
134

25. The Man in the Golden Mask 

Driven headlong, like a badger that climbs out of curiosity 
onto a steam-powered trolley standing idle in a woodland 

glade then has it set off underneath him, Antler did not at first 
heed where he was going. Only when it struck him that pass-
ing through heavy brocade curtains into a long corridor hung 
with velvet drapes and illuminated by seed-pearl lights was not a 
common experience in twenty-first century railway travel did he 
pause to take stock. 
At least it was quiet, he thought, after the raucous noise of folk-
singing that had forced him to flee. From somewhere up ahead 
came mingled scents - a delicate perfume, and, interwoven with 
it, an odour that he recognised but could not place, it was so 
unexpected in those surroundings – 
and then he had it: cigar smoke. 
No ordinary cigar smoke either, his finely-tuned nostrils told 
him, but the inimitable musk of a Hoyo de Monterrey double 
corona, the most coveted of all Cuban cigars, each leaf rolled 
lovingly on the dusky inner thigh of a raven-haired mulatta. 
Who could be smoking on a train in this day and age, in this 
country? Filled with curiosity, he made his way towards the 
source, and at length came on a similar set of heavy curtains to 
those he had passed earlier. 
The carriage he entered was not gloomy but the light was 
pleasantly muted: there was an ambience of polished wood and 
leather, like a gentleman’s club; the prevailing hue was deep 
mossy green, which lent the whole a subaqeous tint. 
A tall man in a frock coat was standing at the far end with his 
back to Antler, the cigar in his hand, his head wreathed in a blue 
haze of recently-exhaled smoke. He made no sign, but Antler 
felt sure he was aware of his presence. He raised the cigar and 
drew on it again,tilting his head back to exhale a slow stream of 
perfumed vapour towards the ceiling. 
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‘I think continually on those who have been truly gruff,’ he 
observed in a conversational tone. 

Then he turned, and Antler had to stifle a gasp of surprise. The 
upper half of the man’s face was concealed by a golden mask 
that covered his brow, nose and cheek bones; the portion of his 
face that was visible wore a neatly-trimmed beard. 
‘Welcome to my private carriage, Professor Antler. Please, do 
sit.’ 

He gestured courteously to a semi-circle of leather seating that 
half-surrounded a small table on which stood a decanter of 
amber liquid, two crystal glasses and a small crystal water-jug. 
Antler sat. 
‘Please, do help yourself,’ said the man, ‘- and me, if you would 
be so kind. The smallest drop of water will suffice.’ 

Instinct made Antler reach into his pocket for the ceremonial 
silken hood Blackstone had given him and don it before he 
complied. Looking up, he saw his host had done the same. The 
diamond of silk that adorned his head was a deep amethyst em-
broidered with gold and green and adorned with pearls. Though 
the full beard made it hard to tell, Antler was sure the man was 
smiling. 
‘It is a happy chance has brought you here today, Gordon B. 
Antler,’ he said, taking his first sip. ‘I seldom come this way so 
late in the year.’ 

Antler sipped too. The malt was as fine as he had ever tasted. 
‘I want to tell you a story,’ said the masked man. ‘When I am 
done, I would value your professional opinion.’ 

He seated himself across from Antler, and set his cigar aside. 
‘In the Summer of 1837, two well-born German students set 
out from the University of Bonn at the close of term to travel 
around Europe. They were brothers, Ernest and Albert, so 
close in years that they had been raised as if twins: Albert had 
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celebrated his 18th birthday a couple of days before they set 
out; Ernest turned 19 a couple of months earlier. The trip was 
more than just a holiday: it was both an escape and a farewell.’ 
‘How so?’ interjected Antler. 
‘It was strongly rumoured that Albert was about to contract 
a most advantageous union with his cousin in England, so the 
young men were eager to get away from unwelcome public 
attention; at the same time, the prospect of marriage for one 
of them spelled an end to their close boyhood companionship 
- made all the closer by their parents’ acrimonious separation, 
the estrangement and recent death of their mother, and their 
father’s subsequent remarriage to his own niece, the boys’ first 
cousin.’ 
‘Wow, that’s a weird one!’ exclaimed Antler, involuntarily. 
‘Isn’t it?’ continued the other, smoothly, sniffing the length of 
his now-extinguished cigar with unconcealed pleasure. ‘At some 
point on their travels they fell in with an Englishman named 
Anthony Love. Love proved the ideal companion for the young 
men -erudite and well-travelled, he was able to act as their 
guide and adviser, and showed them many things they might 
have missed. 
‘It was probably he who suggested a change in their itinerary - 
instead of going through France into Italy, as they had planned, 
they went via Switzerland. One day they set out to cross the 
Nufenen pass, declining to take a local guide, as their compan-
ion, Anthony Love, was an experienced alpinist. It was a fine 
day, and the landlord of the inn where they stayed was able to 
testify that he saw the three figures reach the top of the pass.’ 

The man paused and fixed him with a grave and disquieting 
stare: what was he about to reveal? 
‘I take it something happened?’ Antler ventured, when the 
silence had become so pregnant with meaning it seemed about 
to parturiate. 




