiends. Yes, must remain calm, can't afford to slip up, we must plan with military precision. Our plan must work like clockwork, slide like a well-oiled machine, yet have the power of a Monty-special cocktail."
"That's the spirit," said Reggie. "Now! We have time to kill. What's the time now?" He looked at his watch. "Hmm, just after 6 a.m. We have eighteen hours to prepare ourselves. There's no need to rush. This afternoon, we can go and buy our," he glanced nervously around, "housebreaking equipment. Never thought I'd ever be saying that."
"Tell me, old kiwifruit," said Monty, "how strongly fortified is the house of the Gargoyle? I mean, does he have an alarm system, how many locks on the door, how many points of entry, is the jolly old joint impregnable, or is it pregnable? These are questions we must ask, old jackal. We must go forth with our loins girded and in a state of preparedness, and such knowledge is vital if we are to successfully appropriate the said book and defeat the cubed backsides."
"Quite correct Monty," said Reggie, looking somewhat surprised to receive a number of sensible questions in a row from him. "Extremely pregnable I should think. As you know, I spent the best part of a day cooped up in that dust trap, and although it's very dimly lit in there, there was no sign of an alarm system."
"Probably relies on his face to keep burglars at bay, old aniseed ball," said Monty. "Or maybe his collection is of no interest to anyone in the normal course of events."
"I don't know enough about ancient books to know how much value there is in his collection," said Reggie. "But to most people, even the Nimrod book is of no interest. Just to Horace and the Spit Roast Gang. It was a colossal flop upon publication in English I gathered from what Horace told me. I have a feeling that most of Zlotymer's collection is pretty useless, judging from the English language stuff I saw there. A translation of 'Atilla the Hun's Favourite Love Songs' for example. I seem to recall that it was a slim volume."
"We're digressing, old brontosaurus. No alarm system then. Jolly good, makes our mission somewhat easier. How solid is the door? Any windows?"
"The main entrance door is not particularly solid," recalled Reggie, with his eyes closed, trying to visualise the front of the building. "Just one lock, not particularly strong. But the door makes a terrible racket when it's opened or closed. Hasn't been oiled for fifty years I should think. There's a window in the front too. Can't see through it. It doesn't admit any light. Last cleaned the same time as the last oiling of the door I should think. The window could easily be taped and broken, I would think that's the easiest way in and out."
"OK, old reptile. How about a back entrance?"
"I didn't see one," said Reggie thoughtfully. "If there is one, it's out the back where Zlotymer lurks in between fleecing his infrequent customers. Well, on reflection I guess the back entrance would be out the back, wouldn't it! I think the window is the best bet. The library is down a short, narrow alley, so it's not visible from the street. Passersby won't be able to see anything."
"OK old alpaca, the window it is then. Once again, let us go forth to conquer these evil fiends. Let our wits be about us and our reflexes coiled like springs ready to strike the enemy where it most hurts him. May his wits and reflexes be dull and sluggish."
"Yes, hope so," said Reggie absent-mindedly. He was looking towards the door of the café which opened into the bus terminal. "Hey, I think that's Charlie there." He stood up and waved towards the door. "Charlie!" he called. "Just a second, Monty," he said, "be back in a second."
He walked briskly to the door of the café and in the direction that he had seen Charlie heading. He was just in time to see Charlie at the door of the terminal. Charlie turned his head to check behind him, and for a brief instant, Reggie was certain his eyes looked straight at his. Then Charlie was out the door of the terminal and walking quickly away out of sight.
Reggie turned, and walked reflectively back to the table in the café where Monty was still waiting for him.
"Who was that, old omelette?" asked Monty. "I didn't think you knew anyone here in Prague."
"I don't," said Reggie, "except Charlie Lane. Remember I mentioned him to you? Calls me guv and said he travels in ladies' hunderwear. He is, or was, staying at the same hotel. Friendly fellow, but I'd swear he saw me, but ignored me completely. Just turned and disappeared out the door of the terminal. Very strange."
"Maybe he didn't register that it was you, old hyena. Possibly his eyesight isn't so hot over distances. Happens you know, especially to chaps who travel around the countryside in ladies' underwear."
"He was just joking about wearing the underwear," said Reggie. "But I'd swear he recognised me. What was he doing here at the terminal if he wasn't catching a bus? He didn't have any luggage with him."
"Are you sure he wasn't wearing ladies' underwear, old glass of best port? Did he show you that his underwear was male when you talked to him?"
"Of course not, Monty!" said Reggie. "For goodness' sake, the last thing I want to see on this planet is Charlie's underwear. Forget about the underwear, it has nothing to do with this."
"I'm not so sure, old piece of broken elastic. Sounds very rum to me. I don't like the sound of it," reflected Monty darkly.
"Come on Monty, let's leave here now. We have a day to fill in, waiting until tonight. Where do you want to go now?"
"Perhaps we could see a few sights of Prague, old peccary. We can go outside, find a taxi with a driver who speaks English, and have him show us some of the historic sights of this splendid city. What do you say?"
"That's OK with me," said Reggie. "But hiring a cab for four or five hours is going to be very expensive."
"Don't even think about it, old pheasant," said Monty. "I have the necessary doubloons upon my person. I will gladly part with some of them to grasp the opportunity to broaden my education. And get out of this infernal café. This seat is as hard as the hobs of hell!"
They went outside to find a taxi. It was about 6.30 a.m. by now, and the bus terminal was slowly becoming busier. They found some waiting taxis, and Monty interrogated all the drivers until he found one who he considered to have an acceptable standard of English. Privately, Reggie thought that the driver's English must be outstanding if he could understand Monty's barked interrogation. Most of the drivers either didn't speak any English, or found Monty's speech unintelligible.
CHAPTER 8
They spent the morning pleasantly, being shown some of the historical and delightful sights of this beautiful city. The taxi driver turned out to be quite knowledgeable about the history of the city, and his English was quite understandable once you got used to his accent. After a few hours of this, Reggie reflected that it was good to have had a few hours without thoughts of Horace, Timothy, or the Spit Roast Gang.
At around midday, they asked the driver to drop them at a shopping centre that they were passing, so that they could find a café and eat some lunch. Monty parted with a considerable number of doubloons to the taxi driver, and they ate their lunch at a café that was unobtrusively tucked away out of sight of the bustle of the main shopping area. Reggie checked to see if they had a tail before turning into the café but none was in evidence. He was beginning to think that maybe Timothy was wrong, and the Spit Roast Gang and any other interested parties were in blissful ignorance of this mission. Maybe this was going to be relatively easy after all.
"Well, old mule," said Monty, as they shovelled down the last of their leisurely lunch, and sipped at their coffee, "let's hope that Timothy doesn't turn up here now with more instructions. Fond as I am of him, and grateful as I am for his saving my bacon from the metaphorical bacon slicer of the uniformed gorillas, it seems that whenever he talks to us, he causes more complications in our already overly complicated lives. When he turns up to perform an act of charity and doesn't talk, all is well, but speech seems to bring about the advent of a chain of unwanted events."
"Yes, that's true," said Reggie, "but don't forget that when he turns up and doesn't talk, it's because you're about to be sliced on the bacon slicer of life, or roasted on the symbolic spit of trial and tribulation, or about to step on the largest banana skin in the universe. The trauma you have to go through to get a silent visit from him hardly seems worth the wear and tear on your nervous system."
"Well, there is that aspect, I guess, old iguana," said Monty. "the alternative conclusion in that case, is that it's best to receive no visit from him at all. Let us hope that such is the case, and no dark shadow will fall across our table, startling us and interfering with the peaceful digestion of this excellent lunch. I wish I was in one of my clubs now, relaxing in a soft armchair with a cigar the size of a baseball bat and a group of comrades to exchange gentle banter and stow away the odd after-dinner refreshment."
"Don't forget the avalanche of sand coursing through your hour glass," observed Reggie. "Perhaps the after-dinner refreshment should be non-alcoholic."
"Bunkum, old tapir," responded Monty. "I'm sure that Timothy was exaggerating as a scare tactic. I have no reason to believe that the moderate amount of refreshment that I sip from time to time causes more than a few more grains of sand to pass through the hour glass than would otherwise be the case."
"He seems to be well acquainted with the state of everyone's individual hour glasses," said Reggie. "Wonder where he gets the information?"
Monty looked uncomfortable. "Enough talk of hour glasses old platypus. Let us not dwell on such a melancholy theme, let our conversation be directed to lifting our spirits and giving us a spring in our step and a light-hearted attitude to life. Let us concentrate on being prepared to, figuratively of course, slaughter those who would inflict the cubed backsides of the Nephilim upon the civilised world."
"Let's hope that our adversaries are only interested in figuratively spit roasting us," said Reggie. "Speaking of which, maybe we should now go and find a hardware shop and purchase one or two aids to our visit to Zlotymer's tonight."
"As always, you are completely relevant to the situation in hand, old plateful of boysenberries served with ice cream and icing sugar," said Monty. "Yes, now is a good time to go forth and purchase a few items that will give us the edge over the forces of evil, and enable us to give this wretched book to Timothy, and depart the country not even singed, let alone spit roasted."
"I don't think we even need to give the book to Timothy, Monty," said Reggie. “If we have the opportunity to destroy it, that should be enough. I have a feeling that he will know as soon as the book is destroyed.”
"Yes, old wallaby, I believe you're right. I don't recall him saying we had to give him the book, now you mention it. So we can destroy it, and then leave the country without further kerfuffle. Dashed glad I will be to get away alive too."
"Me too," said Reggie. "OK, let's find a hardware store."
They picked up their bags which they were carrying with them, and left the café in search of a hardware store. They found one after about ten minutes walking, and wandered around selecting a few items that they thought might be helpful. A sturdy flashlight each, a small jemmy to assist them with their entry, some tape to keep the noise of breaking glass to a minimum, even some oil to minimise the creaking as much as possible in case they needed to use the door, and one or two other items. At Reggie's suggestion, they split the items, and went to separate checkouts as far as possible apart, in order to reduce any suspicion that may have been aroused by their purchase of a few classic burglars' aids.
Having left the shop, they placed the items in their bags and, with Reggie keeping an unobtrusive and habitual lookout for a tail, strolled fairly slowly pausing to look in shop windows. They came across a movie theatre complex, and Monty suggested they watch a movie to kill some time. Reggie concurred, so they selected a movie and went in to, in Reggie's case, snooze, and in Monty's case avidly watch the movie, and wake Reggie every five minutes to ask him what had just happened. When the movie finished and they emerged onto the street, it was just after 3.45 p.m. and they decided to walk for a while to stretch their legs, and as Monty suggested, 'sharpen their reflexes and mentally prepare their burglary skills, in order to defeat the fiends who would make air travel so intolerable for the upright citizen'.
They walked fairly slowly, taking in the sights until about 5 p.m. at which point Monty declared himself to be hungry enough to eat a horse and several ponies, with a couple of donkeys and a mule tossed in as appetisers. There being no restaurant which served these delicacies in the immediate neighbourhood, they settled on a more conventional place.
Just as they were about to enter, a siren of some sort shrieked into action nearby. Reggie jumped about half a metre into the air, and by the time he landed again, realised that the noise was not a siren, but the waitress who was so smitten with Timothy. Apparently the siren imitation was reserved for heavy tippers and was occasioned by her delight at seeing Reggie again.
"How nice to see you again," she gushed. "I'm so glad you're still here in Prague." She turned to Monty then, and said, "Oh, it's soooo nice to meet you. Are you a friend of this gentleman?" She indicated Reggie.
"Yes," said Monty, "Reggie's a pal of mine from way back. We're dashed hungry so we're going in here to get stuck into some solid provender. Walked about five hundred kilometres this afternoon, jolly tired and hungry now, my sweet young mermaid, not to mention thirsty."
"Ohhh yes," said the girl, fluttering her talented eyelashes so vigorously that Reggie swore he could feel the breeze from them. "It's my day off. I've been walking too, a girl gets very tired, hungry and thirsty after an afternoon's shopping."
Reggie waited for the inevitable. Monty was a sucker for most half-respectable looking females, and if you tossed in a talent for eyelash fluttering, the result was virtually inevitable.
"I can't allow a maiden in distress to remain unrescued," said Monty firmly. "You must come and dine with us. Never let it be said that Monty did not spring to his duty in the area of distressed maidens. I can see by those bags that you're carrying, that you've had an extremely harrowing afternoon of making important decisions, my delightful young kitten."
The 'delightful young kitten' blushed, giggled and then purred with delight. Reggie sighed inwardly. He'd never been able to figure out why women, old and young, were so susceptible to the horseradish that Monty spouted. They swallowed it by the bucketful, and came looking for more.
The fish having been hooked, Monty reeled her in, netted her, and led her to a table. When they were seated, and all their bags disposed of under the table, the introduction process informed them that her name was Miriam, and she was thirty-two years old, single, and leaving no stone unturned in her search for an unwary marriage candidate. (She didn't actually say that in so many words, but she didn't need to).
Reggie couldn't really figure out why she was still unmarried after all her efforts. She was a very attractive girl, just on the wrong side of the border of beautiful, but had a nice figure, lovely brown hair, very alluring light brown eyes, and a heart-melting smile. He decided that maybe she tried just a little too hard, and succeeded in scaring any prospect away.
Again, she guided them in their choice of food. Monty was at his charming best, and soon had her chattering away in her almost accent-free English, and laughing and giggling happily. Reggie was happy to let them entertain each other, and joined in the conversation only when occasion demanded. He was rather preoccupied with the forthcoming burglary, and running over the procedure in his mind. He wondered what their charming guest would think if she knew that she was in the company of two soon to be nefarious villains, and that beneath their table lurked two bags whose contents included tools useful in the committing of burglary.
Finally, having eaten the equivalent of the horse and ponies in more conventional fare, Monty's appetite was satisfied. He sat back with a loud sigh of contentment and sipped at his wine.
"An excellent meal, my beautiful young filly," he stated emphatically. "Enhanced beyond measure by the delightful company in which it was consumed. The female portion thereof anyway." He looked at Reggie. "No offence, old radish, but it would be something to worry about if I found your company as delightful as young Miriam's."
"Yes," agreed Reggie, "I would be rather concerned if that was the case." He tried to sound enthusiastic. "I agree, it has been very enjoyable to have some female company for a change." He looked at Miriam. "As you can imagine, after looking at Monty's ugly mug all day, yours is a welcome relief."
"Where is the mug of Monty?" Miriam asked. "I see only a wineglass, but no mug, and why would you look at the mug of Monty all day, when his face is so handsome to look at." The infamous eyelashes semaphored another long message in Monty's direction, which was apparently received and understood.
Reggie was a little taken aback. He'd never considered Monty's face to be anything other than what it actually was, namely, rather less than memorable, and only handsome to those suffering from acute eyesight problems. Miriam had obviously succumbed to the Monty charm, as did so many of her gender.
"Mug is slang for face, as are phizog, map, and dial," explained Reggie.
"Oh, I understand now," said Miriam. Then she looked at Reggie, eyes flashing. "So you say the mug of Monty is ugly! Shame on you, his mug... face is very handsome."
She was starting to take on the appearance of a tigress defending her cubs, so Reggie attempted to pour oil on the troubled waters, by mumbling something about beauty being in the eye of the beholder, and Monty being considered to be probably the most handsome man this side of the famed black stump. This seemed to placate Miriam to the point where she was able to sheath her claws, and as the stripes on her skin faded away, she announced a trip to the bathroom.
Reggie reflected on the difficulty of understanding the female species. What had started out to be a compliment to Miriam, had ended up with his being almost torn limb from limb and fed to a family of hungry tiger cubs. He decided that his inability to understand the female mind was probably why he was now single, and had no bevy of beauties hammering on his door to enjoy the privilege of his company.
"You certainly seem to have scored a direct hit on her heart," Reggie said to Monty. "But don't get involved with her. If all goes well, we'll be disappearing from the country in a few hours."
"Of course, old chestnut," said Monty looking horrified. "Merely doing my duty to rescue a damsel in distress. Involvement is the last thing in my mind. Dash it all old narwhal, one springs to perform one's duty, no matter how unpleasant and wearisome it may be, but one doesn't get involved with every damsel who happens to fire a distress rocket in one's direction. One tries not to be directly under the rocket when it lands, but having survived the landing of said rocket, one moves on, leaving the rescued damsel to gratefully gaze after your departing form, and pine away for a few days until another rescuer is required, which he always is, old tuatara."
"Well, she does seem to have been smitten by your charm and good looks," said Reggie. "and she is fairly desperate to find another half."
"Don't worry, old dromedary," said Monty airily, "I will disentangle myself completely right now. My suggestion is that we adjourn to a bar somewhere to while away the last remaining hours until our scheduled visit to the House of the Gargoyle is imminent. We shall go to a bar unencumbered by the company of distressed maidens, and proceed to moderately partake of a few snifters of refreshment. Only a few though, old sponge," he added with a stern look at Reggie. "Our minds need to be clear and our reflexes sharp to battle the forces of evil that would destroy life as we know it. Oh, here comes Miriam now, let us pay our dues, and shake her off."
He signalled a passing waiter for the bill, as Miriam arrived back at the table.
"Well, my gorgeous young marshmallow and chocolate biscuit," he said. "It has been delightful to make your acquaintance, and to feed at a table made exceptionally convivial by you. But alas, the time has come when we must depart, as Reggie and I have other business to attend to. We trust that your evening will be splendidly joyful, and rest assured that you will be preying on my mind for some time to come."
Miriam looked sad. "Oh Monty," she said, "I'm going to miss you so much. Please come and eat at my restaurant tomorrow."
"I fear that we will be leaving this delightful country tomorrow, my dear young octopus," said Monty looking sombre. "But it will be my great pleasure to insert you into a taxi and pay your fare home."
The bill arrived, and Monty paid it, leaving a modest tip for the waiter. Stage two of the plan was then executed, and Miriam was placed in a taxi, given some funds, and she disappeared tearfully into the distance, waving out of the back window until the taxi disappeared into the distance.
"Don't you feel a bit of a scoundrel, Monty?" said Reggie. "The poor girl is smitten, goodness only knows why."
"Jealousy is a very unbecoming state, old slime-encrusted rotting jellyfish," said Monty sternly. "But I do not wear the scoundrel's cloak. The girl had a good feed with some very sparkling company, and believe me I had to sparkle like a diamond to counter your moroseness, old weeping willow. The distress flare was responded to, and now she is on her way home with a warm glow in her heart, and also her stomach. No scoundrel has been at work on these premises tonight, my dear old halibut."
Thus admonished, Reggie decided not to argue, and they flagged down a taxi and asked the driver to recommend a bar in the district. The driver, nodded, gave what might have been a wink, but could have been a nervous twitch of the eye, and five minutes later deposited them at a bar with an unpronounceable name. Again they left their bags with the cuboid shaped object at the door and went in with the object of killing time. They found a secluded table, and sat down, prepared to dig in for a long session.
CHAPTER 9
Reggie checked his watch. It was just after 7 p.m. If they left the bar at about 11.30 p.m. to get a taxi to Zlotymer's place, it meant that they had four and a half hours to kill. How did one restrict Monty to just a few drinks in four and a half hours? If he could be persuaded to keep to soft drinks after the first few drinks, it would be OK, but that was like trying to prevent a camel from drinking at an oasis after a six-week journey across the burning sands of Arabia. Reggie knew that Monty's earlier little homily to him on this subject was forgotten already on arrival at the oasis.
Reggie decided to set an example, and ordered sparkling grape juice, to which he was rather partial. (It had been the nearest thing to alcohol served at banquets during his short time with the Baptists). Also in the back of his mind was Timothy's comment about his intake of Scotch and its relationship to his particular hourglass. Monty had already ordered a sinister-sounding cocktail, and gasped when he heard Reggie give his order.
"I say, old pub with no beer, what's the idea? That stuff could be fatal if you drink more than one glass of it."
Reggie said firmly, "Remember our mission Monty! We must keep clear heads in order to prevent the mass invasion of cubed backsides from infesting every aircraft, boat, train and bus in the world. Don't forget the gravity of the situation."
Monty looked chastened. "Of course old sage, of course. I'll just have a couple more of these and then switch to something less likely to dull the senses. We must be on our guard and alert at all times tonight."
Reggie was rather surprised at Monty's ready acquiescence to his suggestion, but decided that the seriousness of the situation had penetrated so deeply into Monty's mind that his natural instinct to make every opportunity into a party, was overridden by his concerns on the cubed backsides front. On the other hand, it could just be that Monty knew that there was enough alcohol in the concoctions he was drinking to cause the degree of inebriation that he was comfortable with.
They chatted away happily for another hour or so, and Monty was just starting on his third and final glass of his particular concoction, when Reggie was startled by a slap on the back, and a voice boomed in his ear.
"Well blimey guv, fancy meeting you 'ere!"
The voice was unmistakeable and as Reggie looked around, so was the bewhiskered face that met his surprised gaze.
"Oh, hello Charlie," he said. "This is a surprise. I thought that you must have left the city now. I saw you at the bus station earlier."
Charlie looked surprised. "You saw me there guv?" he asked. "Hi didn't see you, hold mate. Just went there to henquire about a ticket for a friend of mine."
Reggie was certain that Charlie had seen him, and couldn't understand why he would deny it. Reggie's suspicious mind started to work. What reason could Charlie have for denying seeing him? But further thought was interrupted by another hearty slap on the back and Charlie asking if they minded if he joined them, and asking to be introduced to Monty.
Having plonked himself down on a stool, and the introductions made between himself and Monty, Charlie's loquacious manner commandeered the conversation.
"Just 'ad a spare night, guv," he said. "Didn't feel like drinking hat the 'otel bar. Kind hof boring there. Thought Hi'd come hand see a bit of haction 'ere. H'ive been 'ere before, this your first time 'ere?"
Monty and Reggie admitted that it was. Monty had been looking at Charlie suspiciously since his arrival, and after listening to the conversation for a few minutes, could contain himself no longer.
"I say old barber avoider, is it true that you wander around in ladies' underwear? I mean to say, dash it all, it's not normal. What would the world be like if all the men wore ladies' underwear? I mean to say, the Roman Empire fell because they wore ladies' clothes. I've seen pictures of those emperor johnnies wearing ladies' dresses, and see what happened to them! All of them dead now, and their empires just a memory. Dash my buttons, our civilisation is doomed if we follow the same dicey path, you mark my words. I urge you, switch to men's underwear forthwith, lest you bring our civilisation crashing down in ruins! I fear for our future, old razor hater."
Having made this speech, Monty agitatedly downed his glass in one swallow, much in the manner of Horace Ponsonby in best form.
Charlie smiled, or at least, his moustache's ends moved further apart, which probably meant that a smile was formed deep below the whiskery surface.
"Well me hold china," he said happily, "if hall men wore ladies' hunderwear, Hi'd be a lot richer, Hi can tell you. But halas, such his not the case." He glanced at Reggie. "Your friend doesn't hunderstand the concept of a joke guv'nor?" He turned back to Monty. "hit's a joke me hold china, has Hi hexplained to Reggie, Hi sell the stuff, Hi don't wear it. Hi travel hin ladies' hunderwear, hit's a joke!"
Monty looked suspiciously at Charlie. "Reggie said the same thing, old birds' nest wearer," he said, "But I'm not so sure! Even selling it doesn't seem natural to me. And a hairy specimen such as yourself travelling in ladies' underwear, it's... it's...," he floundered, looking for the right word, "obscene," he finally came up with. "So help me Jimmy Jackson, it's obscene, old fungally augmented destroyer of civilisation!"
Monty signalled frantically to a waitress, and ordered another glass of the volatile mixture which had, in Reggie's opinion, helped to facilitate his unashamed dressing down of Charlie. The atmosphere at their table became somewhat frostier after Monty's speech. Monty lapsed into an unusual silence, and repeatedly turned his glass around, clockwise then anti-clockwise. Charlie made a few light-hearted remarks, and Reggie tried to respond in kind, but his heart wasn't really in it, and after about ten minutes, Charlie looked at his watch.
"Well me hold mates, hit's time for Charlie to be 'itting the road." He looked at Reggie. "You checked hout of the 'otel Hi think. 'Eading hout hof the country hare you?"
Reggie didn't feel inclined to give much information to Charlie, so he just said, "Yes, might be leaving soon, not sure when yet."
Charlie finished his drink, paid his bill, slapped Reggie on the back, glanced somewhat disdainfully at Monty, and then left the bar.
When he'd gone, Monty looked at Reggie. "I don't like that fellow, old gerbil. Something odd about him. Whoever heard of a haberdasher with a faceful of fungus like that? He's a candidate for occipital reconstruction if ever I saw one. Not natural, that fellow's not worth a hatful of cold water. May his underwear unravel during a snowstorm and freeze his ass..." he paused to cough briefly, "ets. May the elastic on his underwear stretch, and may he have to keep pulling up his knickers while running from a horde of infuriated Romans wearing ladies' dresses."
With this imprecation complete, Monty took another disturbed swig at his glass and emptied it. He was, out of habit Reggie could see, about to order another glass of the same potion, so he intervened.
"Better switch to something a bit lighter, Monty," he said. "If we're to fight the forces of evil, and defeat the cubed backsides, some of which might possibly be wearing ladies' underwear, we must remain clear-headed."
"Dash it all, you're right Reggie, old sack of rice," said Monty. "That fellow Charlie annoyed me with his ladies' underwear. I must remain calm. He's the very type of fellow we don't want more of. I'll switch now to an innocuous brew, just Scotch I think."
"May I suggest perhaps a mild beer?" said Reggie. "I know it will taste like tainted water to you, but for the sake of tonight's task, I think it would be best."
Monty looked aghast for a moment, then nodded. "Yes old crate of finest Scotch, you're right. These sacrifices must be made for the sake of the human race." He looked around the bar at the customers scattered nearby, and said, "Oh ye who drink peacefully here, one day you will be grateful for the sacrifice I'm making now in ordering beer instead of that which I would rather drink."
Nobody heard him, but he was satisfied with having made the statement and ordered the beer from the waitress, who looked rather disappointed. Perhaps she was on a commission, and the difference between the price of beer and Monty's preferred drink was rather large.
Reggie sat in silence thinking for a minute or two, and then said, "You know, Monty, Charlie said that he didn't see me at the bus station this morning, but I'm certain he did see me. Also, his reason to be there, enquiring about a ticket for a friend doesn't sound credible to me. He told me the first night I met him, that he hadn't heard English spoken properly in the three weeks he's been in Europe. Either his friend is a foreigner, in which case it'd be easier for him to enquire about the ticket himself than send Charlie to baffle the enquiries desk with his accent, or if his friend is English, then he was lying about not hearing proper English in three weeks."
Monty didn't hesitate. "Lying, old capybara," he said. "Haberdasher who wears mildew in those quantities on his face couldn't help but be a liar. Whiskered haberdashers are simply not to be trusted, habitual liars, all of them. Dash my zipper, old bandicoot I thought you were harder to fool than you apparently are. One look at the fellow tells me he's up to no good. Listen to how he talks. Did you ever hear an accent like that before? Of course not, it's fake, old ostrich. No haberdasher in the history of haberdashery ever had an accent like that, and combined with the fungus it's living proof of his being guilty of something."
"Well, I think you're right that he's lying for some reason," said Reggie, "but I'm not sure that it's because he's a whiskered haberdasher. Even non-whiskered, non-haberdashers have been known to lie. But, hopefully we'll never see him again."
"Yes, old chamois," said Monty. "I hope he's torn his tights and decided to leave the country in embarrassment. But let us not dwell on those things that are not worthy of being dwelt on. Let us prepare our minds for the task ahead of us tonight. Have a beer at least, old wowser, that grape juice will dull your mind and slow down your reflexes. Waitress!" He signalled again to the waitress and when she eventually arrived, said, "A beer for my friend here please, my fair female, and make it your finest vintage."
The confused waitress disappeared, and returned quickly with a beer for Reggie, who accepted it on the grounds that one probably couldn't do any harm.
By now it was 9 p.m. and they had another two and a half hours to fill in. Reggie was starting to feel a little drowsy, as a result of the earlier meal, and the stress created by the happenings of the last twenty-four hours, not to mention lack of sleep. Monty, however, seemed extremely lively, and excited about the adventure before them. He talked strategy and technique, even door oiling technique, as though they were planning the greatest diamond heist of the century.
"We must be prepared for all contingencies old scallop," he declared. "There must be no fly in the ointment, ant in the sugar bowl, spanner in the works, or mosquito inside the mosquito net that we must not be prepared for. We don't want to be taken by surprise in the middle of the operation, old criminal."
"Don't worry, Monty," said Reggie reassuringly, "the only problem we're likely to encounter is Zlotymer hearing us and coming down to investigate. We might have to be prepared to grab him and tie him up or something."
"Oh, dash it, old curried sausage," said Monty. "We forgot to get rope today. What are we going to tie him up with? Should have thought of that. Might have to give him a smart cranial tap instead. How thick are gargoyle's skulls?"
"I didn't ask him," said Reggie. "It looked fairly solid to me. But don't worry, according to Timothy he sleeps soundly, so it shouldn't be a problem. We don't want him to see us though, we want Horace to be unsure whether it's us or the Spit Roast Gang who stole... withdrew the book. While I'm finding the book, you'd better keep a lookout in case Zlotymer turns up, and be prepared to give him the cranial tap you mentioned. Make it on the light side, and if it isn't hard enough, give him a second dose."
"How about our escape, old caracal?" enquired Monty. "We have to go there by taxi, but we can hardly ask the taxi driver to wait while we burgle a nearby property. And we don't want to be fleeing from the very hounds of hell, and have to stand and wait for a cab. Maybe we should have rented a car."
"I thought of that, but it leaves a paper trail at the rental company," said Reggie. "I want us to be as close to untraceable as possible. We'll just have to hope that 'Operation Withdrawal' goes according to plan, and we have time to get a taxi. There's a main road just one hundred metres from Zlotymer's library, where we should be able to get a cab fairly easily."
"Yes, let's hope that ze bitch, as you so affectionately call her, won't find a bar of wet soap to insert under our feet tonight. Tonight is the night when wet soap is particularly unwelcome old parsnip, not to mention Teflon®, lard and other slippery substances."
"Yes," agreed Reggie, "and don't forget everybody's favourite, the gigantic banana skin. Don't worry Monty, all will be well. And ze bitch isn't really an affectionate name, just a statement of fact. She does like to join forces with Murphy on too many occasions. It's very difficult to feel affectionate towards a team like that."
"Ah yes," said Monty thoughtfully. "And don't forget O'Reilly's Law, which states that Murphy's Law is invariably too optimistic. There's also an allied law called McTavish's Law which states that whatever you buy, it's always cheaper at the shop you didn't get a quote from. Life is indeed ze bitch old boa constrictor."
They continued to discuss the forthcoming operation until at about 10.00 p.m. they ordered a snack from the bar, which they ate more or less in silence. Monty had made one bottle of beer last about one hour before it was empty, an achievement that Reggie would have never thought was possible, and his was still half-full. Or was it half empty? Reggie decided that in his current restless state of mind, it was half empty!
The time dragged on, until at last, it was 11.25 p.m. "OK," said Reggie, "I can't sit here another minute. Let's go now."
"Righty-ho, old lobster," said Monty. "We go forth into battle now. Let the forces of evil be warned. Monty is on his way, and his dander is thoroughly aroused. The world is waiting to be saved and Reggie and Monty are the team to do the job. This is not boys' work, but the work of men of valour. What tales of triumph we will take home with us!"
Reggie chuckled to himself, knowing that tales of triumph would be taken home, whether they were warranted or not.
Monty paid the bill, and they picked up their bags, and went out onto the street. A tram-car rattled past, and Reggie looked wistfully at it, but decided that in a strange city, it would be too difficult to get to their particular destination by tram-car without having some knowledge of the various routes. Besides, it was late and the trams would probably stop running soon anyway. He carefully checked for possible surveillance, but saw nothing suspicious.
After a few occupied taxis had passed by, at last a vacant one appeared, and they flagged it down. Reggie gave the name of the street of Zlotymer's library, but not the number. He planned to walk the last two hundred or so metres, so that the taxi driver would have no idea of their final destination. After spelling the street name four times, the driver seemed to get what Reggie meant, and they headed off.
They sat in silence during the taxi journey, going over the strategy in their heads. It all seemed straightforward. All they needed was a bit of luck.
At last, Reggie recognised Zlotymer's street from his previous visit, and asked the driver to drop them off.
Keeping to the shadows as much as possible, and avoiding streetlights, they moved as surreptitiously as possible in the direction of the library.
It was now just a few minutes before midnight and the street was deserted apart from a car which drove slowly past them, but of pedestrians there was no sign. The car, a BMW, stopped about a hundred metres ahead of them, turned around and came back towards them again. Reggie grabbed Monty's arm and pulled him out of sight into a shop doorway until the car had passed again. They waited until the car had disappeared from sight before cautiously re-emerging from the shadows.
"I say, old scarlet runner," whispered Monty. "You gave me a dickens of a fright hauling me into the doorway like that. Do you think that car contained enemies of civilisation? It's gone now."
"No, I don't think it's a problem," Reggie whispered back. "But we want to be seen as little as possible. OK, the coast is clear now. Zlotymer's alleyway is about fifty metres away now. Be as quiet as possible."
"Absolutely, old stealth-bomber. My tread will be lighter than a cat's, my progress more silent than a mouse wearing carpet slippers."
They continued their stealthy progress, until they arrived at Zlotymer's alley and quietly disappeared into its murky darkness. About twenty metres progress, and they were standing at the end of the narrow dead-end alley, in front of Zlotymer's library and house. The alleyway was unlit, and Zlotymer's house was in darkness, both upstairs and the ground floor level. Reggie motioned to Monty with his hand for silence. They stood there and listened for several minutes, but there was absolute silence, apart from the occasional distant sound of a vehicle on the main road and the regular faint barking of a dog even further away.
"I think everything's OK," whispered Reggie. "Let's go and tape that window now, and get inside as quickly as we can."
They walked silently to the window. Reggie quietly put down his bag, and opened it, removing his torch, which he flicked on just long enough to locate the roll of tape in his bag. He found the end of the tape and started to unroll some as noiselessly as he could. When he had a good length, he tore some off and started to place it on the window, and then stopped.
"Hey, Monty," he whispered. This window's loose. I think we can jemmy it open, and avoid having to break any glass. Can you get me the jemmy from your bag?"
Monty managed to locate the jemmy without using his torch, and Reggie cautiously inserted the flat end in the gap between the window and the window frame. When it was in as far as it would go, he applied some pressure. There was brief resistance, and then with a sound of splintering wood, the window swung open. There was no catch on the window; friction between the window and the frame had been holding it closed, probably for many years.
Reggie cautiously stuck his head in the window and shone his torch on the floor beneath it, to see what he would be landing on. The floor was clear. He was about to ask Monty to give him a shove to propel him through the window, when a voice from behind them said quietly: "Well, 'ello guv'nor. 'Ow hare you tonight? What ha pleasant surprise to meet you 'ere. Totally hunexpected."
They both spun around simultaneously. Charlie was standing there. Although it was very dark in the alley, their eyes had adjusted sufficiently to see that there was a bigger man standing behind Charlie. Their eyes were also sufficiently adjusted to tell them that he was the sort of man about whom you could accurately say, 'I wouldn't like to meet him in a dark alley.' But in a dark alley they were, and meet him they had. They also noted that both men had guns seemingly the size of howitzers in their hands.
"So nice to see you hagain, guv," said Charlie. "And oo 'ave we 'ere? Well, hif hit hisn't the hold 'aberdasher 'ater. H'ive told my friend Tommy 'ere, hall habout you. 'E's been dying to 'ave ha nice hunfriendly chat with you. Tommy doesn't talk much, 'e lets 'is tools hof the trade do the talking for 'im."
"I'm not afraid of you, old hairy haberdasher," said Monty. "Don't come nearer to me or I'll tear your foul whiskers out by their roots. And it's hater of hairy haberdashers. More alliteration. Sounds better."
"Very funny. We'll talk about that when we're inside," said Charlie. "I'll go in the window first. I don't trust you two to go in ahead of me. Tommy, you watch these two miserable monkeys. If they move a muscle, plug 'em."
"Yes boss," rumbled Tommy in a deep monotone which suggested that his IQ was about twelve. "Miserable monkeys move muscle, plug 'em. Haw, haw, haw."
With a fair amount of grunting and scrambling, Charlie disappeared headfirst through the window.
"Stay there," he hissed. "I'll open the door. It'll be quieter than us all thumping through the window."
There was a scratching sound from the inside of the door, a click, and then Charlie flung open the door, accompanied by a screeching and creaking loud enough to wake the dead, and possibly also a blissfully slumbering gargoyle.
"What the...?" exclaimed Charlie. They stood there for a few minutes, but the noise seemed to have surprisingly not been loud enough to awaken Zlotymer.
"Come in quietly," said Charlie. "Tommy, you come last. If these two so much as blink, plug 'em."
"Yes boss," growled Tommy in a basso profundo which sounded like J.D. Sumner hitting his lowest bass note. "Blink, plug 'em. Haw, haw, haw."
When they were inside the gloomy library, with only the light from Charlie's torch to illuminate them, it registered with Reggie that Charlie's accent had disappeared.
The same had also occurred to Monty, for he now said, "So you've lost your fake accent!" He turned to Reggie, which movement prompted a vigorous wave of Tommy's gun, and a growl like an angry Rottweiler.
"I told you that his accent was fake. I told you never to trust a bewhiskered haberdasher, especially one who wears ladies' underwear, old haberdasher truster."
"I think you'll find that this haberdasher is a fake," said Reggie. "I'll bet his whiskers are fake too."
"I'll bet his underwear is female, old prune." said Monty angrily. "Yes, you're right. This haberdasher is a fake haberdasher. I bet he's never haberdashed in his life. The noble profession of haberdashery and this hairy object are strangers to each other. If this alleged haberdasher knows the difference between a metre of calico and a metre of concrete, I’m a Dutchman named Cornelius van Ptarmigan-van-Pthompson!”
Monty’s indignation had reached its zenith by now, and began to wane. “Doubtless his bewhiskeredness is a fake bewhiskeredness too. The only thing in this world worse than a whiskery haberdasher, is a fake whiskery haberdasher. I knew he was an affront to civilisation as soon as I laid eyes on him. I'll know how to deal with him at the first opportunity."
"There will be no opportunities to deal with me," said Charlie. "You seem to have forgotten that Tommy and I are the ones with the guns. But to set the record straight, yes, the whiskers are fake, the accent was fake, the haberdashery occupation was fake, even my name is fake, but as I'm not going to tell you my real name, Charlie will still have to do."
"I have more appropriate names for you than Charlie, old decomposing piece of worm infested offal," said Monty angrily. "And as for your simian friend here, I'm not afraid of him either. You tell him to watch his step or he'll be back swinging from a branch in the zoo you got him from."
Tommy probably didn't understand words like simian, but he was just intelligent enough to be able to tell when he was being talked about in unflattering terms, and he growled again like distant thunder and pressed his gun against Monty's ribs.
"Enough of this," snapped Charlie. "We followed you here for a reason, Riffkin, and I'm sure you know why. You've caused us a lot of trouble, and we don't appreciate it. The first time you came here to this library, you managed to lose us. We've been waiting our chance to force you to bring us here, but tonight you saved us the trouble. We were going to kidnap you, but you came straight here like homing pigeons. You were very easy to follow too. Too complacent Riffkin. Sloppy PI work."
Reggie wondered how he'd managed to lose Charlie and Tommy on his first visit to Zlotymer's, when he'd been sure that he was not being tailed. Probably just one of those mysterious pieces of good fortune that occasionally happened to a PI. But Charlie was right, he'd been very sloppy tonight. But then, he realised, he'd been sloppy all along. He'd never seen any sign of a tail. How could he not have noticed Tommy swinging from lamppost to lamppost and hanging by his metaphorical tail from the power wires? Must have been Charlie who's been following me, he thought. I've got to hand it to him, he's good. I never once saw a sign of him, until the bus terminal.
"So you've been tailing me ever since I arrived here?" said Reggie. "How did you know I was coming here to Prague?"
"Not difficult, Riffkin," said Charlie. "Ponsonby's trusted subordinates are not all as trustworthy as he thinks. Of course we have our agent in his employ. We knew you were coming here before you did, Riffkin. I was rather annoyed about your switching hotels the first night. I had already booked into the hotel you were scheduled to stay in. I had to check out of there and follow you to the new place. Cost our organisation an unnecessary night's room rental."
"What is your organisation?" asked Reggie. He almost asked if it was called the Spit Roast Gang, but decided not to put ideas into Charlie's head.
"Our name is not for disclosure to such as you two," said Charlie. "But I think that you know why we're here. We want the 'Wisdom of Nimrod', Riffkin, and we won't leave here without it. That's why we followed you here. You're going to get it for us. We know that you know where it is located in this shambolic apology for a library. But I'm not sure why you came back here tonight. Did you come to steal the book? Why? Did you get the information for Ponsonby already last time you were here? If so, why didn't you go straight back to Ponsonby with it?"
"If your organisation knows so much, how come you didn't come here yourselves to get the book?" asked Reggie. "And if you know so much, how come you have so many questions to ask me?"
"Our inside source was not able to find the address of this place," replied Charlie. "We needed you to show us the location, and find the book. Now, let's waste no more time. Go and get the book Riffkin, and don't try anything stupid or Tommy'll be delighted to deal with you."
"Tommy, deal, plug 'im, boss?" came the hopeful reply.
"Not yet Tommy, only when I give you the word," replied Charlie.
At that moment, Tommy swung around, having apparently heard a noise. He shone his torch towards the sound.
"What...? who...? boss, look here, what is this, boss?"
At that moment, Zlotymer, having apparently been awakened after all by the shrieking of the door, snapped on a light and stumbled into view.
"Vat is here going on?" he asked. "Vy you are in my library ze noise making and authorisation vizout?"
He was holding a length of pipe in his hand, and he moved it menacingly towards Tommy, who growled angrily again.
Charlie continued to point his gun at Monty and Reggie, and said, "Tommy, take the pipe from that, whatever it is, and give him an anaesthetic with it. Don't waste a bullet just yet. Too noisy, keep it quiet."
"Yes boss," rumbled Tommy happily. "Take pipe, anaes... something, haw, haw, haw."
Before Zlotymer knew what was happening, Tommy took a quick step towards him, wrested the pipe from his hands, and gave him a solid whack on the head, which laid him out cold on the floor. Tommy was able to move quite quickly for such a large muscle-bound specimen, which fact was duly noted by Reggie.
"Well done Tommy," said Charlie. "That should keep him counting bluebirds for the next half hour or so."
"Tommy enjoyed that," rumbled Tommy happily, sounding like a bison contentedly chewing its cud.
Charlie stepped closer to Reggie and held the gun against his chest.
"Unless you want a bit of loving attention from Tommy here, get going now and find that book," he said in a voice as icy as a bucket of ice cubes.
"Now look here, old seal breath," said Monty indignantly. "Don't talk to Reggie like that. Dashed if I'll tolerate your boorish behaviour any longer. You're an uncouth example of criminality, and you deserve a good sharp whack on the occiput."
"On the what?" said Charlie, and then remembered that this was no time to learn new vocabulary. "You call me a criminal? Our organisation is going to save the human race, and you call me a criminal? Tommy's going to enjoy skinning you alive later, aren't you Tommy?"
"Skin alive, fun," said Tommy excitedly, with a happy leer on his face.
"Then when he's finished, I'll put your skin back on and skin you again myself," continued Charlie. "Criminals! You're the criminals! You who would prevent our saving the world."
"Why don't you just let Horace Ponsonby do it," said Reggie. "Surely you both have the same goal, what does it matter who does it?"
"It matters a great deal to our organisation," said Charlie. "Later, if you're still alive, I might explain it to you. And as for you," he indicated Monty, with a contemptuous wave of his gun, "you'll keep until later. I won't be distracted now by the likes of you." He turned to Reggie. "Find the book now."
"What if I refuse to find it for you?" asked Reggie. "Why should I help you?"
"Because I'll kill all three of you if you don't find it," snarled Charlie. "Is that a good enough reason for you?"
It sounded like a very good reason to Reggie. In fact, he couldn't fault Charlie's very persuasive argument at all.
"And how do I know that you won't kill us anyway, if I find the book for you?" asked Reggie.
"You don't know," said Charlie. His moustache ends moved further apart again, indicating that a smile was being born under the false fungus. "You'll just have to trust me. This world needs a lot more trust. What better time and place to start exercising more trust than right now? You can make a difference Riffkin. Trust me!" he laughed happily. "Believe me Riffkin, if I have to kill you, I'll find the book anyway. If necessary I can get Tommy to have a little play with that... that... gnome thing over there and find out where it is before we..."
"Plug 'im," interrupted Tommy excitedly.
" Correct, Tommy, plug 'im. I couldn't have put it better myself."
Reggie realised that the situation was hopeless. There was no choice but to co-operate and find the book, and hope that an opportunity to escape presented itself.
"OK," he said. "Against my better judgement, I'll try to find it. You seem to be holding all the aces Charlie."
"Don't try, do it!" snapped Charlie. "How astute of you to notice that the aces are in my hand. In fact I hold the entire deck of cards. Now no more chatter, find the book now!"
"Now look here, old rabid ravening wolf," said Monty angrily. "I've warned you before about your tone of voice to Reggie. Enough or you'll regret it, you fake haberdasher. You're probably a fake human being as well."
Charlie gave Monty a long stare, which contained a hint of surprise. Then he shrugged and said to Tommy, "Keep your gun trained on this sorry specimen, Tommy. If he sneezes, plug 'im!"
"OK, boss," grunted Tommy, sounding like a pig foraging for truffles. "Sneezes, plug ' im. Haw, haw, haw."
Reggie went to the far side of the room where the English language books were shelved, followed closely by Charlie. "It'll help a lot if I have a torch," he said. "It's quite dark down here around the bottom shelves, even with the lights on."
"You'll have to manage without one," retorted Charlie. "I'm not letting you have mine."
The ladder which had almost tripped him up on his earlier visit was still leaning against the adjacent shelves.
Reggie went to move it, but Charlie snapped, "What are you doing?"
"Just moving this ladder," protested Reggie. "I need to get past it. The book is on the other side of it."
"Move it very slowly," said Charlie. "Don't try any fancy stuff. My trigger finger is very itchy."
Reggie slowly moved the ladder, and placed it on the other side of him. Then he went to the last row of shelves and knelt down by the same shelf where he had found the book earlier. He felt to see if those books were protruding as before, but to his surprise they weren't. He pulled them out. The Nimrod book was not there! He pulled all the other books from the shelf, one at a time, but the book wasn't there. The shelf was completely empty.
"Hurry up!" said Charlie impatiently. "What's the problem?"
"The book isn't here where it was before," said Reggie.
"You're lying," shouted Charlie. "Stop playing games! Find the book!"
"I'm telling you, this is where it was last time I was here," said Reggie. "It's not here now. Zlotymer must have moved it."
"Is that the troll's name?" said Charlie. "I'll kill the little squirt. After he's told us where the book is, of course. Tommy, go and check if that leprechaun is starting to wake up. You," indicating Monty, "come and stand by your friend where I can see you."
Monty went and stood next to Reggie, and Charlie covered them both with his gun. Tommy went to investigate Zlotymer's state of consciousness.
"Asleep, boss," he called, sounding like a flatulent elephant. "Good anaes... something I gave him. Lot of fun, haw, haw, haw."
"Yes, Tommy," replied Charlie. "I know you enjoyed that. Well, we'll just have to wait until he wakes up. While we're waiting, you keep searching for the book, Riffkin."
Reggie checked a few shelves around that general area, looking for any that contained books which protruded a little more than looked normal as this seemed to be Zlotymer's modus operandi for hiding the book. The end row yielded nothing, but about halfway up the next row, he noticed a similar anomaly to the previous time. He pulled out the books, and sure enough, behind them was the Nimrod book.
He didn't say anything, he just looked at the book and put it on the floor with the other books he'd placed there. He looked towards Monty, moved his eyes towards the ladder, and said, "I say, old ladder pusher, are you OK?" hoping that Monty would get the message.
Monty had been itching to do something like this, and immediately grabbed the ladder and flung it straight at Charlie. It collected him nicely on the nose and he fell backwards, striking the back of his head on Tommy's knee, as he returned from his fond vigil over the sleeping Zlotymer. As Charlie fell, the gun flew out of his hand and landed about half a metre from Monty's feet, and he was able to bend down and grab it quickly.
Charlie seemed to be temporarily incapacitated, but Tommy was already scrambling to his feet.
"Run, this way," yelled Reggie, indicating the far side of the shelves to his left. Quickly they bolted around the shelves, leaped over the slumbering form of Zlotymer, and headed for the door.
Unfortunately, Tommy had just enough intelligence to take the short route to the door, and reached it at exactly the same moment as Reggie.
Monty had had the foresight to pause briefly to pick up the length of pipe with which Tommy had anaesthetised Zlotymer, and arriving at the door just as Tommy was about to tear Reggie's head from his shoulders, wielded the pipe in the general direction of Tommy's apelike head. It arrived at its target, made a satisfyingly loud clunking noise, and caused Tommy to fall out of the door, carrying Reggie with him.
Reggie broke free, and looking back to make sure that Monty was coming, ran for the exit to the alleyway. Monty leaped over Tommy, and ran also, still carrying the length of pipe in one hand and the gun in the other. It took Tommy a few moments to get to his feet, and he began to stumble after them, but the whack on the head had made him a little slower and his course was a kind of zigzag, possibly due to a combination of his close examination of the piping and the contact on his knee by Charlie's head.
Reggie and Monty reached the alleyway entrance, and turned right, heading towards the main road about one hundred metres away.
"I say, old cheetah," wheezed Monty. "Take this gun, I'm not exactly sure how to use it."
Reggie grabbed the gun with his right hand and continued running. At that point they heard three shots fired in rapid succession and the bullets whizzed like angry hornets just above their heads. Tommy had rounded the corner from the alleyway and was wildly firing at them. They were about halfway to the main road by now. Tommy was not gaining on them, but the bullets were definitely faster than they were. A couple more followed, still a bit high fortunately. Reggie and Monty were flagging, and sounded like a couple of steam engines. Where was Charlie? Presumably he was back on his feet by now and in pursuit also.
They were almost at the main road when they heard a car roaring up behind them. It passed them and then swerved onto the footpath in front of them, and screeched to a halt blocking their way, and they were forced to stop.
Tommy was lumbering up behind them, and Charlie exited the driver's door fairly gingerly and called to the approaching Tommy, "They move, plug 'em Tommy."
Reggie by now had his gun pointing at Charlie, and said, "Don't (pant) move or I'll (pant) plug you (pant) Charlie, and tell your (pant) ape to stop where he (pant) is."
Charlie had obviously temporarily forgotten that his gun had been purloined by Monty, possibly due to the effects of Tommy's knee in the back of his head.
"Stop, Tommy," called Charlie. The lumbering footsteps came to a grateful halt, and the combined wheezing and panting of Reggie, Monty and Tommy made the street sound like a home for retired steam engines.
Reggie kept his gun pointed at Charlie and said, "I've still got enough steam left to squeeze the trigger, Charlie. Tell Tommy to drop his gun."
"How about you dropping your gun, Riffkin?" said Charlie. "Tommy's got you covered." A brief pause, and then, "Watch out Tommy!"
At that point there was a thudding noise behind Reggie, and the apelike grunt that followed it indicated that Tommy had, for the second time that night, had an intimate encounter with the length of pipe which Monty had still been clutching in his hand. That length of pipe was working very hard tonight.
Monty apparently succeeded in pulling the gun from Tommy's semi-conscious paw, because the next thing Reggie heard was Monty's voice saying, "Well, old tail swinger, you just lie there and have a rest. Don't you look so sweet with those matching lumps on your noggin! A bullet hole between them would look so cute." Monty was panting still, but he was recovering his breath, as was Reggie.
"Monty," called Reggie, with his gun still pointed at Charlie, "he blinks, plug 'im!"
"Right old boss," responded Monty. "Blinks, plug 'im. Haw, haw, jolly old haw."
"Very amusing Riffkin, ah..., Reggie," said Charlie, tenderly caressing his battered-looking nose. "Let's have a chat about this shall we? I'm sure we can come to a mutually happy and beneficial agreement. Just an unfortunate misunderstanding I'm sure."
"Yes, we can come to a very satisfactory arrangement," said Reggie. "We'll borrow your car, and you and Tommy can have a nice healthy walk home. What could be more beneficial and happy than that? Now, you move away over there by Tommy and lie down on the ground beside him."
Charlie was obviously contemplating some sort of escape move, and as he was on the other side of the car from Reggie, ducking down out of his sight and making a run for it was the obvious choice, but quickly both Charlie and Reggie realised that it wasn't an option. He wouldn't get very far before he was in range of Reggie's gun again, and trying to get in the car and drive off wasn't feasible either, as Charlie would be a perfect target, sitting in the driver's seat.
Reluctantly, Charlie crept snail-like around the car and lay down beside the recumbent Tommy. Reggie walked around to the driver's door, saying, "Hop in the car Monty, and keep them covered. They sneeze, plug 'em."
"Yeah boss. Sneeze, plug 'em. I like that boss," said Monty in his best Tommy impersonation voice.
Monty got in the car beside Reggie, watching the two lying there on the footpath, like a happily married couple. The only noise was a persistent Rottweiler-like growling from Tommy, which suggested that the marriage was possibly not quite as happy as it appeared to be at first sight.
Reggie started the car, and backed onto the road, with Monty keeping them covered until they moved off to the main road, just about ten metres away. As they drove around the corner, the last sight of them was Charlie getting to his feet, and giving a baleful shake of his fist in their direction under the soft glow of a street light, while Tommy knelt on the ground, rubbing his head. The whole incident had taken no more than a few minutes, and miraculously seemed not to have awoken any of the sleeping citizens. Perhaps people running down the street firing guns was an every night experience in this neighbourhood.
"Well old felon," said Monty, "we came to steal a book, and ended up stealing a car, two guns, and a length of pipe. Some would call it a very satisfactory night's work. But, the book, dash it all, we didn't get the book!"
Reggie reached inside the pocket of his jacket and held up the book. "Yes we did," he said triumphantly. "I picked it up just before we bolted from the library."
"I say, old magpie," said Monty happily. "Well done, great presence of mind displayed in trying circumstances. Very successful, especially if you add the two lumps on Tommy's head, and the rearrangement of the fake haberdasher's nose. At least the nose wasn't fake, old warrior, seemed to be real enough."
"Yes, it was definitely real," said Reggie. "and if I'm not mistaken, I thought I saw Charlie's occiput caress Tommy's knee. So perhaps there's one more lump to add to the tally."
"Splendid," sighed Monty happily. "A three lump night. Couldn't be better."
Reggie handed Monty the book. "Don't be sentimental about the book Monty, tear the pages out a few at a time, shred them, and throw them out the window to the winds. Then let Charlie try to find all the pieces if he can."
"No sooner said than done, Reggie the Ripper," said Monty. "Sounds better than Monty the Ripper."
He commenced the tearing process, and the book was soon thousands of pieces of confetti fluttering like little butterflies and coming to rest over several kilometres of road. Monty ripped the cover in half, then half again, but the cardboard proved to be resistant to further reduction.
Reggie reflected that his decision to invite Monty had been the right one after all. Despite his eccentricities and foibles, Monty liked nothing better than a bit of noggin-tapping and he had proved himself to be invaluable that very night.
"Biff the pieces of the cover out the window, one every kilometre or so," said Reggie. Then we can consider the book destroyed. But I didn't have time to leave any cash there for Zlotymer. Conscience money for the book, I mean."
"Well, old honest felon," said Monty, "the intent was there. As you may recall, we had to leave the premises in something of a hurry. If you'd stopped to open your wallet and get some cash out, we'd have been skinned alive by Tommy by now. But, what's our next move? Where are we going now?"
"A good question," said Reggie. "All I'm doing now is putting distance between us and the Spit Roasters. I've no idea where we are. Is this a rental car?"
Monty looked at the registration. "Doesn't seem to be," he said. "German registration. Maybe we should head for Germany old bucket of sauerkraut. That was our original plan, anyway."
"What if Charlie reports the car as stolen?" asked Reggie. "We could be back in trouble with your two gorilla friends at the airport again."
"Dashed blighter probably stole it in the first place," said Monty. "He's a fake haberdasher with fake whiskers, remember, old mudfish?"
"It could be the property of the Spit Roasters," said Reggie. "I think we'd better ditch it as soon as we get to Germany then maybe we can transfer to a train or something for Frankfurt. We need a map to show us how to get on the right road. Have a look in the glovebox, see if there's one there."
Monty rummaged around in the glovebox, but there was no map. Not surprising on reflection. A map implies literacy, and Tommy didn't look as though he would be a very successful navigator. He did find a particularly nasty-looking knife though. He waved it in the air.
"Don't leave home without it, old assassin," he said cheerily. "Might be useful." He placed it back in its sheath and pocketed it. "Probably Tommy's toothpick."
"Well, keep your eyes peeled for any signs that might tell us what direction we're heading in," said Reggie. "I don't want to drive around in a circle, and end up back outside Zlotymer's door."
"Jolly shame about our bags, old banana fritter," said Monty, suddenly remembering that their bags were still sitting outside Zlotymer's door. "Some good burglary tools there for Zlotymer. But I don't think my clothes will fit him.
"Mine either," said Reggie. "Shame, as you say. When we get to Germany we'll have to buy some new gear. Now, keep your eyes skinned!"
Monty shuddered. "Don't talk about skinned, old pterodactyl. I didn't like the sound of being skinned alive by Tommy the Torturer, and I'm jolly glad he didn't get his ugly paws on me." He tapped his pocket. "Anyway, I've got his skinning knife here now. I'll skin the brute alive myself if he comes near my person again. I didn't like his attitude, Reggie old carrot."
Reggie admitted that he too considered that Tommy left a lot to be desired in the area of personality.
"I did tell you that Timothy had led me to believe that none of these guys was a star pupil in charm school," he observed.
"Yes, that's true. Failed dismally, old cucumber sandwich. As did his henchcreature, the horrible haberdasher. Speaking of Timothy, dash my buttons, where was he when we needed him?" Monty demanded indignantly. "There we were about to be shot, skinned alive and goodness knows what other unspeakable tortures committed upon our sensitive persons, and does Timothy appear to tame the savage beasts? No he does not! He is nowhere to be seen, old fig. He is AWOL. I'm very disappointed in him." Monty shook his head sadly. "Thought we could rely on him Reggie. O Timothy, 'thou art weighed in the balances and art found wanting'. Very sad, old gnu."
"Well," said Reggie. "I'm not so sure. Here we are, driving a nice BMW, relatively unscathed, having escaped the clutches of some particularly malevolent fellows. Maybe he would have intervened if we had not had the good fortune, skill, whatever you want to call it, to help ourselves. Maybe he only intervenes if our situation is hopeless and he can see we don't have the ability to get out of it without help. Whereas, on the other hand, Charlie and Tommy are relatively scathed."
"Yes," said Monty thoughtfully. “I see what you're getting at old cuttlefish. Our consummate skill and bravery meant that his services were not required on this occasion. Yes, yes, I see your point. Quite correct. Sorry Timothy, old chap,” he apostrophised. "Dashed sorry, forget about the balances and being weighed therein, and particularly forget the found wanting bit."
CHAPTER 10
Around about this time at Zlotymer's library, there was a stirring on the floor. A groan or two followed, and then Zlotymer struggled to a sitting position, and began gently caressing the fairly spectacular lump on his head. For a few minutes he sat there, trying to remember what had happened. Slowly the facts began to reassemble themselves in his throbbing head.
Two unpleasant looking men, one sporting a luxuriant growth of rampantly undisciplined whiskers, the other with a distinctly Neanderthal look, were training guns at the fellow Ponsonby had sent the other day and another strange-looking man. Then the Neanderthal had seized his length of pipe, which action was shortly followed by total blackness.
What was it all about? Why were they there in his library? Cautiously he struggled to his feet. The light was still on, the front door was wide open, and also the window. There was no sign of life either inside or outside. They had obviously broken in through the window. He closed it as best he could from the outside. He found two bags sitting there, and he dragged them inside for later examination. Then he locked the door again and went to look at his shelves. There was the ladder lying on the floor, and a pile of books by the shelf. Oh no! He realised that was where he had hidden the Nimrod book. A quick search showed him the book was missing. Who had taken it? It was obvious that he had had two sets of burglars that night. Which had prevailed and taken the book? Obviously logic decreed that the bewhiskered man and the apelike one who had the guns would win this contest, and had taken the book. But what had happened to Ponsonby's envoy? Kidnapped? Murdered?
With a trembling hand, he dialled a long number and awaited the call to be answered. The time being early morning in Prague and just one hour earlier in London where the object of this call lived, the phone rang for some time. Then eventually a voice sounded in his ear.
"The residence of Mr. Horace Ponsonby," said a rather irritated-sounding voice. "Snytherford speaking. What service can I render you."
"You can vaking Mr. Ponsonby be," said Zlotymer shakily. "Problem happened has, and to him urgently talk I must."
"Mr. Paranovsky, I believe," said Snytherford haughtily. "Mr. Ponsonby requested that I inform him any time you called. Please hold a few minutes Mr. Paranovsky."
A silence ensued, but either Ponsonby was still up, or a light sleeper, because he was soon on the line.
"What the dickens has happened to warrant your calling at this unearthly hour?" snapped Ponsonby. "Do you have news of Riffkin? I expected we'd hear from him by now."
"Schluggenheadenmittenpipen," said Zlotymer. "Bookenschtolen Nimrodsky. Duenherringsky..."
"For goodness’ sake, it's too late at night for me to translate that confounded lingo of yours," said Ponsonby. "Speak what passes as English with you, please!"
As quickly as he could, Zlotymer explained the events of the evening. Horace was, of course, appalled.
"I am unable to comprehend what has happened on your premises tonight," said Horace. "If as you suggest, Riffkin has been kidnapped by the other intruders, they are obviously the ones who have stolen the book. It must be Algernon Greenwater. He's a master of disguise, and the apelike creature is his braindead assistant, Thomas Skinner. His organisation is called Nephgate and he is desperate to beat me to the secrets of Nimrod. How did they know about my mission? What were the four of them doing there together? They must have followed Riffkin there to find the book. But why would Riffkin go back, having already found the book? They must have forced him to take them there. He will have memorised the pages; it's because of his photographic memory that I hired him in the first place. He wouldn't have gone back there unless under duress."
This monologue was really Horace thinking aloud, as Zlotymer was unable to follow most of it.
"Well, thank you for calling, Paranovsky," said Horace. "I will, of course, reimburse your expenses. I will take steps to recover the book immediately. Greenwater will have to take the book back to his headquarters in Germany to confer with the others in his disgraceful organisation before he can use the information in it. I will get someone there very quickly to find him and recover Riffkin, and the book. Of course if we get the book, we don't need Riffkin any more." More thinking aloud.
Ponsonby hung up the phone, leaving Zlotymer to attend to the lump on his head, and try to get back to his interrupted sleep.
"Snytherford!" shouted Horace as loudly as his aging voice would allow. "Tell Snitterington to get the car ready to go to the airport, to my private jet. Get Thuggington and Muggeridge here on the double. Get the pilot of the jet, what's his name, ah, Snappington, that's right, to the airport now to arrange his flight plan to Prague."
After barking these orders, he collapsed into a chair, adjacent to which was a bottle of his personal physician's prescription and a glass, especially washed less thoroughly than the others. This was an attempt to recreate the flavour of the Scotch he'd drunk at Reggie's, which he still declared was the best he'd ever tasted. He poured himself a stiff measure of the ‘medicine’ and took a substantial mouthful. Then he awaited the arrival of his two trusted travelling minstrels, as he called them.
His surroundings were salubrious. He was in his library, which was stocked on three of its walls from floor to ceiling with books. Many thousands of books. Every book, except the one he really wanted.
Shortly afterwards, Thuggington and Muggeridge walked into the room, looking very red-eyed and each smelling strongly of his own favourite alcoholic drink, namely ouzo and rum respectively. They could have been twins, but were not related at all. They might as well have worn sandwich boards bearing the words, 'I'm a Hit Man' such was the charm of their personal appearances. About five foot three inches tall, solidly built like a brick toilet block, and both with noses pointing decidedly off at a tangent to their natural inclination. These were Horace's trusted 'minstrels', but if they sang at all, it was likely to be that rollicking favourite of hit men the world over, 'Mac the Knife'.
"Sit down," said Horace brusquely. "You're going to Prague on the jet. I have reason to believe that Riffkin has been kidnapped by Greenwater and Skinner. I don't know why and perhaps Riffkin and his associate have been terminated by now. But Greenwater has the book. He will be shortly heading for their headquarters in Frankfurt to implement the procedures outlined in it. Your job is to go to Prague, find Greenwater, and prevent him by any means from getting back to Frankfurt. Get the book from Greenwater. If you can find Riffkin alive, bring him back to me immediately as he has the formula in his photographic memory. But if you find the book and Riffkin, well, we don't really need Riffkin any more, if you follow what I mean. It would save me a lot of money if he just ceased doing some of the undesirable things he persists in doing, such as, for example, breathing. Any questions?"
"Nope Mr. Ponsonby, sir," they chorused.
"Very clear, Mr. Ponsonby, sir," said Thuggington.
"Do we have a location for Greenwater, Mr. Ponsonby, sir?" asked Muggeridge, tentatively.
"I thought you didn't have any questions, Muggeridge," snapped Horace. "That sounded like a question to me. Sentences beginning with 'do' are very frequently questions, Muggeridge, and this one is indeed included among the ranks of those which fit the criteria. Do you have any questions, Muggeridge?"
"Yes, Mr. Ponsonby, sir," said Muggeridge. "Do we have a location for Greenwater, Mr. Ponsonby, sir?"
"You have the list of Nephgate's safe houses," said Horace. "Try the Prague address. They're certain to have been using that place while they've been in Prague. If they're not there, you'll have to look for them." The corners of the Ponsonby mouth twitched slightly to indicate a smile. "They're unaware that we have that information, of course. You should have no problem in taking them unawares. You also have the registration numbers of all known Nephgate cars. Try and find the car they're using. That's all. Snitterington is waiting at the front now to take you to the airport. Don't return until you have Riffkin, or the book. Oh, and as I said, Skinner is there too. I know you both have a score to settle with him. As far as I know, there are just the two. Only those two were there when Riffkin was kidnapped. Try to leave Skinner alive, I know you'll want to arrange to play a few games with him."
"Yes, Mr. Ponsonby, sir," they chorused again, Thuggington fingering a lengthy scar on his left cheek, and Muggeridge fingering an even lengthier one on his right. They turned and left the room as one. As soon as they were out of sight, Muggeridge jerked his head back in the direction of the library, and drew his finger across his throat. Thuggington responded by sticking out his tongue with his head to one side, in the manner of someone who has had an altercation with the hangman, and not prevailed. Then they both grinned and headed for the front door where Snitterington was waiting in the limousine.
Horace sighed, emptied the glass of its generous serving of his prescription, and poured another immediately. It was going to be a long night!
♦
As Reggie and Monty roared away and disappeared around the corner in Greenwater's car, it would have been a very difficult task to find two more peeved individuals than Greenwater and Tommy, anywhere in the world. At that particular moment, peevedness was their stock-in-trade. They continued to glare balefully at the spot they had last seen the car, for about a minute after it had disappeared from view.
Then, tenderly stroking the two lumps on his head, Tommy said, "We shoulda plugged 'em while we had the chance, boss. Now they've got our guns and the car."
"In hindsight that would have been a good idea," said Greenwater, forgetting in his agitation that it was a waste of time using words such as 'hindsight' to Tommy, and also gently feeling his throbbing nasal injury. "But we needed that book and Riffkin knew where it was. That Monty fellow has a bit more spunk than he appears to have at first sight."
"What now, boss?" asked Tommy. "Shall we go back and see if the book is still there?" Then his brain, (never very quick out of the starting blocks, and when further slowed by two successive bangs on the head, almost stationary), managed to retrieve an image of Reggie putting a book in his pocket as he ran for the door. "Oh no, he took the book with him, I remember now, boss."
"Are you sure?" queried Greenwater heatedly.
"Yeah, boss," said Tommy. "Put it in his pocket, I saw him. I was just gonna put my hand down his throat and pull him inside out, when that...," Tommy's damaged brain failed him in its search for a suitable adjective to describe Monty.
"Despicable, vile, detestable, offensive, abominable," suggested Greenwater, who liked to do the 'Times' crossword puzzle whenever the opportunity presented itself. His brain was recovering more quickly than Tommy's.
"Yeah, all them long words you used, boss," said Tommy. "That, all them long words, Monty hit me with the pipe. Still hurts, boss. Then he hit me again later, boss."
"Yes, I saw that disgusting rodent whack you the second time with the pipe, Tommy," said Greenwater. "I missed the first event because I was on my back with a ladder on top of me. Don't worry, we'll find them, and you can have a bit of fun with him before we..."
"plug 'im!" completed Tommy.
"Exactly, Tommy, before we plug 'im. We need to find them and get the book back, Tommy. It's just as well we fitted those locator devices to all of our cars."
"Yeah, boss. That was a good idea, boss. Bet you're the one who thought of it, boss."
"As always you're correct, Tommy," said Greenwater. "It was my idea. That's why I'm in charge of Nephgate, I have all the good ideas." He rubbed the back of his head where it had struck Tommy's knee on his journey from upright to supine. "Back of my head hurts like the devil, Tommy, I don't know what hit it, but it felt like the Rock of Gibraltar."
Tommy unconsciously rubbed his still throbbing knee, but decided not to divulge the source of Greenwater's additional injury. 'Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof' after all, and even Tommy's slow-moving brain could see that the news that the injury was the result of 'friendly fire' would not go down well with Greenwater.
Greenwater fished in his pocket for his cellphone, and then uttered an expression of disgust, containing only four letters, and which Tommy was therefore able to understand.
"What's wrong, boss?" he enquired.
"Phone battery's flat," said Greenwater. "I was going to call the boys in Frankfurt and get them to send a reception and welcoming committee. It's not our night, Tommy, we'll have to do it from the apartment when we get back there."
There was no point in further discussion at the site of their humiliation, so they walked, still a little unsteadily in both cases, up to the main road, and awaited the passing of a taxi. Eventually one came, and they hopped in, and Greenwater gave directions back to their Nephgate apartment.
As soon as they arrived back there, Greenwater went and found his GPS receiver, to check if he could pick up a signal from the car. The device would pinpoint the exact location of the car to within a metre or two. Sure enough, the signal was strong, and the screen displayed a map of the western Czech Republic with a red flashing light indicating the progress of the car. It was on the outskirts of Prague, headed west on the road to Plzeň.
"Ah ha," said Greenwater. "Looks like they're headed to Germany. I'll contact the boys in Frankfurt and arrange an interception and welcoming committee for them. Don't worry Tommy, you can skin Monty alive as many times as you like."
"Good, boss," said Tommy, back to his full intellectual capacity again. "Skin alive, many times, haw, haw, haw."
"First thing in the morning we'll grab a rental car, and head out to meet the Frankfurt boys, and get the book back from Riffkin," said Greenwater. "In the meantime, we'd better have a hot shower and catch a few hours of sleep. You need to be in good form tomorrow, Tommy. I'll get this beard off. Feels like I'm wearing a dozen steel wool kitchen pads, so I'll be glad to be rid of it."
"Yeah, boss," said Tommy. "Good form. Like to use all the tools tomorrow, boss." He smiled happily, like a child on Christmas Eve, looking forward to the delights of the next day. He added, "Want me... get beard off for you, boss?"
Greenwater shuddered inwardly at the thought. Tommy would probably want to remove it using his skinning knife, or one of his 'tools of the trade', such as, perhaps, the fully adjustable scalper, of which he was particularly proud, but always complaining that he had inadequate opportunities of using.
"No thanks Tommy," he said cautiously, "kind offer and all that, but you need to rest, Tommy so that tomorrow you can use the tools to full effect."
"OK boss," rumbled Tommy. "Use tools, right, haw, haw, haw."
Greenwater picked up the landline phone receiver and punched in the number of Nephgate's Frankfurt headquarters. The delay in someone answering the phone was about thirty seconds.
"Sleeping again, MacTaggart? You know what I think about sleeping on the job." He listened as the accused (falsely accused as it turned out) on the other end of the phone explained that he had been in the toilet with his trousers around his ankles and on the point of giving birth to the reason for his being there, when the phone rang.
"Took me a wee moment to get everrrything back in place, boss," he explained.
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