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To Prem Kumar Badhwar, my father-in-law, who passed away this year, a man of great integrity, wisdom, and, when the mood took him, a wry sense of humour.
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Chapter 1

March, 1950 – Tsangchokla Pass, Himalayan foothills 

‘Have you lost your mind?’

It was almost impossible to understand what Martel was saying above the rising wind.

Peter Reynolds blinked the snow out of his eyes. The blizzard was coming in hard and fast; soon they’d have to break camp and wait it out.

But he couldn’t let go of what he’d seen. Or, at least, what he’d thought he’d seen.

‘I think there’s someone up there.’

Martel’s cadaverous face registered a moment’s confusion, then twisted into anger. Peter sensed another argument.

When they had left to begin their adventure, just three weeks earlier, they’d departed as colleagues, having met eight months prior in New Delhi, a city undergoing a slow and painful transformation under Nehru’s fractious new government.

A friendship had developed, of sorts. Two Europeans – traditional foes, an Englishman and a Frenchman – navigating the bureaucratic jungle of the nation’s capital. Not that that was how the Indians saw themselves. Dealing with the pompous new breed of civil servant had become the bane of Peter’s life. Independence had brought freedom to the country, but with it had come opportunists settling into the vacuum left by the departing British. If Delhi had been a city of forts and mendicants before, it now served as a bastion of political cutthroats and blowhards with the moral scruples of rutting goats.

The paperwork alone was enough to make a man blow his brains out.

The trek had been a welcome break. Martel, an experienced climber, had proposed the expedition, had even picked a route suited to Peter’s level of skill.

Or so he’d said at the time.

They’d taken the Himalayan Queen up from Delhi, then hired a jeep to ferry them to the village of Yamunotri, nestled in the foothills of the Garhwal Himalayas. From here they’d set off on foot, nothing but the packs on their backs, making their way up through the Dhumdhar Kandi Pass, an experience Peter would not soon forget.

The scenery, as Martel had promised, was enough to take a man’s breath away: vivid mountainscapes, crystal clear night skies, the occasional snow leopard. What he’d neglected to mention was the cold and the danger. The high mountain passes were no place for an unseasoned climber, weak-limbed by the first stirrings of mountain sickness.

It didn’t help that he was in the company of a man whose recklessness would have made a drunk sapper seem sober by comparison.

Not that the Frenchman had shown any remorse. He had that peculiar temperament oblivious to anything but its own inverted logic.

Sociopath. That was the word.

Having barely survived the Dhumdhar Kandi Pass, Peter had made up his mind to quit. But somehow, Martel had beguiled him. The simple fact was that they had planned a two-man expedition. Even Martel wasn’t foolhardy enough to continue on his own.

Guilt. That, and the fear of ridicule in the eyes of a Frenchman.

Quitting was simply not an option.

They’d trekked down from the pass to the hamlet of Dharali, then turned up to Nelang. From here, they’d headed northwards to the Tsangchokla Pass, leading into Tibet, their ultimate destination.

‘It will make a fine story,’ Martel had told him. ‘Imagine la tête que feront tes enfants!’

Well, he was certainly imagining the faces of his children now. Imagining them gathered around his casket at the old church in Hampstead with his wife, Amanda, dressed in black and cursing her fool of a husband.

Martel’s growl cut across his thoughts. ‘No one could be alive up there.’

Peter hesitated. How sure was he of what he’d seen?

They’d been trekking through the high pass, knee-deep in snow, a stiff wind lacerating their faces. The valley snarled around them, sharp granite ridges covered in their winter blankets.

Martel had told him the route was often employed by Buddhist pilgrims.

What he hadn’t bothered to point out was that even fanatics rarely ventured here in the depths of winter.

And then the worst had happened.

A roar above and behind him. He’d turned to see a section of the nearest ridge shear away, come tumbling down in great slabs of snow and ice. Crying out in terror, he’d flapped and cursed his way out of the torrent’s path.

When the snow had settled, he’d looked back and seen . . . a narrow cave opening high up on the ridge’s flank. And in the mouth of the cave, what looked like the shape of a man.

He’d used his binoculars, but couldn’t be certain.

He’d caught up with Martel, who’d been a hundred yards ahead and had missed the minor avalanche entirely.

Convincing him to go back was never going to be straightforward.

‘Out of the question. If anyone is there, then he is dead.’

‘All the more reason to check. His family would wish to know.’

‘It is not our responsibility.’

‘I can’t see anyone else out here.’ Peter squared up to the Frenchman. He was sick of Martel’s condescending attitude. ‘I’m not moving on until we take a look.’

Martel must have seen something in the set of his shoulders.

‘Merd!’ he shouted and then turned and began trudging back the way they’d come.

Peter smiled under his hood, gripped his walking poles, and followed.

 

It took some time to find a safe route up to the cave.

Martel led, cursing all the while. On more than one occasion the unsettled snow shifted under them, almost making Peter question his obstinacy.

Finally, they slipped into the opening. The cave mouth was small and shadowed in darkness. Outside, dusk was falling.

He stared down at the shape he thought he’d seen.

A wash of relief as he realised his eyes hadn’t deceived him.

The dead man was splayed against the inner wall of the cave mouth. Rocks had piled up behind him, where the roof had collapsed, packed in with ice and snow. It seemed obvious that he must have been further in, and the avalanche had nudged his body towards the opening. Without that movement, he might have remained hidden, Peter thought. In the summer months, no one would bother to climb up here simply to explore a narrow opening in the rock face.

With a sharp bite of horror, he noted that the man’s face was all but gone, crushed by falling rocks.

Martel had dropped to his knees and was examining the body closely, running a torch over it. ‘He’s a white man,’ he eventually concluded.

Peter knew that many western climbers had perished in and around the Himalayas, lost in the high passes or attempting reckless mountain exploits.

He shuddered. There but for the grace of God . . .

Martel had begun searching the man’s pockets.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Looking for identification.’ He patted down the man’s thin shirt and trousers. The outfit was completely unsuited to the cold.

How had he ended up here in this remote cave?

Martel pulled something from an inner pocket.

A book.

Slipping off a bulky glove, he blew warmth on to his fingers, then flipped open the book and trained the torch on the flyleaf.

Peter resisted the urge to snatch the volume from the Frenchman’s hands.

A gust of wind blew into the cave, howled around them.

Finally, Martel looked up at him. The torchlight gave his sallow cheeks a skeletal aspect.

‘Bombay,’ he said, simply.


Chapter 2

‘What can you tell me about him?’

‘I can tell you he’s the most famous man in the country about now.’

Persis scowled. Standing in the Grant Medical College autopsy room, the pungent smell of formaldehyde stinging her nostrils, she was in no mood for Bhoomi’s macabre brand of humour.

The newspapers had had a field day.

An unidentified white man found dead in a cave up in the Himalayan foothills.

A man of mystery.

The Ice Man.

Who was he? How long had he been there? What had he been doing there?

The only clue: a book discovered on his person, a book that had led, for a reason she hadn’t yet ascertained, to his body being sent to Bombay.

As the clamour grew to unravel the Ice Man’s fate, the case had been shunted from one government office to another until it had landed at Malabar House, the runt of Bombay’s constabulary, a station where those in ill favour were sent – some as a penance, others because there was nowhere else to put them.

Persis, as the first – and to date, only – female inspector to have qualified for the Indian Police Service, had found herself in the latter category.

In her short time at the station, she’d been tasked with several politically sensitive cases, the kind that no one else wanted – no one in their right mind, at any rate. Her efforts had thrust her into the national spotlight, an uncomfortable place to be at the best of times.

It seemed not to occur to her detractors that their objections were at odds with the ideals of the new India. Hadn’t women fought the same fight, shed the same blood? Why should they be denied the right to participate in Nehru’s bright new dawn?

She shook the thought aside and focused on the Ice Man.

Roshan Seth, her commanding officer, had drily explained the situation that morning.

‘The Ice Man has become a cause célèbre, Persis. This makes him a headache for our superiors. No one wants to be seen to fail. And so, they’ve handed the job to us. And now I’m handing it to you. Congratulations.’

 

She stood back as Bhoomi went through his routine, occasionally barking at his assistant, a small wiry man named Kemal Butt, who had set up a camera so that the body could be photographed.

The pathologist carefully cut away the dead man’s clothing, revealing a pale corpse – middle-aged, if she had to guess – with sandy hair and strangely blackened hands, ears and throat.

‘Did you remove his shoes?’ she asked.

‘Well spotted,’ said Bhoomi, as his assistant photographed the naked body, the flash popping brightly in the low-ceilinged suite. ‘No. He came in without any shoes. Or gloves, for that matter.’

Bhoomi picked up a foot, took a closer look, as if examining a marrow at the market. He noticed her staring.

‘Do you know what happens to the human body in extreme cold?’ He didn’t wait for an answer. ‘Our bodies react by reducing blood flow to our hands and feet to preserve our core temperature. It’s a process called vasoconstriction. But in doing so, we lose heat in our extremities. As fluid in our tissues begins to freeze, our cell walls break down, leading to necrosis.’

‘Frostbite.’

‘Yes. And that is precisely what is missing here.’

She waited for him to expand.

‘This man did not die because of the cold. There is evidence of damage to the body caused by cold, but I believe that to have occurred post-mortem, a result of the icy conditions in which he was preserved.’

‘Why is he wearing such thin clothes? Where are his shoes and gloves?’

Bhoomi lowered the foot. ‘Have you heard of a phenomenon called “paradoxical undressing”?’

She shook her head.

‘In the final stages of hypothermia, the mind begins to play tricks. Sometimes, it convinces us that we’re warming up – possibly because of damage to the vasomotor centre. Climbers who succumb to the cold are often found in a state of undress.’

‘You’re suggesting he might have been wearing more clothes?’

‘It would be a strange man who went up into the mountains dressed as our friend here.’

He said no more and bent once again to his work. She watched as he took measurements of the body, and then carried out a fingertip search, leaning over the corpse and noting his observations in a leather-bound journal.

Once done, he gestured at Butt to help him turn the body over, the pallid flesh slapping wetly on the autopsy table.

The sound didn’t bother her, nor the sight of the mutilated corpse.

Death had never fazed her – not in the autopsy suite of the police training college at Mount Abu, and not in the streets of Bombay during the worst of the Partition rioting, when fly-covered bodies lay out in the open for days.

She waited while Bhoomi finished his examination. The pathologist took extra care with the wounds to the crushed face. Pausing midway, he picked up a swab and ran it around the inner whorl of the right ear. ‘Strange,’ he muttered.

‘What is?’

‘The ear is blackened. Initially I thought it was frostbite, but we’ve determined that it’s not that. Neither is it due to routine post-mortem discolouration of the skin – note how the colour here is much darker than the feet. This is some sort of . . . substance. It’s also smeared on his hands and throat. Quite possibly his face too, though there’s not much left of that to be certain. I’m not sure what it is.’ He continued to stare at the swab, then deposited it into a bag. ‘I’ll have to send it away for testing.’

He returned to his bank of instruments, picked up a small saw, and bent to the business of opening up the body.

She looked on as he extracted and weighed the organs, then placed a body block under the dead man’s head, before making an incision across the fractured crown and peeling back the scalp. In short order, he had exposed the brain, scooped it out, weighed it, then set it down on a steel tray.

Next, he pulled back the face and began a detailed examination of the skull.

When he finally stepped away, he looked perturbed.

‘Here is what I can tell you . . . by my estimation, our victim was a man in his early forties. I can’t be sure, but if I had to guess, he’s been up in that cave for some time. Years. Five, maybe ten. It’s impossible to be certain. Human bodies can be preserved almost perfectly by very cold conditions, certainly over the period we’re talking about.’

‘How did he die?’

‘My working hypothesis is that he died from blunt force trauma to the cranium and face. The morphology of his wounds is consistent with him being struck by rocks. One possible scenario might be that our friend here lost his mind in the grip of incipient hypothermia, tore off most of his clothes, then climbed up into that cave where a rock fall killed him. That would explain the absence of pronounced frostbite. Once he was dead, and in that cave, tissue damage from the cold would have slowed.’

There was something in his tone.

‘You sound unconvinced by your own scenario.’

He clicked his tongue. ‘The fact that his wounds are so precisely centred around his face and skull makes me wonder . . .’

She waited.

‘Look, there’s no way for me to be certain, but . . . it almost seems as if his face was deliberately caved in. The number of blows, the damage inflicted, the impact pattern of the strikes . . . they all indicate a force that I find hard to believe could have been generated by falling rocks, in what, if the report accompanying the body is to be believed, is a very small cave. What I mean is – the rocks would have had to have been either incredibly dense or fallen from a great height to make this sort of mess. The cranium is incredibly robust,’ he added.

She understood instantly. ‘You’re suggesting he was murdered?’

He shrugged. ‘I’m suggesting it’s a strong possibility.’
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