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“Then, monks, it occurred to me: ‘When what does not exist does ageing and death not come to be? With the cessation of what does the cessation of aging and death come about?’ Then, monks, through careful attention, there took place in me a breakthrough by wisdom: ‘when there is no birth, ageing-and-death does not come to be; with the cessation of birth comes cessation of ageing and death’.”

SIDDHARTHA GAUTAMA,

from the Samyutta Nikaya,

Pāli Canon
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14 APRIL 1921

I do not have long now. I can feel it. It has crept over me so slowly that, at first, I was hardly aware of it, but it’s in my flesh now. A burning, tingling feeling, like when I was bitten by a spider as a child. Spreading through my limbs and my body, inexorably and painfully. I am outwardly in good health, despite the wound’s grey festering. But I know, and my minders know, that there is no forestalling the inevitable result. And I am always hungry.

The asylum is cold and grey; its stone walls seem to emanate a deeper, more lasting cold than the frigid wind and rain outside my barred window. The darkness is absolute, at all hours of the day. I have a private room at least, and do not have to mingle with the other inmates. That is a small mercy. I interact with no one at all, except my minders, and their clumsy attempts to get the truth from me are hardly companionship. I will never know companionship again. Garrett is dead.

I know what it is you want from me. And I will give it to you in my own time, and on my own terms. If this is to be my last testament, then damn your urgency. I do not fully believe you can stop what is coming now, anyway. But I will help you try. I will tell you what happened. You will have your intelligence, but I will tell my story. And Garrett’s.

You don’t know who Garrett was. Or, rather, you don’t know who he was to me. No one did, so far as I can tell. No one even suspected until the end: for a decade. I’m astonished at having hidden a best friend, a brother, a lover in plain sight for all those too short years. And now I will never see him again. Now that you know, I find I do not much care what you think. I have days left to live, if I’m lucky, and have no time or patience for your disapproval or the disapproval of God, or the law, or society at large. How can you punish me now? You talk of sin, but not of love. You talk of disgust, but not of beauty. And the love we had for all those years was beautiful. And perhaps it would have been even more beautiful had it been allowed to flourish in the light. God, if He is interested at all in what Garrett and I did when we were alone, now has bigger problems than us.

My name is John Sackville, and I am the only son of the Earl of Dorset. I have no children, and so the line will die with me. I was born in 1888, and I was the only one of my parents’ children to reach adulthood. There were three boys and a girl before me, but they had died of various childhood diseases before I was born. By the time I was born, my parents were in their middle forties, and had long since resigned themselves to childlessness. I was an unexpected blessing that they seized upon fiercely, and I was the recipient of their entire affections; of all that was best in them.

I grew up on my father’s estate outside Lyme Regis. Most of my father’s peers had great, rambling estates and elaborate country mansions full of pompous grandeur. My grandfather let his father’s ornate baroque palace go to ruin not long after he inherited it, and moved his family into a small manor house within our gift in the little village of Dalwood, just over the hill from the decaying old mansion. It was a quiet, unpretentious place. Clean and comfortable, and certainly spacious, but without grandiosity or pompous ornament. This was in keeping with my parents’ beliefs, for my grandfather had become a secret Quaker, and though my parents kept up the outward formalities of attendance at the Anglican Church, quietly, behind closed doors, they practised a kinder, gentler version of the faith of their fathers. Perhaps this is why they never judged me, even though I suspect, indeed am almost certain, that they knew.

My father had no interest in London, or politics, or society, or anything but managing his estates and raising his family and keeping to his religion. He kept an enormous diary and would spend the mornings beavering away at it in his study. He was also an amateur naturalist, and would go on long walks around the countryside, through the fruit orchards, often with me in tow, spotting birds and pressing flowers. My parents loved their version of God, loved each other, and they loved me, dearly. We could have spent our entire lives in Dalwood and never felt the need to leave.

And it was a pretty place, nestled in a glen, with enormous oak and chestnut trees shading a brook that flowed under a yellow stone bridge. The air was redolent with the smell of fruit from the orchards all around. All the houses, built in the same warm yellow stone, would glow in the late afternoon summer sunshine, and the light would flash and dance through the leaves of the trees in a wind which carried a faint tang of the sea. The packed earth roads would be warm under my bare feet as I skipped across the bridge looking for chestnuts and oddly coloured rocks. By winter candlelight, as frost glazed the ancient windows, my mother would read me stories by the roaring fire in our parlour, and I would doze off to Walter Scott novels and old collections of Arthurian folk tales, my head in my mother’s lap. The village had a timelessness, as though nothing had changed there for hundreds of years, and nothing would change for hundreds of years to come. At Christmas I would be allowed a glass of elderberry wine, or golden cider from the local orchards, and we would make Christmas pudding from the fruits of our own trees. My mother would always remember where the coin had been placed, so invariably my portion contained it. Perhaps it was the accumulation of luck that allowed me to pass in polite society all these years. Perhaps it was what led me to Garrett.

We were near the same age, though Garrett was about a year my senior, which made him seem so much older at an age when nine months is an eternity. I first met him when my father engaged him to give me swimming lessons in the river that ran near our home. He had been born the son of one of my father’s tenants, a thin, taciturn, black-haired man, with a dusting of a moustache, and a wife he did not seem to care for very much. Garrett and I grew up playing together in the village and in the fields and forests around it, and my father never made the slightest effort to curtail the friendship. Throughout our childhoods we were hardly aware of the class difference between us. That cruel truth would be made plain to us later. In those early days it was hardly more than my gentle mockery of his ponderous, cumbersome West Country accent, which he never lost, in later life, despite everything that happened.

He grew up stocky, with flaming auburn hair and bright blue eyes that would crinkle into his face when he smiled, which he did often. He had dimpled, pudgy cheeks, a thick beard that came to him early, and no discernible resemblance to his father of any kind. By the time we were both fourteen, it was rather obvious. And to hide his shame, Garrett’s father would beat him with a belt, imagining all sorts of crimes that deserved such punishment. I found out this secret pain one evening the summer I turned fifteen. We were playing around in the vine-covered, collapsing ruins of my family’s old estate, and he broke down in tears and confessed everything his father was doing to torture him. He sat on a low stone wall and he buried his face in his hands, weeping in that choked, broken way some men do, as though they would rather die than be seen to weep. I put my arms around his shoulders, and I kissed him once on the forehead. It seemed the natural thing to do. He looked up at me in shock, and I realised what I had done. But before I could cover my instinctive action with some plausible indifference, he was kissing me. His cheeks were wet with his tears, his lips were dry and cracked and his face rubbed mine raw with its thick, bristly stubble, already grown back from the morning’s shave. But I kissed him back with all the passion I could muster from my frail frame.

It took us months to figure out the mechanics of love for men like us. Mostly in the ruins of the old estate where we knew we would never be disturbed. I would take him inside me, and my knees would be covered in red lines from the grass where I knelt. He would take me into his mouth, afterwards, when he was spent, and finish me then. But often I didn’t need him to. It was enough to have him inside me. Sometimes, as though he felt guilty, it would be his turn to kneel. And I would do it because I knew he enjoyed it, too. But I was happiest when I was beneath him. And afterwards we would lie naked in the grass in the gathering summer dusk, a blanket discarded beside us, bathed in each other’s sweat and with our arms draped around each other. I felt safe. I felt home.

My father had avoided sending me to boarding school as a child, as most children of my class were forced to do. The Empire relies for much of its strength on brutalising children in the system of organised violence and torture that we call the Public School System. The children are torn from their parents’ sides, and thrown into a world of cold showers, casual cruelty and crushing loneliness, where they learn the delicate ropes of hierarchy and obedience, when to give, when to take, when to punish and when to accept punishment. They are stripped from love and safety and forged in the crucible of brutal conformity and rote Latin learning into good little psychopaths who can be trusted with the governance of the Empire. He put it off for as long as he could (most children were sent away before they were ten) and I had a succession of wonderful governesses and tutors, but eventually it couldn’t be postponed any longer. I cried when my father called me into his study and told me that I had to spend the next four years at Rugby School, far away in Warwickshire. He embraced me, and dried my tears, and told me that I would be home for Christmas, and that all would be well, and that he and my mother would always love me.

“Is there anything I can do that might make it easier, John? Anything at all?” I shook my head and sniffed. “Perhaps you’d like Garrett to come with you? You’re allowed one servant, after all. I suspect he would do the job well, and he would remind you of home.” He looked at me rather significantly when he said this, and I felt a sinking feeling of discovery. But to this day I do not know if he knew or suspected anything at all, or if I merely imagined it. I suspect the former.

“Yes. I would like that.”

I told Garrett that evening as we sat together, dangling our legs over the little stone bridge in the centre of the village. I wanted to hold his hand, as I sometimes did when we were alone in the ruins, but we knew enough even then to know from the fiery sermons of the vicar that we could not do so where we might be seen. I was terrified that, despite everything, he would balk at going so far from the only home we’d ever known, but he only smiled and looked in my eyes, and said:

“I’d go anywhere, sir, so long as it’s with you.” When he called me sir it was with a quiet, gentle mockery that only I understood, and an ironic knowledge of how things really stood between us. It made my heart sing with the hilarity of it.

And so we went to Rugby. I lived in my rooms, and Garrett lived in the servants’ quarters, but he was with me in the evenings. We couldn’t do anything untoward. There was no privacy to be had. And Garrett and I learned quickly under the cruel mockery of the other students and the other servants to hide in public whatever intimacy we possessed from our childhoods.

But sometimes Garrett and I could contrive to be alone with one another. And after a while, with his pay Garrett rented a little room above a pub in town from a landlady who didn’t ask questions, and I would give him some of my allowance from Father to help with the rent, and we would be alone on Saturdays and Sundays. Sometimes for the whole day, if we were lucky. Garrett would tell me casually about the mockery he faced from the other servants, but after so many beatings from his father it did not faze him in the slightest, and he mocked their pomposity and their crude Essex accents to me as viciously as they mocked him, to my raucous laughter. He was a talented mimic, and had a devastating wit.

I didn’t need to study. Mother had already drilled me in Latin and Greek, and I was well ahead of the other boys in my form. And when one day when we were sixteen Garrett expressed an interest in what I was learning, I began to tutor him myself, and smuggled him some textbooks from the lower forms, and before long he proved an astonishingly quick student, to whom languages, ancient and modern, came with uncanny ease. He eventually became a considerable classic in his own right. I admired him more and more as the years went by. I always will.

“If you’d been born with land, you’d be the talk of the school,” I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him away from his Virgil for a kiss. He smiled up at me.

“If I’d been born with land, I’d have been born far away from you, and I would never have known you at all, sir. There can only be one Lord of the Manor.”

“You don’t have to call me that when we’re alone.” I grinned.

“Don’t I… sir?” he grinned again. Then he pushed me away. “I guess that’s just the way of it. God doles out the titles before we’re born, and the rest of us suffer what we must.”

“I wish it wasn’t this way.” This was the first time we had ever addressed the subject directly.

“Wishing won’t make it so, now, will it, sir? We have to live in the world we’ve got. And we’re happy enough, far as I can see. I could be in the workhouse, or back on David’s farm.” He shuddered. He had stopped calling his father anything but David a few years before.

“Still, it’s bloody stupid that you are where you are, and we are where we are. You’d have a brilliant career ahead of you.”

“Well, your career will just have to be brilliant enough for the both of us.” He stood up and pushed me against the wall. “As long as you and I always know the score… sir.” His breath was on my neck, and I was pinned against the coarse oak boards, panting with anticipation. He whispered in my ear:

“Pedicabo ego vos et irrumabo, sir.” Then he flipped me around, and with a quick pull at both of our belts he was in me, and I forgot all the injustice, the deception, the risk. He was in me, and that was all that mattered. It’s all that ever will. And you can keep your judgements to yourself.

Rugby, it turned out, had its share of degenerates like us. Lock that many vulnerable boys and corrupt old masters into a cloistered prison for long enough, and things will happen. But it had none of the tenderness and respect there that it had with Garrett and I. It was transactional. It was about power, and dominance, and cruelty. My relatively advanced age, my late arrival at the school and my title shielded me from the most dreadful duties of “fagging”, as they called it. But the younger boys had it tough. Organised rape has been a principle of building male hierarchies since Sparta. You learn, and are meant to absorb forever, that there is no place so private that your superiors may not intrude there. I was disgusted by it and took no part. Garrett became jealous at the mere suggestion that I had and flushed red with embarrassment and anger when we talked about it. I promised him that I cared only for him and would never avail myself of any privileges such a corrupt system might offer me. And I never did, for the four years I was there. The younger boys treated me with a great deal of respect for it, and by the time I left school I had everyone’s grudging admiration, if never their love, for my scholarly achievements, and for how I conducted myself.

I had one truly great teacher, Master Hornby, who has some bearing on my story. He was a stern old Northerner with massive, flared eyebrows and a shock of white hair over a glowering face. He was kind to me, in a gruff sort of way. I believe he saw how lonely I was, and he offered me scholarly companionship, along with a few other boys from the higher classics forms. We would get together on Thursday evenings to read Ausonius and Jordanes and Ammianus Marcellinus and some of the other, more obscure, late Roman authors.

I was drawn to late antiquity. There was a tremendous sense of possibility in everything I read from the third and fourth centuries AD. You could see the old world dying and a new one being born right on the page. The sad, aristocratic poets desperately aping Virgil and Cicero and awarding each other meaningless honours from a dead Republic as the barbarians set up camp all around them struck me as being inexpressibly tragic. Their ornate Latin was cloying and sweet, like Turkish Delight. Then there was the more muscular prose of the early Church Fathers; their fanaticism clear as a funeral bell, their language full of deadly purpose to exterminate the old, demon-haunted world and to usher in the Kingdom of Christ. As someone who often felt he might have been more able to be himself in the old, demon-haunted world, I rather resented it, though I admired their discipline and tenacity. Besides, one can only read Virgil and Cicero and Caesar so many times before one begins to tire of it. The problem with the classical texts is that there are only so many of them. There’s the later scholarship, I suppose, but most of it is worth less than the paper it’s printed on.

Hornby also taught Oriental Studies, though he had few takers for it. When he saw how bored I had become with Latin and Greek and the dead classics, he called me to his office one evening, and offered me a cup of tea, and changed the course of my life forever.

It was early evening, and the winter light was blood-red as it spilled through the window of his third-floor study, and a fire crackled under the mantel as we sat in high-backed chairs by the fire. He was blunt.

“You need a challenge, Sackville. Tell me, what do you know of India?” I told him that my mother had read me the Thousand and One Nights when I was young, which I supposed came from Persia, but that the strangeness of them, and the sense of a whole other cosmology underlying their construction, meant that I remembered them vividly.

“Good enough. How would you like to learn Sanskrit? And then modern Hindustani? Perhaps Urdu if we have the time. It’s a much more elegant language. And perhaps Tibetan, which has a power all its own. We have some time before you go to Oxford, and I think I can prepare you in what time we have.”

“For what, sir?”

“For Oxford, boy. You’ll go mad reading the Western classics. Your father has taught you well. There won’t be much you haven’t read. I’m recommending you to Dacre Winslow at Pembroke. He’s one of the foremost scholars on Buddhism in the Western world. I believe you and he will get along famously.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“I realise that you probably just want to go back to Dalwood and manage your father’s estates with him,” I grimaced slightly. I increasingly did not think I would want that. Garrett and I could never maintain discretion for long in Dalwood. Everyone would be desperately waiting for me to marry, and father children, and I dreaded the idea. “But I do believe it would be a terrible waste of your talents, John. You are capable of much more.”

“Thank you, sir. I will do my best.”

And for the rest of that last year of sixth form I focused on the basics of Sanskrit; its curious music and its even more curious elegant, ornate Brahmic script. I was fascinated from the very beginning. After two years I was able to construe, in a very basic sort of way, the Mahabharata and the Ramayana and the Upanishads and the four Vedas. I picked up a smattering of Urdu and Hindi, but I always struggled with Tibetan, finding its complex system of honorifics difficult to penetrate. Garrett was far better at it than I was.

Before I left for home for the summer, I received a letter from Dacre Winslow cordially introducing himself and informing me that, at Master Hornby’s express recommendation, he would be delighted to take me on as a pupil at Pembroke College, assuming I had not already accepted another place elsewhere, for the Michaelmas term of 1906.

Enough has been written of the beauty of Oxford. You can find adequate panegyrics to dreaming spires in any threepenny paperback. I don’t propose to add to their number. Go and see it for yourself if you’re so inclined. It won’t disappoint. For me, it will always be the scene of some of the happiest days of my life, but what is that to you? Make your own memories.

Of course, Garrett came with me, and my rank and title got me a lovely set of ground-floor rooms on Pembroke’s Old Quad, with an adjoining servant’s quarters, so Garrett became my scout, and he and I essentially lived together for the entire three years, in and out of college. In Rugby we had had our little rooms. But in a college it was much harder to find time to be alone together. My windows left little room for privacy. Mostly when we made love it was in Garrett’s tiny, windowless servant’s bedroom, and the room would stink of us for hours afterwards. But it was a delicious smell.

Garrett grew into a great bear of a man in those years. He kept his auburn hair and beard closely trimmed. His face was round and apple-cheeked, and when he smiled it was a great toothy grin that split his face like a peach, and his eyes would crinkle and disappear. He was thick and burly with a broad chest, a hairy belly and big heavy arms and legs like tree trunks. It was the kind of weight that gives the impression of immense strength, and not of ill health. And, God, he was strong.

The other freshers were noisy and boisterous and frequently broke the windows of those unfortunate enough to have rooms on the ground floor. I avoided them, and for the most part they avoided me. I formed a small coterie of like-minded friends, and a few of us would get together on Saturdays for a luncheon, which sometimes, I’ll admit, got a little boozy. Once or twice I hosted one myself in our rooms, and Garrett would serve the food and pour the drinks for Yarmouth, Jones, Portishead and I, poker-faced and unsmiling. My eyes would follow him around the room, of course, but no one ever seemed to notice.

I did make one friend who has some bearing on my story, beyond vacuous reminiscence of Oxford days. I met him through my tutor, that first Michaelmas term.

Dr Dacre Winslow turned out to be in his late forties. Thin, tall, with a pleasant, long face and receding brown hair, he affected a little gold watch chain, but otherwise dressed much as you would expect a don to do: soberly and conservatively, all shabby gentility. His office was across the Old Quad from my own rooms, on the first floor, and at our first meeting I could look down and see Garrett clearing away the plates from breakfast in the morning sunlight. There was some preliminary chatter about how I was settling in and what I thought of the college, but once we were both comfortably seated on a pair of leather armchairs by the window, he cocked his head and smiled at me.

“So. What would you like to do?”

I was taken aback, and it must have shown on my face. Dacre narrowed his eyes and waited for my reply. The seconds ticked by on the grandfather clock in the corner of the study. I digested the implications.

“You mean we can do anything?”

“Yes, within reason. The Orient is rather large. Shall we look at ancient Persia? The Gupta Empire? The Mughals? Han China? Heian Japan?”

I hadn’t expected this at all. I was eighteen, and used to being told what to do and what to study. I had expected it to be like Rugby, where a rigorous, pre-determined course of study had existed for centuries before I got there and would exist for centuries afterwards. I hadn’t grasped that university meant intellectual freedom. It yawned like a dizzying abyss before me. I had to choose and did not know where to start.

“Well, I suppose I would like to look at Vedic India, and perhaps the Jain and Buddhist reformation.”

“Reformation?” I waited for him to laugh in my face. Instead he looked thoughtful. “Well, yes, I suppose it was not unlike a reformation. A time of upheaval and change, certainly. I see your point. Though it’s a rather more complex situation, and we have far fewer sources to hand.” That was unexpected. “Well, that will certainly make my life easier.” He drew a piece of paper from a folder on his desk.

“This is the reading list I usually give to first years. How is your Sanskrit? Passable? Good. It will improve as we go.” There was a knock on the door, and Dacre glanced at his watch. “Oh, impeccable timing. Come in!”

A boy about my own age entered the room. I was taken aback to see that he was of oriental extraction. He was tall and well-built, with short black hair, cut in European fashion, and a lithe, athletic body hidden beneath a Savile Row suit. His face was aristocratic, fine-boned, but friendly and pleasant, with heavily hooded eyes.

“Dr Winslow, I hope I’m not interrupting?” He glanced at me, cool, offhand.

“Not at all, Sid, please come in. I was hoping to introduce the two of you.” He entered. He was carrying a manuscript, which he handed to Dacre, who accepted it casually, with a nod of thanks.

“The translation is done. I trust you’ll let me know if it’s useful.”

“Yes, thank you, dear boy. This is John Sackville, the Lord Dalwood,” he said, indicating me. I stood up, hand outstretched.

“Pleased to meet you,” I said with a smile. He shook my hand. “And you are?”

“Sidkeong Tulku Namgyal,” he said. “But you can call me Sid. You might have a bit of trouble pronouncing the whole mouthful.” He smiled, diffidently.

“Ha! I’m sure I’ll get the hang of it. I haven’t seen you around college yet. Where have you been keeping yourself?”

“Oh, I’m a year above you. I’m studying engineering and natural sciences, so I don’t think you’d have seen much of me, if you’re working with Dacre.”

“Right, you two can leave now, and get better acquainted,” said Dacre, and with a little wave of dismissal he turned his eyes to the manuscript Sid had handed him. We left his office, and descended the staircase to the Old Quad, and turned and regarded each other for a moment. There was an awkward silence.

“Pub?”

“Yes, pub.” And so we went down St Aldate’s to the Head of the River, and got ourselves some cider, finding a table overlooking the River Isis, watching the traffic flow back and forth across Folly Bridge. And that was how we began.

“So where are you from, then?” I asked.

“India,” he said. He offered no further explanation.

“Yes, but where in India? My guess is somewhere in the Himalayas? Maybe one of the princely states?”

“You’re a sharp one, you,” he said, smiling ironically. “I suppose you mean that I don’t look like the rest of the Indian students here.”

“Well, I wasn’t going to say so in so many words,” I stammered.

“It’s all right, it was a good guess.” He took a long sip of his cider, and looked pensive, like he was weighing up his response. “Yes, I’m from Ladakh. My father is a merchant there.”

“Quite a successful one, if he’s able to afford to send you to Pembroke.”

“Yes, he does quite well.”

“And you’re mostly studying the sciences?”

“Yes, it’s a matter of practicalities. I need to be able to return home with something useful to offer my people. There is much to learn from the British. If we’re ever to make something of India, or to become independent, we need to learn all we can from you, as long as this awkward arrangement of ours persists.”

“Makes good sense you wouldn’t be taking Oriental Studies,” I laughed. “What would there be for you to learn?” I cringe to think of how awkward and ham-fisted my attempts at humorously bridging the gap between our worlds was, but Sidkeong was accommodating, and he shot back with jokes of his own.

“Quite. I’ll have to go back to Ladakh and set up an institute of European studies, see if we can unravel the riddle of you people,” he grinned. I laughed.

“It is rather an awkward arrangement, as you say.”

“Who’s that professor who came out with that tripe a few years ago about how the British Empire had been acquired in a fit of absence of mind?” Sidkeong asked.

“Ugh, I believe it was John Seeley,” I said. “What a facile thing to say.”

“Too right,” said Sidkeong. I admired the idiomatic fluency of his English. Even his accent was purest Oxbridge. If it weren’t for the colour of his skin you’d have thought he was just another young English gentleman taking his ease by the river. “I don’t think anyone but the British could possibly believe that you had anything other than full presence of mind when you brought half the Asian continent under your sway. But presence of mind is a tricky thing, that I’m not sure any European really has.”

“I suppose that’s the Buddhist in you?”

“Indeed, you people seem to think that if you pray very hard to Jesus, he’ll just give you all the answers, and grant you your wishes like some sort of Arab djinn.” I barked with laughter.

“And there’s more to it than that, you’d say?”

“I would. Perhaps if you knew how to meditate, you wouldn’t have absent-mindedly stumbled around the world snapping up territories and dispossessing people.” His voice was heavy with sarcasm.

“Quite,” I agreed, laughing. “Perhaps I should give it a try.”

“Meditation?” He raised his eyebrows.

“Why not? It seems silly to read all this Buddhist literature and just to treat it as an idle foreign curiosity. It seems to work for millions of people, there must be something to it.”

“How interesting that you should think so,” he said.

“It’s the thing that appeals to me about Buddhism,” I said, the cider making me rather loquacious. “It seems to deal with reality in a way that the Abrahamic faiths simply don’t. The Four Noble Truths seem to get to the core of it. Eventually I will get old, I will get sick, everyone I know will die, and then I will die. It seems the challenge must be to make peace with that, surely? Not to pray very hard to Jesus, and hope that in the end he will give me a biscuit.” Now Sidkeong laughed; an open, full-hearted laugh.

“Make sure the chaplain can’t hear you,” he said. “I must say, you’re an unconventional one, for an Englishman.”

“I hope so,” I said with sudden feeling.

“To the unconventional. And, if you have no objection, to the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha,” said Sidkeong with an ironic smile, raising his glass.

“To refuge,” I said. And we toasted each other.

There was very little formal instruction. I met with Dacre once a week to discuss the essay I had written based on research in the various libraries. Every day I would walk from Pembroke up St Aldate’s, down the High Street, and through Radcliffe Square to the Bodleian, or, more frequently, to the India Institute at the corner of Broad and Catte streets. At first, I would read in the Radcliffe Camera and have my books brought there, but as time went on I began to find it rather too pretentious and intimidating, with its classical curlicues and arching sky-blue dome. I found that most of the books I needed were in the library of the Indian Institute anyway, just up the road from the Camera, which was much more snug and utilitarian. I found myself a cosy little desk by a window looking out onto Broad Street, and I would read there, occasionally looking up to daydream and watch the crowds moving past the Sheldonian Theatre and the Clarendon Building through the large, mullioned windows.

Every day, around four o’clock, I would leave and head to the King’s Arms or the Turf Tavern and have a pint of cider, to remind me of Dorset. On days I went to the Turf, where I was less likely to see fellow students, due to its slightly dubious reputation, Garrett would come and meet me, and we would sit in the beer garden and talk. About what I had learned that day. About how the college servants got on. About my more aristocratic acquaintances whom I had to deal with to keep up appearances, and their various foibles. I talked frequently of what I was learning, and Garrett soon shared my fascination with India and its religions and its traditions. The harder I attempted to explain to him how it was that the British had ended up ruling the entire Indian subcontinent, thousands of miles of ocean away from home, the harder it became to understand, let alone explain. Garrett was always insightful and could make me laugh as no one ever could. To all appearances we were just two students having a quiet drink and a laugh and enjoying each other’s company. Garrett’s accent wasn’t precisely refined, but he could easily have passed for an Exhibitioner: the working-class boys of great promise that the colleges would finance to remove them from the worlds they’d known and thrust them into a world they were entirely unprepared for, and in which they would never fully belong.

It wasn’t very prudent, I will admit. Only once, in Hilary term, were we surprised by someone from the college. We were in the back-beer garden in the cool of a rainy January evening, warming ourselves by one of the charcoal braziers, in the shadow of the old city walls, when Tom Kelso suddenly appeared. Drunk, as usual. He was the son of a Scottish laird and had a rather boorish reputation around the college. He stumbled up to us, a pint of ale in his hand.

“Sackville. What are you doing here? Never thought you’d stoop this low.” Garrett and I shared a quick glance. Kelso saw Garrett. “Aren’t you Sackville’s servant?” His eyes narrowed.

“Yes, sir, begging your pardon, sir.” Garrett camouflaged himself immediately and well.

“What’s going on?” I narrowed my own eyes in turn, and adopted my coldest, most supercilious manner.

“What business is that of yours?”

“God, that Quaker father of yours wants to abolish all notions of rank, does he? He lets you fraternise with the servants?”

“My father is a good judge of character, Kelso. Better than you. And Garrett is one of my oldest friends. I won’t pretend I don’t prefer his company to yours.”

Kelso blinked in surprise. “You… what do you mean?”

“I mean you’re drunk, and you’re meddling in something that does not concern you. I mean that you should take yourself off to some other gin hole or other rather quickly. Garrett and I are talking about old times.”

Kelso didn’t seem to know what to say. But it appeared he was inclined to take offence. I braced myself for a fight. But, instead, he took another pull on his ale, muttered something slurred and apologetic, and slunk back into the bar. Garrett and I looked at each other.

“That was dangerous, John. It wasn’t wise.” He only ever called me John in moments of danger.

“Was it? I find I don’t care all that much. Besides, he was absolutely six sheets to the wind. At worst, he’ll remember he saw us here tonight.”

“Still, wouldn’t it be better to pretend I were someone else?”

“How? You’re known around the college as my manservant. Nothing for it but to brazen it out.”

While I was outwardly confident, I will confess that I passed more than a few sleepless nights, waiting to be exposed. The consequences would have been dramatic and devastating. Certainly, I would have lost my place at Oxford, and Garrett and I would both have been prosecuted under gross indecency laws, and sentenced, if found guilty, to two years of prison and hard labour. The social ruin would have been permanent and lasting, and Garrett and I would never be able to resume our relationship again without suffering further legal action. I couldn’t bear the thought of never seeing him again, and certainly dreaded prison. It wasn’t until a month had passed that I really began to feel safe again, and our mutual fear somewhat clouded our relations until we could feel certain the danger had been avoided. But in the end it was. I never heard anything more about it. Kelso gave me strange looks for a while. I think he remembered that he’d seen something unusual, but I don’t think he ever put two and two together. Some scandals are preserved from exposure by their very unthinkability. And the privileged classes always give each other the benefit of the doubt.

There is one other instance, and one other encounter, in my second year, that has some bearing on future events, and that doubtless you wish me to relate the particulars of. One afternoon, in the library of the Indian Institute, I gained my first intimation of the existence of the Dhaumri Karoti, and a few days later, at the Oxford Union, I met Count Evgeni Vorontzoff for the first time.

It was an ordinary late winter’s day. The sun was already fading, though it was only three in the afternoon, and Broad Street was dissolving into inky blacks, indigos and dark, sombre blues. Figures were stalking through the streets, their coats pulled up to their chins against the harsh, damp February cold. A steady babble of obstreperous voices was rising from the King’s Arms, audible in the silence of the library, where I sat in my accustomed place nearest the window at the back of the reading room. I had requested some Tibetan texts from the Bodleian Library, and they had been delivered the day before. I was excitedly working my way through them.

They were works of Je Tsongkhapa, a great medieval Tibetan Buddhist teacher; indeed, he was almost a saint he was held in such reverence. He was the head of the Gelug school of Tibetan Buddhism. I was doing my best to acquaint myself with the differences between this school, and others in the Vajrayana, or Tibetan, school of Buddhism. The Gelug were the newest of the orders, who were crudely differentiated by the hats they wore; the Gelug were known as the yellow hats, the Nyingma as the red hats, and so on and so forth. The various schools of thought emphasised different aspects of the soul’s journey towards enlightenment and nirvana, or release from constant rebirth and death. Tsongkhapa’s great work was The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment, which is as great a work of medieval theology as anything Aquinas or Augustine ever wrote. It was fascinating, and the hours had flown by quicker than I had expected. It was my practice to read voraciously during the day, go to meet Garrett or some of my friends in the early evening, and then, before bed, make notes based on the reading I had done during the day. I was working my way through a book of correspondence of the great man, compiled by a later scholar in a comparatively minor work, when I came across something curious.

“Naturally it is necessary for the faithful to reject the doctrines of those of the Chan heretics, who regard that conceptual analysis and correct views are unnecessary. This is a quietist view, rejecting the proper role of the lama, which is to study, and to correctly assess and visualise emptiness, in its proper form. As Chandrakarti says, in Entering the Middle Way, ‘If the intrinsic characteristics of things were to arise dependently/things would come to be destroyed by denying it;/emptiness would then be a cause for the destruction of things./But this is illogical, so no real entities exist.’

“Of course, I do not put the Chan heretics on the same level as the great vileness, the great misery of the Black Helmets, the Dhaumri Karoti, those spawn of the lowest hells, those eaters of human flesh. Their darkness is of another order. Their evil is without precedent in the realms of cyclic existence, and their hunger for destruction and for the vile things of this world is of an order completely without precedent in any of the current heresies. I do not accuse the Chan of achieving the same depths of nihilistic perversion as the Dhaumri Karoti, cursed be their very name, which I only write here, and do not utter, so as not to break the sacred prohibition on their disgusting works, but as you know…”

“John?”

With a start, I looked up from my reading. Sidkeong stood before me, one hand on the desk, watching me with an amused smile.

“Oh, forgive me, Sid, I was far away…”

“You’re reading Tsongkhapa, I see?”

“Yes, indeed,” I shook my head, and closed the book, replacing my silk bookmark. What I had read fascinated me. I had never heard of a sect known as the Black Helmets, and clearly they had been a sect of some importance, for Tsongkhapa to have such strong views on them.

“Anything interesting?” Sidkeong asked. I wish to God that I had said something, anything, about what I had discovered. All manner of evils might have been averted had I spoken to Sidkeong then. But it was my arrogant practice not to discuss what I was learning until I was ready to speak of it. And I had all the pride of a young scholar thinking I had discovered something new, and unwilling to share my revelation before I could publish about it.

“Oh, always. Tsongkhapa is very wise.”

“I’m glad you think so. He is one of the great masters. Anyway, are you coming? We’re supposed to meet Yarmouth in a few minutes.”

“Yes, of course, I’d forgotten. Just let me put these away.” And I took the texts and put them back on the reserved shelves, ready for me to resume my researches the next day. We left the library, turning the corner of the Indian Institute, where Yarmouth was already waiting for us, having a cigarette outside the King’s Arms.

Yarmouth had become involved in the debates at the Union in first year, and had got himself elected Treasurer, one of the more important of the Society’s Standing Committee positions. I had little interest in climbing the greasy pole myself, but I sometimes went to support Yarmouth and avail myself of the heavily subsidised drinks from the Union’s capacious cellar, which was well stocked with claret, port and Madeira. It was tedious to be toadied to by unctuous, social-climbing young politicos blinded by deference to my wretched title, but a few glasses of wine made it bearable. Yarmouth was the one who invited me on the day Vorontzoff came to speak. He and I and Sidkeong got ourselves pints of cider and ale at the King’s Arms, and retreated into one of the back rooms, where Yarmouth lit another cigarette, adding to the stinking fog that was permeating the entire pub. I have never got used to that vile smell, but I didn’t begrudge Yarmouth his habit.

“We’ve a senior official in the Russian foreign ministry coming to give a talk. He’s in London on a diplomatic mission, and Rawson got in touch with his father who works at the Home Office, asking if he’d come and give us a lecture on the Tsar’s foreign policy in the aftermath of the war with Japan.”

“Oh, I say, that’d be fascinating,” said Sidkeong.

“You should both come,” said Yarmouth. “It’s at the end of sixth week. I’ll be sure to get you in for drinks afterwards, I’m told he’s quite a fascinating gentleman. He’s been in the Russian diplomatic service since the war in Crimea.”

So the day came, and Sidkeong and I went down to the Union, and entered the imposing, high-ceilinged red-brick chamber where the debates were held, and the talks were given. The talk was well attended, but hardly packed, and the chatter of the assembled young men (and they were all men. There were a few small colleges, like Somerville and Lady Margaret Hall, where women were studying, but they weren’t allowed to use the Bodleian Library and we rarely saw them) was sedate and calm. I saw a number of fellow aristocrats there, alongside the usual Union hacks, and could hear a number of Russian voices mixed in with the English. There was a small rustle by the doors to the chamber, and the President, flanked by Yarmouth and the Secretary, led the day’s guest of honour through the crowd and to a small lectern in the well of the chamber. There was a wave of polite applause and the Russian put both his hands on the lectern and surveyed the crowd. A silence fell.

He was tall, thin and imposing, and I would have guessed that he was in his middle forties if I hadn’t known from Yarmouth that he had been in the Russian service since the 1850s. His hair was flecked with grey, and his eyes were piercing and slightly sunk into shadows in his face. There was something in his gaze that was rather unsettling, as he regarded us thoughtfully during the President’s introduction, though I couldn’t put my finger on what it was. He had a trim moustache, and was dressed in white tie and tails, as were the rest of us for a formal Union occasion. He wore a silk top hat, which he removed, and placed on the lectern in front of him before he began to speak.

“Gentlemen, I must say it is pleasant to be back in Oxford at a time of peace between our countries, and to be a guest of such an august and distinguished society. Some of you know that I am myself a member, and was Treasurer in my day, when I was reading Oriental Studies at Brasenose. This is a city of happy memories for me, and I thank you for the invitation to speak to you of some of the challenges facing the Russian Empire at this challenging time in our history.”

He was a powerful, fluent speaker, and he held us spellbound as he ran through the Tsar’s recent foreign policy, and frankly diagnosed the malaise that was gripping the Tsarist regime and had led to such a humiliating defeat at the hands of a rising, non-Western power, which had shocked the world. He made it clear that it was his view that the chief mistake of Russia had been to underestimate the Japanese as an uncivilised people when they deserved to be treated as equals. He preached understanding for the ancient, rich civilisations of the Orient, and said that European countries had much to learn from them. While much was made in those days of the “Yellow Peril”, he felt that East and West could meet from a place of mutual understanding and that it was for the Western nations to extend the hand of brotherhood to the civilisations of China and Japan and welcome them into the twentieth century. The reaction of the crowd, mostly conservative young Englishmen unwilling to tolerate such open-mindedness, was coldly hostile, if scrupulously polite. Vorontzoff answered a number of questions from the floor, including one of mine, and the talk concluded, with many of the young men commenting to each other that the speaker was interesting, for a foreigner, but not entirely sound. Not to be relied upon. Like all the Russkies.

After the talk I retired to the President’s offices with Yarmouth and Sidkeong, and the rest of the Standing Committee and their aristocratic guests. We found the Count Vorontzoff holding court, regaling the company with anecdotes and tales from his long career, and holding the young men enraptured.

“When I was a young man, not much older than all of you, my father hosted a British officer as a prisoner during what, God willing, will be the last war our two countries are obliged to fight with each other. He was a wonderful guest, and we got along very well together. He could not hold his liquor as well as you young men, however. I hope none of you ever have to enjoy such Russian hospitality again.” I shudder now, to think of the “hospitality” that that unfortunate officer had to endure. I know more of it now than I ever wished to. “At home, you would find we can drink you under the table.” There was laughter at this, and the drinking continued. I was never much of a drinker, and I nursed my glass of port as long as it took the Committee to sink a bottle each. As they became drunker and drunker, the Count lost interest in them and I found myself sitting next to him, on some chairs by the door. He smiled at me.

“I hope you weren’t offended by my response to your perfectly fair question, young man.” I had asked a question at the end of his talk, which had provoked some derision among the audience.

“Certainly not,” I said, offhand.

“Are you yourself interested in diplomatic service?”

“Yes, I suppose it’s one of the routes open to me.” He regarded me thoughtfully.

“You aren’t, by any chance, the Lord Dalwood, are you?” This was the courtesy title I held while my father yet lived.

“Why, yes, I am,” I stammered, caught off guard. “How did you know?”

“You resemble your father, who I believe attended Brasenose College when he was up?”

“Yes, he did,” I said. I was astonished. He appeared far younger than my father, who had had me rather late in life, and was already an old man by that time. “You knew him?”

“Yes. We were not close. I did not approve of his radical politics, and he did not approve of my father and I keeping serfs. This was before the late Tsar freed them in a fit of liberality.” He took a sip of his port. “I see some of those radical opinions have passed on to you.”

“I don’t consider my views particularly radical,” I said.

“Perhaps they are not, in this country,” said the Count.

“I believe you said you read Oriental Studies when you were here?” I asked.

“I did indeed.”

“Do you know Dacre Winslow?”

“Slightly,” he said, glancing away to the right, where Yarmouth and the President were jabbering drunkenly at each other. “We crossed paths many years ago now, when he was a doctoral student.” He looked back to me, appraising, and I felt a coldness as his eyes fixed on me. I saw for the first time that one of them was electric-blue and the other so deeply brown as to be almost black. It was this that gave his gaze its peculiar, alarming, intensity, I realised. “You are studying Vajrayana Buddhism with him, then?”

“Yes, actually. Indeed, I think I might be on the verge of a significant discovery, which might make a significant contribution to the furtherance of my field.” God, I was so young and naïve. I wanted to impress him. I didn’t realise the horror of what I was doing. “In your own studies, have you ever come across any references to the Black Helmets? The Dhaumri Karoti?”

To my consternation, the conversation fell completely silent at that moment. Nothing in particular had happened to dispel the noisy gaiety, but it appeared that everyone in the room had felt some sort of chill pass over it. Nervously, I realised the entire Standing Committee, to say nothing of the Count Vorontzoff, were regarding me as though I had said something very stupid. And indeed I had, though I wasn’t to understand the full consequences of my stupidity until many years later.

“I believe I’ve encountered the name,” said Vorontzoff quietly. “I wonder what you know of them?” The conversation resumed, as though best efforts were being made to ignore my indiscretion. I blushed crimson with embarrassment.

“Nothing as of yet, but it appears they’re an ancient sect of Tibetan Buddhists that are completely unknown to Western scholars. I plan to make it a subject of my future researches.” I sipped my port primly and slightly nervously, as his eyes were boring into me with disconcerting force.

“I wish you joy of it,” he said. “It appears you have a genuine interest in the Orient, then?”

“I have.”

“Then perhaps you should not consider the diplomatic service.”

“Oh?”

“Perhaps you ought to avail yourself of some time in India. You would surely find employment there, in your civil service, should you wish it, and you could experience the Orient for yourself, and not just read about it endlessly in books. A young man can make his name and fortune very easily East of Suez, as you British call it. And you may find that it is easier to conceal certain things about oneself in a society that is less scrupulous about observing the Christian pieties…”

“Interesting,” I said. I coughed nervously and looked away. I felt he had seen something about me with those eyes, and was nervous in his presence. “I shall consider it.”

“I hope you do,” he said. God, what I would give now to have ignored his advice. To stay in England and lead an entirely dull life, and never again have dealings with that monstrous man. After a few moments longer, I got up and felt his eyes follow me across the room as I crossed it to tap Sidkeong on the shoulder, and ask if he was ready to leave. He nodded, and we got up and walked down Cornmarket Street back to Pembroke.

I returned to the library incessantly in the next months. In addition to my usual reading, I now found myself obsessively searching the Tibetan and Indian and Chinese literature for references to the Dhaumri Karoti. I ransacked treatises, letters, meditation instructions, anything I could find. For a while, I was convinced that I would discover more, and that it would make my reputation as a scholar. But the most I could find, besides the reference in Tsongkhapa, was a note from an abbot in a minor monastery in Amdo, in the east of Tibet, remarking that one of his monks had been discovered to be an acolyte of “the forbidden sect, the vile desecrators”. This I took to refer to the Dhaumri Karoti. But the note said merely that the monk had been burned alive, “to cleanse him of the evil doctrine of Vadakha”. This did shock me. Buddhist monasteries generally did not engage in such barbarities, as far as I could tell. I thought perhaps there had been some sort of mistranslation. After all, Vadakha, in Sanskrit, meant executioner. But here it was used as though it was a proper name for someone, or something. There was a world of fear implicit in the note, but in the end I had to give up the search. There simply wasn’t any more to be found. I did get the sense, as I searched and searched, that the sect was visible by its absence. It was as though many of the writers I read were arguing with someone, refuting something, without being able precisely to say who, or what, it was. I eventually gave up the search, and resumed my regular studies, which were taxing enough. I asked Dacre about them, once, at a tutorial, and he was dismissive.

“Oh, that. It’s really nothing to be concerned about. The Black Helmets never existed. They were more of a foil, a sort of bogeyman devised by the lamas, a straw man for their arguments to refine themselves against. I wouldn’t waste a lot of time on them, if I were you. Lord knows I wasted enough when I was a younger man.”

Unsettling as the encounter with Count Vorontzoff was, I found that I pondered his suggestion frequently in the months ahead, as I prepared to sit my Finals, and to leave college, which was indeed forcing a decision about my future. Garrett and I had talked a great deal about what we were going to do next. I discussed the idea with him one night as we lay in his little servant’s bed together.

“I’ve a hankering to see India, sir. And I think you do too since you’ve been reading about it so long. It seems a good idea. Why don’t you take the India Service examinations?” I was startled.

“I could sit them, I suppose.” I had no doubt I would pass them. I would be a catch for the India Service. “But would you really want to go so far away?”

“I already told you, sir, I’d go anywhere on earth, so long as it was with you.” He smiled and looked in my eyes as he said it, and I kissed him warmly.

First there were the Finals. The Oxford final examinations are as much a test of character as they are of knowledge. They almost broke me. They almost broke most of us. But then it was all over, and a few months after my final examinations I walked out of the Sheldonian Theatre, after a short ceremony in Latin, a Bachelor of Arts in Oriental Studies, in the Year of Our Lord 1909. A few weeks later, I went up to London and sat the necessary examinations for the civil service. I was twenty-one years old.

I did well and was formally offered a place in the India Service a few months later. Initially, this meant that very little changed. The India Service trained its recruits in Oxford, and I found I could even keep using the library I had grown so accustomed to. I had to spend a year on probation studying Indian law and institutions, reading Indian history and learning the language of the province I would be posted to. By this point, I was already fluent in Urdu and Hindi, and competent in classical Sanskrit, so they shortened my probation from the standard two years, and assigned me to the northern province of Sikkim, where I was slated to take up the post of secretary to the British delegation to the court of the Chogyal of Sikkim, a heavily Buddhist princely state, where they believed I would be useful, given my background. Naturally, the India Service, in their infinite wisdom, sent me to the one region of the subcontinent where my learned languages would be next to useless. I was to become used to such surreal decision-making. I spent the year brushing up on legal papers and learning the rudiments of Nepali and Sikkimese, the local language, which is closely related to Tibetan, and so I found I had finally to learn how to read the Tibetan script.

I told Sidkeong of my plans a few days before he left England, at a goodbye dinner I hosted for him in my rooms, to celebrate his graduation.

“I assumed you would,” he said, smiling. “It’s a perfect fit for you. Where have you been posted?”

“Sikkim,” I said. “Have you been?”

“Once or twice,” he said. “I wish you joy of it.”

“Perhaps I’ll come visit you in Ladakh,” I said.

“Perhaps you will. I’ll look forward to it. I’m sure we’ll see each other again,” he said, with an enigmatic smile, and we toasted our friendship. I saw him off from college the next morning, his trunks packed by porters into a waiting hackney carriage, and I waved him goodbye as he turned up St Aldate’s, heading for the railway station that would take him to Southampton, and the beginning of the long voyage home.

That last year in Oxford was paradise. I no longer had to keep rooms in college, so Garrett and I were free to move into a little house in Jericho, near the University Presses, and we lived together quite comfortably. I took no other servants, as having kept others would have meant having to conceal our relationship at home, so I frequently pitched in to help Garrett with the domestic duties when no one was around to see. I was next to useless, as most men of my background would have been. Garrett taught me how to cook, how to do my own laundry and how to use a broom, a mop and various cleaning solutions and potions. He still insisted on dressing me, as a valet would, and I was happy to let him. I had few visitors, and when I went for dinner with my old college friends or my new acquaintances from the India Service, I went alone. The fact that I rarely entertained myself was remarked on, given my position and relative wealth, but was accepted as mere eccentricity, or unsociability. People will assume many things, and fail to assume many others, about what might be concealed under the convenient label “confirmed bachelor”.

I booked us passage on P&O early that summer, after I had completed my training. The Rajputana was a comfortable, unpretentious ship, and she and I got along well together. The passage was to Calcutta. Bombay was the up-and-coming port on the west side of the subcontinent, in the Marathi country, and closer to Suez, but Calcutta was more convenient for Sikkim. The voyage was long and uneventful; dull, really. The company on board, and most of British India, for that matter, was very middle class, and many of the memsahibs-to-be were quite obsequious to a young, titled, unattached lord. It was rather tiresome, but I was polite, and participated in endless rubbers of whist that a suitable amount of brandy made bearable enough. A few of the male political officers were interesting, and full of useful information. One or two were even good-looking, though invariably my thoughts would turn back to Garrett when they travelled in this direction. Garrett had to travel third class, as it would have been too conspicuous for him to travel first, with me, and in such close quarters. I passed the time by reading the Upanishads on deck, and even once or twice tried to enter one of the meditative states they describe. The act of meditation seemed so deceptively simple that it almost felt like a trick, and I am sure that the rapturous joys that the Upanishads and the early Buddhist scriptures and poetry describe are very real, but I’m afraid I never made a consistent habit of it. It isn’t what we do, after all, it’s what we do consistently. And I could never find the time to devote myself to it properly. The sea air was bracing, at least.

We stopped briefly in the Protectorate of Aden; our first taste of the world “East of Suez”. I got a glimpse from the first-class promenade deck of Garrett below on the bow, in third class, leaning as far out over the rail as he could and devouring the exotic sights and smells of the Arabian port, with its white-sailed dhows and rows of terraced houses and winding alleys. He must have sensed me observing him, for he looked up and saw me and grinned his irresistible grin, full of excitement, as if to say, “Isn’t it all wonderful?”

I smelled India long before I saw it. The steamer was in a headwind for that final approach into Calcutta, and before land even came into sight there was a heavy, dead smell in the air, like rotten vegetation and wet earth, with a sharp tang of coal smoke. When the ship finally arrived at Kidderpore Dock, it was overpowering. And it wasn’t just the smell, it was the roiling, seething crush of bodies surging and swarming up and down the concrete pier, chattering and babbling and yelling in one endless, overwhelming roar. Now, within the general stench, one could distinguish the smell of cooking oil and animal dung and exhaust from motor cars and stagnant, filthy seawater redolent with dead cats and other horrible things. I clutched a handkerchief over my face and discharged down the gangplank, my head held down. I found Garrett, who had taken charge of our trunks, and he was grinning that same grin, a wild, manic glint in his eye.

“It’s incredible, sir, I’ve never seen anything like it. What a place!”

“What a place indeed,” I sighed through my handkerchief. I closed my eyes and remembered that Sikkim was a remote province, high in the Himalayas. I was seized by a mad urgency to get on the train heading north, and away from this massive, foul city, as soon as humanly possible. Garrett and I picked some native porters from the yelling crowd, frantically gesticulating for our attention, and headed for the terminal building.

Waiting for us in the terminal was a tubby little chap named Rawlins, sweating great buckets through his white linen suit, under a parasol being carried by a tall, unsmiling native servant. He waved frantically when he saw me.

“Lord Dalwood, sir?” I nodded. He held out a sweaty hand, with little round fingers, and beamed from his rotund, but amiable face. I could tell he was going to be one of your sycophantic types. People react differently to titles, and I’d seen most reactions, from slavish deference to studied indifference. “I’m John Rawlins. Assistant Political Officer to the Court of the Chogyal, working under Mr Charles Alfred Bell, as I’m sure you know. Mr Bell instructed me to come and meet you here and escort you to the Siliguri station, and then to Gangtok, where you will meet Mr Bell, and begin your duties.” He kept smiling. “Naturally all the British residents are very curious to meet your Lordship. I see your bags have already been seen to?”

“Yes, I didn’t think it could be helped.”

“You probably overpaid.”

“Well, as long as nothing gets stolen.”

“And this is…?” He indicated Garrett.

“Oh, John Rawlins, this is Benson, my manservant.” Garrett nodded, looking elsewhere in his best servant manner.

“Pleased to meet you, sir,” he said.

“And you, Benson! Welcome to India! I must say it’s a rare servant who comes all the way to see India with his master. Why did you come?”

Garrett smiled. “I’d a hankering to see it, sir. And Lord Dalwood has been good to me. Couldn’t let him get lost out here on his own now, could I?”

“Splendid! Right, well, if you’re ready, my lord, we’ll find a carriage to take us to Howrah Junction, where we’ll board the eight o’clock sleeper to Siliguri.”

“I see. And how will we get to Gangtok?”

“Can you ride?” I flushed. It wasn’t my strong suit. It was certainly Garrett’s, though. Rawlins smiled. “Never mind, my lord, we’ll get you there in one piece.”

“John will do, if you prefer.” I liked Rawlins from our first meeting and was prepared to make the concession.

“Very well. Come along… John.” He was all flustered energy at the condescension, and politely ushered our porters along in loading our bags into the nearest carriage. Motor cars were beginning to make an appearance in England when I left, but there didn’t yet seem to be many on Calcutta’s streets.

We made the train in plenty of time. It was large and beautifully furnished, and Garrett and I had a little suite of compartments to ourselves, upholstered in English oak and red velvet. There was an excellent dining car serving delicious French wine and passable English cooking. It was peculiar how a dish as banal and familiarly English as lamb with mint sauce was somehow inflected with an exotic flavour. I suppose it could have been the cooking oils they were using. It wasn’t unpleasant, and, indeed, I soon found my palate vastly preferred the curries and dals and other Indian dishes I encountered. British cuisine has seemed dull and pedestrian and ordinary ever since. Rawlins was amiable dinner company, and by the time I got back to my compartment I was more than a little drunk. I found that Garrett had turned down the sheets, and drawn the blinds, and he surprised me by bursting out of the little servant’s chamber naked. That was the first night we made love in India.

Lying in my bed afterwards, we talked excitedly about how Sikkim was likely to be, and mocked Rawlins a little, Garrett deploying his powers of mimicry.

“Oh, I say, how capital Lord – Lord – my Johnship, how lovely to see you! Please, come right this way.” I couldn’t help but laugh.

“You’re a cruel one, you are,” I said.

“He’s a funny little fellow, that one.”

“Oh, leave him alone. He seems all right.”

“He does indeed. Trifle grovelling perhaps, but a decent feller all round. Do you think he looked at me strangely?”

“I don’t think so.”

“I thought he did, mind. Just once or twice.”

“I didn’t think you were looking in our direction much at all.”

He tweaked my nose. “Jealous, are we?”

“Of Rawlins or India? Maybe a little of India.”

“We’ve only just begun. What an adventure, sir.” And we drifted off to sleep in each other’s arms, swaying with the rhythm of the train in our little trundle bed. The clack of the rails and the occasional ghostly whistle of the engine, and the pitch blackness all conspired to give me what I still remember as the best sleep of my life.

I awoke the next morning to grey light filtering through the gap in the curtains. Garrett was dozing beside me. I lifted the curtains, revealing a bright morning, clear as a bell, and gasped, waking Garrett to gasp in his turn.

The train was negotiating a curve through what seemed to be empty air, and all around us were snow-peaked mountains, resplendent and enveloping, creating a jagged horizon in the sky that completely encircled us. The rails were on what seemed a shockingly narrow little band of flat ground, and below us a sheer cliff face fell for hundreds of metres to the bottom of a lush green valley. Wispy cirrus clouds scudded about their peaks, and the sky was a blue so shocking it was as though the world had been remade entirely in cerulean. The sun felt harsher, nearer, as though one could reach up and grab it. White snowy peaks gave way to dense blue-green forest as the mountains hurtled down into the lush valley of what I now know was the Teesta River far below us. Garrett and I looked at each other and grinned wildly. Neither of us had ever seen anything like it in all our lives. England’s landscape is so tame and domesticated that even when it is wild, it is wild because humans have spared it for their own reasons. These mountains looked like no empire, not even ours, could conquer them, and that they would be here long after the human race has passed from all knowledge. My relief that India was not to be like Calcutta was palpable.

Eventually the train pulled into Siliguri, a hill station carved in terraces into the sides of the mountain valleys, and Rawlins procured horses and carts and porters from a government stable. As we set off on the road to the capital, Gangtok, I couldn’t take my eyes off the encircling battlement of mountains. My eyes were drawn to one, away to the west, that seemed to have five separate peaks, clawing at the heavens like the paw of an enormous tiger. Great drifts of snow were being blown from each of them in trailing plumes, bearing mute testament to ferocious winds. I asked Rawlins if it had a name.

“That’s Kangchenjunga. We used to think it was the highest mountain in the world. As it turns out, the real one’s some way to the west of here in Nepal, on the border with Tibet. But it’s still a magnificent sight, isn’t it? The name means ‘The Five Treasures of the High Snow’ and the Lhopo believe that hidden treasure will be revealed to the devout there when the world is in peril.” And perhaps it will be. Who knows? Perhaps it is worth your looking into. We need all the help we can get now.

“I hope so.”

“Come along, John. Best not to keep Mr Bell waiting.”

I had never ridden a horse so far or so long in my life. I’d ridden them before, of course, as a child, but this was my first trek of any substance. I found I soon got used to it. Garrett had grown up on a farm and seemed even happier in the saddle than he’d been on the train. The Himalayas were all around us, and a steady wind off the mountains whipped through the trees around us, giving form to the air. As we ascended higher and higher, they gradually changed from oak, aspen and other familiar deciduous trees into decidedly alien pines and firs and other conifers, and the air began to take on a brisk chill, which I quite enjoyed. We made camp at a wayside inn when the sun went down suddenly behind the mountains, almost instantly throwing the entire landscape into gloom. There was a good fire, and hot tea, and Rawlins and Garrett and I passed a companionable evening. By noon the next day, we were in Gangtok.

My first impression was of one of those terraced rice paddies you see so often in China. The houses lay in serrated rows along the slopes of the mountains that it was built seemingly over and throughout. Winding lanes and alleyways flowed up and over ridges, and the houses were packed close together, so that the lanes felt narrow and constricted, but not in the claustrophobic way they had in Calcutta. Here the closeness felt intimate and friendly. As we cantered up the central road towards the Chogyal’s palace, we cleared the crowds before us, and drew many curious stares from the locals who parted to let us pass. White men were clearly a rarity in this part of India. Children ran alongside us for a better look, and I noticed many of the women looking at Garrett and I and giggling to each other behind their hands. I smiled. Garrett deserved the attention. In the distance we heard the crash of cymbals and the low chanting of lamas. As we rounded a bend, it became clear that it was coming from the Chogyal’s palace.

“Oh, they’ve prepared a reception for us! Mr Bell must have told them you were a person of importance.”

“I’m sure they’ll be disappointed.”

We passed through the gate, and into the palace courtyard; though palace hardly felt like the appropriate word in any sense but the technical. It was an unpretentious place. At first my eyes were drawn to a large, square, white building, with a sloped, golden roof, from which the bulk of the cymbals and chanting was coming. It was small, certainly, but had a sort of dignity, and I assumed this was the palace. But as I made to ride towards it, Rawlins grabbed my elbow.

“Not there. That’s only the temple. This way.”

Low to the ground, with only two storeys, the palace itself was an unprepossessing cream colour, with a red roof and two verandahs facing forward. It looked for all the world like a Swiss hotel, very modern and rather Western. A few rows of dignitaries funnelled us towards the Chogyal, not enthroned in state, but, rather, sitting in a high-backed wooden chair, simply dressed in a yellow robe with a red collar, and a black silk hat. This was Thutob Namgyal, the 9th Chogyal of Sikkim, who had ruled his mountain kingdom for over thirty years by the time I arrived. He had fought the British in his youth, and now he had made a treaty with them, giving up control over his foreign affairs, and retaining nominal independence and control over his population by submitting to have a British Political Officer at his court as a “representative”, with substantial rights to intervene if he so chose. Before him, waiting for Rawlins and me to dismount, so he could conduct us to the Chogyal, was Charles Alfred Bell.

He was a tall, razor-thin man, with sad, heavy eyes in dark shadows, tidy hair, prematurely white, with a high forehead atop a handsome, Roman face, with a long, aristocratic nose and a morose, tidy little mouth. He smiled as I approached, though his eyes remained rather glum, and he shook my hand.

“Lord Dalwood. A pleasure. You come highly recommended.” He took my arm and walked me to the Chogyal, leaving Garrett standing with the horses. The Chogyal, an old man then, with a lined, copper face and a dour expression, surveyed me silently.

“Great Dharma King,” Bell addressed him in English, “may I present Lord Dalwood. As I told you before, he is a man of high station in our country, and it is a sign of the great esteem in which our King and Emperor holds Your Highness that he has been sent to us.” The Chogyal regarded me gravely.

“He is a young man,” he said in excellent, lightly accented English. “That is good. There are enough of us elders about these days.” He looked at me with a blank, guarded expression. “What will be his role in your delegation?”

“He will work with Mr Rawlins in the same manner as Mr Boxwood before him, providing administrative support, handling correspondence with Calcutta and Delhi, providing advice and support to me, and, above all, learning about your country and its manifold complexities.” This, I supposed, was as much for my benefit as for the Chogyal’s.

“Hmm,” the Chogyal sniffed. “Those seem like minor administrative duties for a person of his status to be carrying out, no? Perhaps he is not as important as you led us to believe.”

“Lord Dalwood is still a young man, and, as Your Highness knows, in our civil service, seniority and merit count for a great deal. More than rank, in this particular instance.” Again, this was probably for my benefit as well. I kept silent. “I am sure his advice and counsel will be valuable to both of us, but he is also new to India, and new to Sikkim, and has much to learn.”

“Quite.” The Chogyal nodded, as if satisfied. “Then welcome, Lord Dalwood, to Sikkim. I trust you will find our small country hospitable. These are my chief ministers.” He indicated a rank of men who bowed low as they were introduced one by one, which made me rather uncomfortable. Some were courtiers, holding various palace functions, and these were elaborately dressed in lavish silk robes with intricate patterns, and black Tibetan-style silk hats. Then there were the heads and acolytes of the various large Buddhist monasteries, Rumtek, Phodong and Ralang, and their accompanying sects, and these were in simple red robes, with shaved heads or the yellow crested hat of the lama. Lastly, he indicated a young man of perhaps twenty-five, handsome in a pretty sort of way, with prominent eyebrows and high cheekbones, who smiled broadly and barely nodded his head in greeting. To my surprise, he looked rather familiar. I was sure I had seen him before, but I couldn’t quite place it. “This is my son, Prince Sidkeong Tulku Namgyal, heir to the throne of Sikkim and recognised reincarnation of Sidkeong Namgyal I, Abbot of Phodong Monastery.”

He offered his hand for me to shake. “You can still just call me Sid.” He was grinning like a mad hatter. I gasped, and started, and took a long moment to process the shock. Then I grinned in turn.

“You clever bastard!” The courtiers drew a collective gasp.

“What would have been the fun in telling you?” He was laughing now.

“What are the chances… Your Highness?”

“Don’t bother with that,” he laughed. The courtiers looked aghast. “I had a feeling I’d see you again, John. You were always going to come to India, I knew that the minute I met you.”

“I suppose you knew me better than I knew myself.”

“You’re not that hard to read.” He was smiling broadly, and I let out a little laugh. What a relief it was to see a friendly face, and in such circumstances. Sidkeong turned to his father.

“John and I had a mutual friend at Oxford, Great Dharma King: his tutor, Dacre Winslow. Sound chap, Dacre. He often had me over for dinner, and we would discuss whatever sacred text he was translating at the time. I hope I was of some small help to him, and perhaps to you, through him.” He clapped me on the shoulder.

“I… I can’t believe he never mentioned… He knew I was coming to Sikkim.”

“Doubtless he thought it would be a jolly surprise.” I had to admit it was, rather. The Chogyal and Mr Bell were agape at all this, and the courtiers and lamas were eyeing each other anxiously, but Bell caught my eye, and with a stern look encouraged me to fall silent. So I did. The Chogyal blinked and looked back and forth between us.

“Most extraordinary. It is most unlikely; I can’t fathom it.”

“Oxford is rather a small world, Your Highness,” said Bell. “It would have surprised me if they hadn’t a thing to say to each other.”

“Indeed. Well, this is fortunate. Welcome to Sikkim, Lord Dalwood. We hope your stay here will be fruitful for all of us.” And he rose from his chair and signalled that the interview was over, turning to retreat into the little palace. Bell and Rawlins bowed, and I followed their lead. We remained so until the little knot of courtiers and lamas, and, of course, Sidkeong, had followed the Chogyal into the palace. Then we rose and turned back towards the horses.

“I had not known you were a Pembroke man,” Bell regarded me solemnly.

“Indeed, sir, I thought perhaps Dr Winslow would have mentioned it.”

“He did not. I assumed you were at some other college and came to him for Oriental Studies. Silly of me.” We walked back to where Garrett was holding the horses. “Still, all’s well that ends well. If you were to re-establish your friendship with the Crown Prince, it might certainly prove most useful. It doesn’t appear that that will be difficult, either. I will have to think on this.” We arrived at Garrett and the horses. “And you are?”

“Garrett Benson, sir. Lord Dalwood’s manservant.”

“You brought a manservant, did you?” Bell raised an eyebrow. “Well, I suppose it’s nice to have some small reminder of home. You’ll have plenty of native servants, of course.”

“Perhaps Benson can supervise them?” I ventured.

“I speak Hindi, sir, a little,” Garrett offered. Bell raised the other eyebrow and blinked rapidly in surprise.

“Indeed? Extraordinary. Well, I’m afraid it won’t do you much good here. Mostly the servants speak Lepcha or Nepali. The Sikkimese don’t work as domestics. Especially not for us.”

“I need Benson, sir. Can’t manage without him.” I was alarmed at where this seemed to be heading.

“Well, he seems an enterprising chap. I’m sure he’ll be useful to you. And perhaps I can find a use for him as well, before long. Rawlins,” he snapped his fingers. “Escort Mr Benson to Lord Dalwood’s lodgings, and show him the ropes. Lord Dalwood and I will speak in my office. I’ll send him to his lodgings in a litter after we’re done.”

Garrett and Rawlins took the horses and headed out of the gate, and I followed Mr Bell over an immaculate green lawn into a modest building that turned out to be the Political Officer’s residence, and my chief place of business for much of the next ten years. We passed through an outer office, clean and airy, through a heavy oak door into his private office. It was spotless, with a large walnut desk and comfortable brown leather chairs. The furnishings were gold, but very tasteful; only a sleek golden clock on the wall and some golden candlesticks on a little end table between the two leather easy chairs before a roaring fireplace, burning with what smelled like a hint of sandalwood. This was welcome, for even in high summer Sikkim was rather chilly given the altitude. The desk was clean, with paper and pens and an inkstand set up just so, at right angles. Orderly, but not fussy. A book lay open and face down on the table, with its leather spine cracked. Mr Bell motioned me to the easy chairs and walked over to a little captain’s table with crystal decanter and glasses.

“Good God, it’s nearly half past five. Sherry?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“Good man.” He poured two little glasses for each of us and brought it over to me. I waited for him to sit down first, out of deference. Once we were comfortably seated, he was blunt. “Now, what are you doing in Sikkim?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I’ve seen your civil service scores and read your letter of recommendation from Dr Winslow. You could have taken a post anywhere in the Service, anywhere in the Empire. For that matter, you could be home managing your father’s estates, or living a life of idleness and dissipation in London. I’m sure that’s what most of your peers are doing. Why are you here, in the back of beyond?”

“Well,” I hesitated. I hadn’t articulated it particularly well to myself. “As you know, I’ve been fascinated with Buddhism for some time now. And with Vajrayana Buddhism in particular.” This was the tantric, or secret mantra variety of Buddhism that prevailed in Tibet, Mongolia and the Himalayan states. “But, of course, Tibet is closed to foreigners, and Sikkim is under British sovereignty. I was also considered for Ladakh”, a Buddhist region of the princely state of Jammu and Kashmir, “but I was told the weather was better here. Also, you were the one who needed help, after Boxwood resigned.” He kept his head poised on his index finger, regarding me with hooded eyes.

“And?”

“And, well, it’s rather peaceful up here. I like the quiet, and the mountains, and the forests. I believe I’ll enjoy the privacy.” This was getting a little too close to the nub of the matter.

He let a moment pass. “That’s all very well, and I’m certainly happy to have the use of your talents. But I rather think you’re here because you’re running away from something. I can’t imagine what. Neither I suspect, can anyone else. But if you choose to hide yourself away up here for a while, I’ve no reason to stop you. Besides,” he smiled slowly, “I could use a research assistant.”

“Oh?”

“My own studies of Vajrayana Buddhism are progressing. I have been working on a book on the religion of the Tibetan Plateau for some time. I must confess that part of why I selected you for the post was because I rather hoped you could aid me in my research. I hope I didn’t presume too much?”

“No, not at all. I’d be delighted to help.”

“Good.” He stood up suddenly. “I do apologise for keeping you. I’m sure you’ve had a long journey and would like nothing more than to settle into your quarters.” He signalled to a tall, blank-faced Sikh butler. “Please send Lord Dalwood to his accommodations in the litter.” We shook hands. “I’ll be in touch tomorrow about the commencement of your duties.”

The litter, a ridiculous contraption that made me feel like a coddled child, bore me out of the palace gate and down a nearby side street, to what turned out to be a very pleasant little bungalow, with modern furnishings and large glass windows overlooking the mountains and the valley of the Teesta River. The house already came with native servants, who to my relief turned out to be an old Nepali cook and a Lepcha chambermaid, and not the small army Bell had hinted would be necessary. When we were left alone, Garrett and I caught each other’s eye and starting giggling like schoolboys at our luck. We had a little nest of our own. And then we embraced and celebrated vigorously in the large mahogany king bed we would be sharing for the foreseeable future. No more single beds in airless little rooms for us.

Life soon settled into a comfortable routine. I went into work in the mornings at the palace, and Garrett got things in order around the house, prepared the day’s meals with the help of the cook, and, when that was all in hand, which was usually very quickly, he would wander the streets of Gangtok, picking up Nepali and Lepcha and Sikkimese and Tibetan, and shopping for various odds and ends the house needed. He would go into the smoky taverns in the Tibetan quarter, where the locals drank, and order a beer or whisky, and get drunk with them. I was worried about how risky this was, but in the end acceded. As he put it:

“Nobody cares what language you speak when you’re the one buying the drinks. Besides, it’s helping my Tibetan. With one or two pints inside me it tends to flow off the tongue.”

In the evenings, after we’d sent the cook and the chambermaid home, I would put out a second set of plates and cutlery for Garrett, and we would have dinner together, and, as there was no one to see us but the birds in the pines outside the window, we could finally dispense entirely with all that nonsense of master and servant, and in our own little world we could talk and drink and plan and scheme. We were in no rush to go anywhere specific, but it was great fun building castles in the air. Perhaps I would put in a transfer to the diplomatic, and we would go to Tokyo, to the court of the Meiji Emperor. Perhaps we would sell up in a few years and go and set ourselves up as merchants in the Shanghai international districts. Perhaps Bombay might suit, if it was less dismal than Calcutta. Who knew?

Prince Sidkeong and I quickly renewed our friendship, despite my newly discovered knowledge of his exalted status, as I learned to my consternation one lazy Saturday morning about three months after I arrived, when Mr Bell was away on business to Bhutan, whose relations we were also responsible for. Garrett and I were having a lie-in, dozing in the late morning light, when we were suddenly disturbed by the clatter of hooves in the street outside the little bungalow. We were prepared for this, and Garrett quickly sprang into the water closet while I put on my silk bathrobe and slippers and went to answer the door. The Prince was there, alone, with a smile on his face.

“Good morning, John. I hope this isn’t a bad time?”

“No, not at all, Your Highness.”

“None of that. It’s Sid. I won’t be calling you Lord Dalwood, to be sure.”

“Ha! Quite right. Come in, come in.” I beckoned him into my sitting room, and he sat down on the sofa and steepled his fingers. “What will you have?”

“A pot of tea would be lovely, thank you.” A few moments later, Garrett emerged from the kitchen, fully dressed and with a silver tea service in hand. He set it down in front of the Prince in his best London servant manner.

“And how are you finding our little kingdom? We’re a long way from Pembroke now, are we not?”

“I find it suits me well! The air here is so clean and pure. I’ve never been more content.” It was true, I realised. I was happy.

“I am glad to hear it. Of course, it seems a poor place after having seen London.”

“Why?”

“Because London is power, and wealth, and being at the centre of things. London is having mastery over the forces of industry and science and money. London is the future, bold and domineering. Gangtok…” he trailed off.

“I’m not entirely sure I agree. I certainly see how it looks that way to you. But to me London is also filth, and poverty, and decadence, and chaos, and squalor. London is an arrogant, bullying landlord. London is a footpad who knifes you for pennies outside a pub. London is deluding yourself that nature can be bent to your will, and that money and industry and science will save you from her. London is a horrible machine, bleeding to death, from which there is no escape.”

“But it is your home.”

“No. My home is a small place in the countryside, far from London. I always hated London. My father did, too. We avoid it if we can.”

“So, are you here then because you think our oriental ways have been preserved from the machine? That we live a simpler life up here in the mountains?”

“Don’t you?”

“Poverty and simplicity are different things. If you spent your days in my father’s palace, watching his courtiers scheme and squabble over who gets to squeeze which group of peasants dry of their few lakhs of rice…” he narrowed his eyes and sipped his tea. “You would not think life here simple, at any rate.”

“I am sorry to hear it.”

He smiled at me, and I smiled back. I could hear Garrett busying himself in the kitchen. I sipped my tea, and asked a question.

“Do you miss it?”

“No, I don’t miss England. People treated me with invincible contempt, even knowing I was as royal as their King Edward. But I know something about living abroad that you don’t yet, John. The truly difficult thing about living away from your home country for some time is not going there. That’s new, and exciting, and stimulating, and an adventure. The truly difficult thing is coming home and seeing it with the eyes of a stranger. For the first time, as it were. Indeed, of finding that you are now a stranger, to your countrymen, to your friends, even to your own family. I look around Sikkim now, and I don’t see a holy kingdom, blessed by the light of the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha. I see a valley on the side of a hill between Tibet and India; poor, backward and medieval.” I didn’t quite know what to say. “We live our lives in the shadow of the Tibetans and the Nepalis, fearing them as great powers. But compared to Britain or Russia or China or Germany, Tibet and Nepal are a pack of children squabbling in the nursery while great armies clash and destroy each other in the world outside.”

“If I may say so, Sid, you may be overvaluing power. Britain is a power, most certainly, convinced of our civilising mission. But we don’t bring civilisation, so far as I can see. More often we bring death. And perhaps money. And I’m not even thinking of the repression. We kill bodies when we need to. But much more insidiously, we kill souls. We kill cultures. Cultures older and richer than our own. We build railways, but only to suck the wealth of our subject peoples. We build universities, but only to convince our subjects’ children of the superiority of our ways, and the inferiority of everything they’ve ever learned, and leave them with contempt for their parents and nothing of value to say to their countrymen. We send missionaries, but only to strip away the underpinnings of thousand-year-old cultures, to replace them with… what? Jesus? I am not sure Jesus would do you much good here.”

“There, at least, we agree. There is much that is backward in Sikkim and Tibet. But Buddhism is not backward. Buddhism is not darkness. Buddhism is the light. Did you know that the Tibetans once had a mighty empire?”

“I did.”

“We were their subjects. So were many other peoples, including many of the Chinese. They were a fierce, warlike people. Until they found the Dharma.”

“I know.”

“They renounced it all. They withdrew to their own land. Their empire did not fall to economic ruin, or to military defeat. It fell to conscience. Your Jesus renounced worldly power, just as our Buddha did. But a whole country? Renouncing power? I did not read of any such thing in your classics.”

“I suspect you did not.”

He regarded me consideringly for a moment. “Should you like to see a monastery?”

“I believe I would.”

“Come. We will go to Karthok and see the murals. I’m sure you’ve been longing to see the real thing, outside the plates in your books.”

“Just give me a moment to get properly dressed, and I’ll be with you.”

Karthok Monastery was much, much larger than the Chogyal’s palace. Prayer flags fluttered in the breeze all along the approach to the monastery gate. The belief is that every time the flag flutters in the wind, the prayers inscribed on it are repeated. It brings the one who erected it great merit, in this life and the next. Pilgrims clogged the road, chanting and prostrating themselves in the ritual kowtow, or spinning prayer wheels with scrolls inside them, and achieving much the same spiritual effect as the prayer flags. All along our approach people stopped to bow to Prince Sidkeong, and even a few to the foreigner who accompanied him, though most people regarded me with either mild curiosity, or sullen suspicion most of the time, in the vicinity of such a sacred place. As we passed through the gate, guarded by burly monks in saffron robes, the clatter and noise of the pilgrims outside quickly faded and a great silence fell.

“Ah,” said Sidkeong. “They are in meditation.”

We dismounted and proceeded on foot. The first courtyard was wide and flagged with grey stones, with a monument in its centre, and all around were low buildings in that riot of red, white, blue and green that Buddhist temples possess in that part of the world, which somehow manages out of all that multicoloured chaos to radiate peace and order and harmony. In the centre of the second courtyard was a much taller building, with ornate gables and a golden roof, in the centre of which, through the heavy red doors, we could see a golden statue of the Buddha flickering in the light of oil lamps. The monks we could see faced the Buddha, and sat in rapt silence, deep in meditation.

“What do we do now?” I whispered to the Prince.

“We wait. We do not disturb the Abbot.”

And so we stood in the courtyard in silence for twenty minutes that felt like an hour, while the monks faced the Buddha in rapturous silence. The only sound was the flutter of prayer flags in the breeze, and the chirping of birds in the nearby trees. For lack of anything else to do, my eyes were drawn to a Bhavachakra, or devotional painting, on the temple wall, an enormous parchment print swaying slightly in the cold wind. A Bhavachakra is a wordless aid to meditation, designed to represent the endless wheel of Samsara, in which all sentient beings are trapped, and help laymen understand Buddhist teachings, and obtain their release from Samsara, even if they aren’t able to read the sutras, or canonical texts; much like the vivid images in paint and stained glass in medieval churches. This particular Bhavachakra was at least eight feet long. Yama, god of death, rendered in a fiery red, with fierce, evil eyes and a dragon face, held the wheel that encloses the realms of men, the realms of beasts, the realms of the gods and the realms of the denizens of hell. Yes, Buddhism has a hell. In fact, it has eighteen hells, or Narakas; eight cold, eight hot and two others, though the scriptures vary on this point. Like Dante’s circles of hell, each is tailored to the evildoers it houses. Your sins relegate you to a particular hell, and you dwell there temporarily, until your karma is addressed, but for aeons so long that they may as well be eternity. Reincarnation is not the pleasant fantasy that in a past life you were Cleopatra, floating down the Nile. It is experiencing life, again and again and again, in all its pain and suffering, across all the realms of cyclic existence. The painting endeavoured to show them all.

In the realm of the gods, delightful beings all in saffron and gold strolled through immaculate gardens and sipped tea and smiled at each other; just, generous and beautiful, full of noble intention and calm purpose, but beset by arrogance and pride. In the realms of beasts, carnivores chased herbivores through jungles, and birds flew in the air, and fish frolicked in the sea, driven by instinct and appetite. In the realms of men, men and women in vermilion robes schemed and plotted and gossiped and committed heinous crimes and glorious acts of heroism, mad with desire and ignorance. And in the realm of the denizens of hell, sinners were wracked with torments that I was surprised any human could imagine: boilings and burnings and flayings and rendings and crushings and myriad more gruesome, lovingly rendered punishments, inflicted by ferocious demons with dragon faces and bodies of the darkest lapis lazuli. Every scene was overflowing with life, crowded with images, and befuddling in its immensity and detail. After a while, my mind began to ache contemplating the immense futility of it all, the raptures of the blessed no less than the punishments of hell.

I began to remember what Dacre had told me about the translation of Dhukka, the Buddhist concept of suffering. Suffering, he explained, was the wrong word entirely. It conjured images of Wagnerian drama and tragedy. Dhukka was unsatisfactoriness. The nagging sense, no matter what is happening in your life, success or failure, triumph or tragedy, love or hate, that it is just not enough, or that it isn’t right. That there must be something more. Yet as I scanned the realms of existence, worlds beyond worlds beyond what the Abrahamic faiths were even capable of imagining, for the fourth and final time, my eye caught the figure of a Buddha, instantly recognisable, and his face an ocean of inexpressible calm. Once you saw him, you realised that he stood at the heart of the kaleidoscopic scene. Then I noticed him again in the realm of the beasts, identical and full of calm compassion. Then I saw him in the realm of the gods, and even in the realm of the denizens of hell. To all alike, across all worlds and across all sentient beings, the figure of the Buddha was there, promising liberation. Even the denizens of Avici, the lowest hell, though their confinement be hundreds of thousands of years, have this route available to them, the calm acceptance of suffering and the cultivation of peace and enlightenment.

Suddenly, so suddenly that I realised I had drifted away entirely, a bell sounded, and the monks bowed to the statue of the golden Buddha as one, and began to chant a sutra, their voices ringing out low and clear in the mountain air. Then they stood and filed out of the dim hall into the light, blinking and silent. An old man, bald and wizened, with a staff, was escorted towards us on the arm of a burly young man, with a shaven head and calm, smiling eyes. I bowed to the old man, and they both drew up in shock.

“Your Eminence,” I addressed the older man, “thank you for allowing us to visit you here, in this peaceful place.” The old man and the young one laughed in my face. Sidkeong grinned broadly, a wicked gleam in his eye. The old man shook off the younger one’s assistance and shuffled away on his staff towards the monk’s cells in the outer buildings. The young man put his hands together and bowed to Prince Sidkeong, and then he bowed to me.

“I am Abbot Dorje Norbu.” I mouthed like a fish in embarrassment. “It is a natural mistake. We would expect no less of a foreigner.” He smiled and beckoned us to follow him. “Shall we adjourn to the audience chamber?”

The audience chamber was adorned on all its walls with riotous, multicoloured frescoes, stained with the smoke of what must have been centuries of burning oil lamps. Some light penetrated from the windows, from which could be seen the surrounding mountains, but many lamps were still burning throughout the chamber. Rich Indian carpets covered the floors and a number of silk meditation cushions lined up towards a sort of raised throne, all upholstered in gold and red. A few comfortable Western chairs stood at the base of the throne, which to my surprise the Abbot did not sit in. He took up a cross-legged position on a red cushion to the immediate right of the throne, and motioned Prince Sidkeong and me to take up the two Western-style chairs, which we did.

“Prince Sidkeong tells me you are learned in Buddhist theology, Lord Dalwood? Is such a thing possible?”

“I would hardly call myself learned, your Holiness.”

“Your Eminence will suffice. I prefer for my students and disciples to refer only to His Holiness, the Dalai Lama, as such. You see his throne there.” He indicated the raised platform. “It is only for his use, should he ever grace our monastery with his presence.”

“Well, your Eminence, I have studied Buddhism, among other religions, in my time at Oxford, where I briefly knew the Prince, as he has no doubt told you. But I would hardly call myself learned.”

“I am sure you underestimate yourself.”

“You are very kind, but a few years of an undergraduate degree do not a theological doctor make.”

“Well, at any rate you will be better than most British, I am sure.” He nodded and smiled. “We are honoured the White Queen has sent someone who understands even a little of our ways here in the mountains. I have some news, which I wish you to convey to your superior, Mr Bell, as soon as he returns from Bhutan. Before, if your correspondence may travel faster than ours.”

“Of course.”

“His Holiness may be gracing our monastery sooner than we thought. He has fled Lhasa.”

“Indeed!”

“The Chinese Emperor has sent troops into Tibet, and while they will no doubt be humbled for their brazen sacrilege in attacking the Holy City, for the present His Holiness is coming to India, to seek asylum and potentially help from the White Queen and her servants, in his struggle against the Chinese usurpers.”

“The White Queen is dead, your Eminence. She has been for some years. There is a White King now,” Prince Sidkeong interjected with an ironic smile. He inspected his nails.

“Yes, of course, I had forgotten,” said the Abbot. “At any rate, he is moving for the Indian border with all speed, and he will formally seek asylum and protection when he arrives, of course, but perhaps you could notify your border officials? The pass where we suspect he will be arriving is rather remote, and I’m afraid that the first British officials to meet him will not recognise him or treat him with the respect his rank and sanctity deserve.”

“Well… of course. I shall inform Mr Bell immediately. And consult with Mr Rawlins and see what may be done in the meantime.” It was startling, this sudden foray into mountain diplomacy. I wasn’t quite sure how to respond, but I assumed Mr Bell to be a compassionate man, on our limited acquaintance, and did not imagine he would turn away an exiled potentate at the border; especially not one held in the kind of awed reverence that I already knew the Dalai Lama inspired in the Buddhists of Sikkim. I had heard that pilgrims to the holy city of Lhasa kowtowed in reverence towards his Potala Palace before they came within half a mile of the place, such was its intense holiness.

“Very good, Lord Dalwood. I am grateful.”

“I told you he would be amenable, your Eminence,” said the Prince.

“Naturally!” I smiled.

“May I ask whether you have ever tried to practise Buddhism, Lord Dalwood? Even Christians may derive much benefit from meditation.”

“Do you know, I think I may have to begin. While I’m here it would be foolish not to.”

“Splendid!” He smiled to hear himself use so British a word. “When you sit, for a beginning, you may say to yourself: ‘May I, and all sentient beings, awaken together.’ And when thoughts arise, as they will, you may ask yourself, ‘what will I think of next?’ I believe you will notice a great change if you start from this place.”

“Well, I’ve tried in the past, your Eminence, but to no discernible effect.”

“Give it time. With repeated practice, you will notice great changes.” He shifted in his seat. “Do you have any questions about our ways here, that I might be able to answer for you?”

“A few.”

“I will be pleased to answer them.”

“Well, for a start, I have frequently heard men like the Dalai Lama, and the Panchen Lama and the Karmapa, who I believe heads your order, described as Tulku.”

“Yes?”

“So far as I can tell, the word refers to recognised reincarnations of departed figures.”

“Yes. The current Karmapa, the head of our order, is his fifteenth emanation in this world. He and the other bodhisattvas we describe as Tulkus are beings who have reached the very threshold of enlightenment, but have chosen to defer its bliss to return to our world of suffering and guide other sentient beings to the light, knowing that none of us are free until all of us are free. They have renounced bliss in order to save us other mortals. An act of great heroism.”

“And this is… universally believed?” I couldn’t quite get to my essential point, which was to ask whether they themselves believed it. Surely this was along the lines of Roman religion; meant mainly to keep the lower orders pacified and in line. Or indeed all religion. Such was my naiveté at the time.

“It is not believed, Lord Dalwood,” said the Abbot. “It is known. I personally was present at the selection of the fifteenth Karmapa and watched him identify all his possessions from his former life. He was then a child of just under three years of age. Prince Sidkeong is himself a Tulku; a reincarnation of his uncle, the former abbot of our monastery.”

I started and shot the Prince a look that could not conceal my surprise. He smiled at me with hooded eyes.

“Oh dear, I am sorry,” I muttered. What did one say to that?

“Not at all, John.”

“I am sure that His Holiness, when you meet him, will be able to answer your questions. To a point.” The Abbot smiled. “We understand that it is difficult for you British to grasp.”

“And you… remember your past lives then?” I asked the Prince. Sidkeong considered.

“I have flashes of memories that I know I have, but that I cannot quite believe to be mine. They were stronger when I was a child. My present self is rather dominant now. Mostly they come to me in dreams.”

“Ah.”

“Do you have any other questions I can answer within my poor power?”

“Well, yes, actually, one more for today. In my studies I learned something of the four sects of Buddhism as it is practised in Tibet. The Yellow Hats, the Red Hats, the Black Hats, or, rather, the Gelugpa, Kagyu, Sagyu and Nyingma sects, and I know some little of the differences between them.”

“Yes?”

“But once in a lesser work by Tsongkhapa, the first Ganden Tripa, I came across a reference to a fifth school: the Dhaumri Karoti sect, or the Blackeners, was the translation that was offered.” Immediately I felt the atmosphere in the room change. You’ve felt it before. When you’ve alluded to something at a dinner party that the hosts would prefer not to discuss. Or when you’ve asked a man whose mother has just died how she is keeping. Their faces instantly changed, and their eyes flashed, and the lamps in the room even seemed to flicker and darken, or so it seems in retrospect. “I… could not find any reference to them in any further book I read. And even Tsongkhapa only alluded to them quite briefly. I was curious at the omission, for he seemed to be execrating them quite strongly, without once referring to their doctrine itself.”

There was a long silence. Finally, the Abbot spoke.

“Two thousand years ago, in the north of India, near Lumbini in Nepal, a prince was born. The seers prophesied at his birth, and told his father, the king, that when he grew he would either become a great holy man and spiritual guide, or he would conquer the world. Naturally, his father was inclined to the second outcome, and so he raised the young prince in a garden of earthly delights. His every wish was granted, his every whim satisfied. He saw nothing, heard nothing, ate nothing, smelled nothing, felt nothing and consorted with no one who was not beautiful. He lived in a paradise on earth. His name was Shakyamuni.” I nodded. Of course, I had heard this story before. It was basic. The life of the Buddha.

“Then one day, on a trip outside the palace through the kingdom when he was about nineteen years of age, he saw a man wizened and unsightly, whose few remaining teeth were falling out of his head, and whose body was wrinkled and shrivelled and wrecked by time. The Prince recoiled in horror and drew the curtain of his litter until the unsightly apparition had faded. After minutes of silence passed, he asked his attendant about the horrible man he had seen. The attendant, who had barely noticed, looked back and understood. ‘Sire, that is change. As we age, we do not always stay young and beautiful.’ The Prince shuddered, and they returned to the palace in silence.

“The next day, the Prince went out again, beyond the gates of the palace, and into the kingdom he was destined to rule. It wasn’t long before he and his attendant came across a leprous woman, her face a grinning skull mask, and her eyes pits of despair. She rattled a begging bowl at the Prince, who again recoiled, and ordered his attendants roughly to push the woman away. After some minutes of silence, he again asked his attendant, ‘what was that woman?’. The attendant sighed, and replied ‘Sire, that is illness. All human beings will someday become ill, and perhaps disfigured and wasted like her.’ The Prince said nothing but ordered his retinue to return immediately to the palace.” I was listening in frustrated politeness, as surely every child in this part of the world knew the story of how Buddha became Buddha. But I noticed that Sidkeong’s face was a mask of fear, and that the Abbot was telling the story slowly, deliberately and without pause, but with every expression of extreme distaste and fear. In spite of myself, I listened more closely. I did not believe I had heard the tale told quite this way before.

“The next day, after a night of no sleep, beset by horrors, the Prince went out again, beyond the veil his father had drawn over his eyes. Very soon, for there were many of them on the streets of India, then as now, he came across a corpse. The flesh was already peeling back to expose bone and corruption, and maggots squirmed through sightless eyes, as the lips and cheeks pulled back over the skull in a mad rictus grin. The Prince cried out in horror, and turned silently to his attendant, who already knew what the question would be. ‘Sire, that is death. In the end, all men become what you see before you.’ The Prince was silent and calm. ‘And all of these things will happen to me, too?’ The attendant hesitated, but there was no way to lie to the Prince. ‘Yes, sire. Very likely you will become ill, certainly you will grow old, and inevitably you will die. It is the fate of all beings.’ The Prince was silent, and let no expression show on his face. He ordered his retinue back to the palace, retreated to his chamber and remained there for five days alone, in silence.”

I stifled a yawn out of politeness. I was a little insulted. Did the Abbot not think I knew this? After the three encounters, where he learns of old age, sickness and death, the Buddha would leave his father’s house, and his wife and infant son, and go to live the life of an ascetic monk, where he would begin the journey of self-denial and self-discovery that would eventually lead him to enlightenment. But I was flummoxed by what the Abbot actually said.

“On the sixth day, Shakyamuni emerged from his room, and went to his father’s pleasure chamber and strangled him to death, betraying no emotion or expression. He was now king. And on the seventh day, he summoned his army, and led it beyond the palace gates to lead a war of extermination against all sentient beings. He rode out to destroy the world, having decided in his solitude that a universe so full of suffering should not be allowed to exist. And all the demons in all the hells became his attendants. And the world burned at his command.”

The Abbot stopped speaking. The light had turned outside while he spoke, and it was now a shrouded grey dusk; the kind of sombre twilight that falls when heavy clouds obscure the sun. The lamps flickered in the gathering dark. Somewhere in the monastery a bell rang six times. The Abbot did not say anything further but bowed to us slowly. Prince Sidkeong stood, bowed in turn and motioned to me that it was time to leave. Completely taken aback by the turn the story had taken, I scrambled to my feet and made a little half-bow towards the Abbot and followed Prince Sidkeong out of the hall. We walked in silence across the courtyard, and the monks made our horses ready. As we mounted them, I started to speak, but he stopped me.

“I will tell you when we return to Gangtok. I will not speak of it here.”

And so we rode down the mountain in silence. The pilgrims had all gone home or were sequestered within the monastery walls. The prayer flags snapped in the wind, which was rising, and clouds were pouring off the mountains in the far distance, where trails of blowing snow stood out from the highest peaks like the trumpets of destroying angels. There was only the sound of our horses’ hooves and the rising drone of the wind in our ears. About an hour later, we were at my bungalow. Prince Sidkeong looked shaken. I asked him if he would do me the honour of taking a cup of tea, and he nodded and dismounted. Grooms took the horses, and we entered the bungalow. I was immensely relieved at the familiar furniture and the mercifully bare walls, with their benign prints of the Lake District and the Cotswolds faded by the mountain sun. Garrett opened the door from the kitchen, saw that I was with the Prince and inclined his head, his eyes betraying his surprise and mild alarm at the hushed air we could not conceal.

“Tea, Benson,” I said abruptly, and he ducked back into the kitchen. The Prince and I sat in silence until Garrett brought us the tea in the silver service. I poured the Prince a cup, and he sipped it. We sat in silence for a while. Eventually I broke it.

“I had not heard the story quite like that before.”

“No.”

“Is that… its true version.”

“No!” He was emphatic. “That is not it. The version you know already is the correct one.” The version where Shakyamuni sets forth to achieve enlightenment through self-denial and eventually becomes the Buddha.

“Then where does this version come from?”

“It is a version that has always been current, in one form or another since ancient times. The sages have always known of its existence, but only one sage has ever worshipped Shakyamuni in that form. Vadakha was his name.” I remembered my Sanskrit, and jumped as I recalled that I had read the name before, at Oxford.

“Executioner?”

“Yes, that is the name he chose. He was leader of the Dhaumri Karoti.”

“The Blackeners.”

“Yes, that is as good a translation as any. In the few forbidden texts left where they are spoken of at all, they are also sometimes known as the Black Helmets.” Most Buddhist sects in Tibet are known informally by the hats that they wear. “They are supposed to have ridden to battle in black armour.”

“Ridden to battle?”

“Yes. The Dhaumri Karoti were devoted to the destruction of the world. You know the story of the Buddha’s enlightenment, under the Bodhi tree at Bodh Gaya?” I nodded. The Buddha had meditated, and Maura, the tempter demon of desire, had attacked him with his combined hordes of demons. The Buddha had defeated him, touching the earth to demonstrate that by its power, and through its witness Maura was defeated.

“The Dhaumri Karoti believe… believed… that Lord Buddha did not defeat Maura that day. They believed that instead he made a pact with the Demon King. The only way to end suffering was to wipe out existence. To destroy all sentient beings, and to leave the earth a dead, barren wasteland, devoid of life, which ultimately, for them, is the cause of suffering. To be alive is to suffer. So the only way to end suffering forever is to… well…” I nodded. It was clear enough. “The Dhaumri Karoti take the ultimate goal of Buddhist practice quite literally. Nirvana, in Sanskrit, means specifically to snuff out a candle. For the Blackeners, that did not… does not mean release from the cycle of birth, death and rebirth. It means the end of birth, death and rebirth. The snuffing out of all life on earth.”

The night was getting colder outside, and the wind was howling off the mountains now. A light snow was whipping through the shafts of light from my sitting room as they spread feebly through the darkness outside. For the briefest instant, each snowflake hurtled through the shaft of light, and then it was gone again, swallowed by the all-consuming blackness. In that moment they were metaphors for life itself. Garrett had sidled into the room and built a fire in the hearth. He was taking his time with it, I knew. He wanted to hear. Prince Sidkeong seemed to notice him there, and paused, waiting for him to leave. After the fire was lit, and Garrett had returned to the kitchen, to listen through the door, as he told me later, the Prince continued.

“They were shouted down in the early Buddhist councils, and their doctrines were repudiated and expunged from the Pāli Canon. But they did not give up. They merely went underground, recognising each other by arcane signs and black magic. They came to Tibet with the early Buddhist missionaries at the invitation of the Tibetan king Trisong Detsen, when Buddhism first arrived in these mountains. Their great sage was the third of the missionaries to come to Tibet. Efforts have been made to expunge him from the records. We no longer remember his name, and we pretend to our children that there were only two Buddhist masters who came at the king’s request. But there were three. And the third was of the Dhaumri Karoti. He quickly spread his cult in secret, hiding themselves mainly within the Nyingma school, and establishing their lineages in horrible mockery of the good and noble order they had invaded like a parasite. Over the centuries they built their power, practising dark magic and discovering many horrible things in alliance with the gods and demons who did not surrender to Buddha. One monastery, in particular, whose name has been expunged, became colonised entirely by their filth, and they used it to research unspeakable depravities and devise monstrous plans. Among the corruptions they discovered was the lesson that if they consumed human flesh they would be granted great spiritual and physical power. They would for ever be cursed by the desire for more and more of it, and this hunger, the Black Hunger, they called it, would never be satisfied. This is also known by many of the tribes in North America, who know the power of what they call the Wendigo demon. I have been told they have developed powerful magic of their own to counter and snuff out the Hunger before it can spread. But the Dhaumri Karoti know that if this hunger is controlled through the discipline of tantric meditation, it can be harnessed to grant he who hungers almost limitless power; over his own body, over other men, and over nature itself.”

“Good God.” I had no idea what to say. “How did they spread in secret?”

“We do not know the names of their lamas and their lineage holders. Once they were powerful and respected members of our Buddhist orders, and their lineages were extant and well-documented, but we have erased them. From your classics you must remember the Roman punishment of damnatio memoriae?”

“Yes, of course. The destruction of the memory. Erasure. Forgetting.”

“Believe me when I tell you that you do not wish to know the names of their lineage holders, their lamas, their abbots. It is better that no one ever know.”

“I do believe you.” I was clutching my teacup with both hands.

Sidkeong swallowed and continued his tale.

“By the twelfth century, they felt they were ready. They sent their foremost apostle, whose name has also been expunged, to Mongolia, and they used their sorcery to aid the man who would become Genghis Khan in unifying the Mongolian tribes, who they felt would be the hammer with which they would destroy a suffering world. There were even rumours that they sent emissaries to those parts of the world that lay beyond the oceans, whose existence they had divined in their oracles, and made allies there as well. Dhaumri Karoti lamas were among the Tibetan lamas at the court of the Mongol Khan, and they were responsible for much of the brutality that Genghis inflicted upon a suffering world, over the desperate objections of the true lamas. But when the Great Khan died, gradually the empire fell into decay. And years later, the noble Kublai Khan discovered the existence of the sect, and had them ripped out from his court, root and branch. He organised a great inquisition, I believe you would call it, and he had them hunted down and killed, their scriptures burned, their monasteries destroyed and their memory expunged, the very mention of their name interdicted by pain of death. Thankfully, by this point the Dalai Lama had also been born into the world. Some centuries later, the third Dalai Lama entered into an alliance with a Mongol warlord named Altan Khan. A pact was made between them. The Dalai Lama recognised Altan Khan as a reincarnation of the great Kublai, and, in return, Altan Khan spread Buddhism throughout Mongolia, rooting out the Dhaumri Karoti and their perverted version of the faith there as well. The Dalai Lama, you must understand, is the incarnation of Chenrezig, Avalokiteśvara, the Boddhisatva of compassion. He has been sent into this world to hold the Dhaumri Karoti at bay.

“They were utterly and finally vanquished by the Great Fifth Dalai Lama, whose power was vast enough to root them out of the few mountain monasteries they still defended and concealed with dark magic. Many abbots and high lamas, he revealed, had been Dhaumri Karoti. They were executed. The Sixth Dalai Lama rooted out their scriptures and burned them and expunged all memory of them from the sacred texts. Magic was performed to seal their power, and powerful charms protect Tibet, India, Mongolia and China from their influence. The Dalai Lama maintains their power, though few remember this, because the memory was so thoroughly expunged. Through his meditation and prayer and maintenance of the defences, he keeps the Dhaumri Karoti at bay. But they survived somehow. I know this now. Because you do.”

“What?”

“When you asked the Abbot about the Dhaumri Karoti you fulfilled a prophecy, even though you did not know it. It was widely known among the various sects that if an Abbot’s ears were ever profaned by the name of the Dreaded Sect, particularly by a foreigner, it would mean that they had not been vanquished. That they have merely been biding their time, waiting for the moment to strike again.”

“But surely… you don’t mean… the British?” I was incredulous.

“No. If it were the British, we would have known by now. You are a godless people. Your Christianity is vestigial, a matter of cucumber sandwiches and bad tea. You believe in science and reason and progress, to the exclusion of all else. It is your great strength and your great weakness. You lack the faith in the supernatural to harbour a sect like this in your society.”

“Yes, well… I suppose so.”

“When the Great Fifth purged the Dhaumri Karoti, there were areas far to the north that were beyond his reach. The Buryat Mongols fled to Siberia and carried the teachings with them there. The Dalai Lama had no influence in those cold, northern wastes. And the Oirats and Khalymyks went even further away, to European Russia, where they remain to this day.”

“Russia, you say?”

“Yes. If the Dhaumri Karoti have survived, they have survived in Russia. There have been Buddhists there for centuries. Often among the Tsar’s most loyal subjects. For the last few decades, there has even been a Russian monk at the court of the Dalai Lama, seeking to extend the Tsar’s influence there, at the expense of you British. There are many in Tibet who would prefer the Tsar’s protection to that of your own sovereign.” This I knew. Mr Bell had alluded to it more than once. The monk’s name was Ivan Dorjiev.

“So now that this name has been spoken… you believe…”

“I do not know what I believe. I know only what I was told about the prophecy by my father as a child, when he was instructing me in the kingdom’s secrets.”

“Well then… what should we do?” He looked at me.

“For the present, nothing.” I was immensely relieved. I was worried he would go to Mr Bell with this and drag me along as an accomplice. “We will wait and see. His Holiness is coming to Darjeeling. This may be fortuitous. We will consult him. He will know what to do.” A silence fell. It was now approaching midnight. The Prince finished his cup of tea and stood up.

“You British really do make a mockery of tea with this insipid concoction.”

I laughed. “I’m afraid I feel much the same way about butter tea.” This was the Tibetan version of the stuff. Made with yak butter, and really more of a light soup than anything an Englishman would recognise as tea.

“You may call butter tea many things, but I do not believe you can justly call it insipid.” He smiled. I rang the bell and Garrett appeared. “Thank you for the tea, John. I’ll see myself out. For the time being, I would ask you to say nothing of what I have told you. We will make discreet enquiries before His Holiness arrives in Sikkim.”

“Well, it feels wrong to say thank you for taking me to the monastery today. I cannot say I enjoyed it. But thank you all the same.” Garrett helped the Prince on with his boots, and held the door for him. When he left, and the sound of his hooves was clattering up the driveway, there was a heavy silence.

“What the devil was that, John?” It was serious. He had called me John.

“I haven’t the faintest idea.” He had heard much of what had passed between us, but I told him about the meeting at the monastery, and the Abbot’s crazed version of the Buddha story.

“Well. There’s a lot of foolishness, for certain.” This was the word he had used for any religion, or anything to do with the supernatural, since we were thirteen. There was a pause. “You don’t… believe any of it, do you?” It was easy enough to believe in the wan light of the paraffin lamps, with the Himalayan winds howling outside through the darkness.

“I don’t know. Let’s go to bed and see how we feel in the morning.” And we did.

The next morning dawned bright and clear, and for a while there, dozing next to Garrett, I forgot the horrors of the night before. But as I slipped into consciousness, they came back into recollection. I got up and walked over to the washbasin to splash some water on my face and turned them over in my mind. In the bright, clear light of a Himalayan morning, with the wind ruffling the trees in what now seemed a rather benign way, it seemed foolish that I had allowed myself to be so carried away with all this wild talk of ancient Buddhist death cults and dark magic. I felt mildly ashamed that I had been so taken in. I wondered why Sid had chosen to unburden himself in such a way to a relatively low-ranking British official. What purpose could he have had? Doubtless it was just him relating a strange bit of mountain legendry to explain the Abbot’s peculiar behaviour. Doubtless he was just being a friend, and there was no official character to our conversation.

After a quiet Sunday, I returned to the office on Monday morning and informed Mr Rawlins about my earlier conversation with the Abbot of Karthok about the imminent arrival of the Dalai Lama. He was scribbling frantically at his desk across from mine in the antechamber to Mr Bell’s office; he was still away in Bhutan.

“Yes, I was afraid that’s what you were going to say. The Chinese have seized Lhasa. We received word a few days ago. Apparently, His Holiness and the Kashag court are planning to cross the border at Gnatong. Would you believe, the only Englishmen there are two telegraph operators? Ex-army sergeants. I have no idea how they’re going to handle the God-King of Tibet suddenly arriving at their post. We should wire them instruction.”

“Shouldn’t we wire Mr Bell?”

Rawlins laughed. “Bhutan has no telegraph system. No, I’d be obliged if you would write him a letter informing him of the situation, while I wire instructions to the telegraph operators about how to receive His Holiness.” I took a breath, considering.

“You know, it was the oddest thing, the Abbot…”

“What?”

“Nothing.” In the thick of the day, the Dhaumri Karoti felt rather like a bad dream, and I decided to leave it at that.

Sure enough, the next day we received an alarmed telegram from the operators at the Gnatong pass:


GNATONG STATION MAY 4TH 1910 STOP DALAI LAMA AND WHAT SEEMS LIKE WHOLE COURT HAVE ARRIVED AT BORDER CROSSING STOP REQUESTING ASYLUM IN INDIA STOP OVER TWO HUNDRED TIBETAN OFFICIALS AND THEIR EFFECTS BEING SCREENED AT CUSTOMS STOP THEY HAVE TOO MUCH TO DECLARE OVER EXEMPTIONS WON’T PAY CUSTOMS DUTY STOP PLEASE ADVISE AS TO REQUEST FOR ASYLUM AND WHAT TO DO ABOUT CUSTOMS DUTY FULL STOP



After Rawlins had read the telegram out loud, we looked at each other and I couldn’t help but start to laugh at the absurdity of two low-ranking border guards struggling to process two hundred Tibetan aristocrats with limited English, asking if they had anything to declare. Rawlins joined in, and we gave ourselves up to mirth for a good ten minutes. When we calmed down again, Rawlins sat down at his desk and lit a cigarette, musing for a moment.

“It’s funny how the worm turns. He’s fleeing the Chinese to India now, but six years ago in 1904 he was fleeing our troops and headed north to Mongolia and China.”

“That’s right, Colonel Younghusband’s expedition, correct?”

“Indeed. Before your time. Younghusband forced his way into Lhasa and demanded the Tibetans sign a treaty recognising Britain’s suzerainty over Sikkim, renouncing all other foreign influence and opening up to trade with India.”

“So the Dalai Lama fled?”

“Yes. Tibetan officials kept telling the colonel nothing could be done without His Holiness’ seal, until he got quite annoyed, as I recall. He fled rather than sign a treaty with Christian barbarians, and it caused a hell of a mess until we withdrew.”

“Did the Mongolians or the Chinese help him?”

“Of course not. The Mongolians took him in for a while, and the Bogd Khan who rules up there didn’t have much choice, given the Dalai Lama’s influence. But the Manchu government of China actually deposed him for it. Or, rather, attempted to.”

“The Tibetans would certainly have ignored that one.”

“Quite.” He took another puff on his cigarette and smiled. “Apparently they smeared the posters announcing the deposition with shit in the streets of Lhasa.”

“Outstanding.” I grinned.

“At any rate, he tried hard to enlist the Russians and the Chinese to support him against us infidels, but of course they didn’t want to risk angering us over such a small place as Tibet.” He stubbed out his cigarette. “Now the cat barks at the dog and he’s come to solicit our support against the Chinese.”

“Do you think we’ll give it.”

“Not for me to say, old boy. But I doubt it. What’s it worth to us to risk a war with China over this? Not that we’d have any trouble licking them in their current state of dilapidation, but London won’t want the expense.”

“What do you think we’ll do?”

“That’s really Mr Bell’s decision. Speaking of which, we should write him a letter and dispatch it by express rider. He’ll need to know.”

Bell’s advice was to send His Holiness to the Bengal summer capital of Darjeeling. Any further south and any lower into the insalubrious climate of the Gangetic Plain from his mountain fastnesses would have been terrible for his health, and the health of his entire party. Upon his return from Bhutan, Mr Bell went to join him to be the face of the British administration in the discussions.

I did not go with him. He took Rawlins. Rather to my consternation, I was left to manage affairs in Sikkim. Mr Bell was gone quite a long time, and my days were spent writing letters instructing the various local officials, dealing with Mr Bell’s underlings in the administration office (who rather resented me as an upstart interloper) and paying court to the Chogyal, who turned out to be rather a prissy, complaining old man. He had been a lion of a man in his heyday, Sidkeong had informed me, but now he was full of spleen and spite, yet ineffectual and vacillating. He was going senile, and it showed. My chief memory of him from this period is of attempting to intervene in the prosecution of a local drunk while he pulled his blankets around him and sent away first one hot water bottle for being too cold, and then a second one for being too hot.

“It is outrageous that I should suffer so, in my own home. Where is Mr Bell?”

“In Darjeeling, as I have explained, Highness.”

“Ah, and when does he return?”

“I cannot say, Highness. Soon, we hope.”

“Well, in the meantime I suppose I must suffer you.” And then he sent away a third hot water bottle; this one again was too hot.

Really the days passed quite enjoyably for some time. Garrett and I were often alone and had much to speak of in those early years, so far from home. Sid was amusing for a while, but then he was sent to represent Sikkim’s interests at Darjeeling, and to keep the Chogyal fresh in the mind of His Holiness. There is a rather agreeable picture of the Dalai Lama and Mr Bell seated in Darjeeling, with Prince Sidkeong standing tall between them. Mr Bell kept it on his desk for years.

There was little Mr Bell could actually offer the Dalai Lama in terms of effectual support. As Rawlins had predicted, the British government had no desire to get into a war with Imperial China over so small a place as Tibet, and though the Tsar sent pretty words, full of reference to his empire’s own Buddhist subjects, he also declined material support. The spiritual leader of much of Central Asia was left a rather expensive beggar in the house of his enemies. But he was much struck by the personal kindness and courtesy he was shown by Mr Bell, among others, and he made it clear to him that he bore him no ill will for his failure to offer help. At one point, as he became aware of the order that prevailed in British India, he offered to place Tibet under British tutelage on the same terms of paramountcy that had been offered to Nepal, Sikkim and Bhutan; control over foreign affairs to the exclusion of all other powers, and responsibility for defence, in exchange for full domestic autonomy and free trade. But the British government refused these terms, and when I later saw Tibet and its sheer scale, isolation and poverty, I can’t say I blamed them. To assume even the defence of such a remote, faraway kingdom, beyond the world’s tallest mountains, would have been ruinously expensive and difficult, to say nothing of the difficulties of setting up a civil administration.

The next January, in the middle of a cold mountain winter, I left off writing a letter to the Viceroy’s office in the winter capital of Shimla, my overcoat draped over my shoulders, and grasped a cup of hot tea in an attempt to warm my hands. The fire was blazing merrily, but the office was still ferociously cold. Mr Bell walked out of his office and threw a telegram onto Rawlins’ desk.

“Well, it’s finally happened,” he sighed.

“China?” We had been following from a distance the outbreak of general revolt against the Qing dynasty in China, in the uprising that would eventually be known as the Xinhai Revolution.

“Yes. The Nationalists in their new National Assembly have declared China a Republic. It’s only a matter of time at this point before they force the young Emperor to abdicate.” This was Puyi, the Xuantong emperor, the six-year-old child who had assumed the throne a few years before.

“Old Dowager Cixi must be spinning in her grave,” remarked Rawlins. This was the empress who had ruled China with an iron fist for almost half a century through her puppet emperors, stymieing all efforts at reform and generally keeping China in a state of medieval disrepair.

“Quite. If she wanted a compliant puppet emperor, she really should have considered that she was going to die someday,” I said.

“She was an arrogant woman,” said Mr Bell. “I don’t think she ever seriously contemplated the possibility.” He stood and thought a moment, his finger on his chin. “I would imagine that at this very moment the Tibetans are showing the Chinese soldiers the door.”

“Quite right,” I said. “They’ll be shown every courtesy, I’m sure. Should we ask Sidkeong what he’s heard from Lhasa?”

“Yes, good idea, John. Head over to the palace tomorrow and see what Sidkeong and his father have heard, will you? I’m sure their intelligence will be better than ours at the moment. I’ll go to His Holiness at Darjeeling and ask him what he intends to do now.”

I asked Sid the next day, and he told me that His Holiness had made no effort to disguise his glee in public or private, and was framing the Chinese misfortune in no uncertain terms as righteous retribution for their irreligious behaviours, and a reward to the Tibetans for being so virtuous. Karma, in his mind, and in the minds of his subjects, ruled all. Sure enough, His Holiness told Mr Bell of his immediate intention to return to Tibet and reassume control. And after much ceremonial exchanges of gifts, and vows of eternal friendship between His Holiness and Mr Bell, the Dalai Lama and his entourage left Darjeeling in the wee hours of a winter day and returned to resume the government of their country. I was in Darjeeling to see them off, and stood with Sid as the porters loaded an obscene amount of gold, silks and religious art that apparently had been too important to leave behind in Lhasa onto mules and horses for the long journey back to Lhasa. I hesitated for a long moment, and then asked him if he remembered our conversation about the Dhaumri Karoti. He cut me off before I had even said the name of the heretics aloud.

“Yes, I relayed what happened. No, you are not permitted to know more. Know that he is informed, that’s enough.” He paused for a moment, and then patted me on the back sympathetically. “Don’t fret yourself, John. It isn’t your concern. And we’ve decided it’s far better if it remains our concern alone, and not that of the Viceroy. And sometimes I forget, when I’m talking to you, that I may as well be talking to the Viceroy. No offence, old boy.”

“None taken,” I said quietly. I was relieved. If there had been anything of real importance to my encounter at the monastery, Sid would have told me. At least I was confident he would have told me. I am less confident now.

Mr Bell had been mostly working from Darjeeling for much of the last year, and I chafed a little at his return to full-time duty after the Dalai Lama’s departure, having become accustomed to exercising authority on his behalf. He didn’t offer so much as a word of thanks for my having kept things in good order in his absence. But I suppose it was childish of me to want praise. And he did, in his quiet way, entrust me with significantly more responsibility in the years that followed.

They were good years. I worked and studied the monasteries and the temple paintings and the Buddhist texts, and Garrett made friends all over Gangtok in the bars and the markets, becoming fluent in Tibetan and Nepali, and supervised things at our little bungalow. But after a while, he began to grow rather listless, and even quite short with me. When Rawlins or Mr Bell or any of the other Europeans who occasionally appeared in Gangtok were present, his cold servant manner was rather unsettlingly realistic. Eventually, one night in April 1912 after a frightful attempt at carnal relations that he aborted halfway through in a huff, I asked him what the matter was.

“What do you think? I’ve nothing to do. This infernal house runs itself. You have all the servants you need. And I can only get so drunk.” He was rather puffy at that point and hungover more often than not.

“Well, you came out here. Am I responsible for your entertainment? You could have stayed in England. Perhaps you should return.” Suddenly, in a flash of anger and wounded pride, I became very aware of the power I had over him. If I chose to end our relationship, he would be cast adrift in a strange continent and thrown on his own resources, while I continued a life of power and privilege without him. My God, how grateful I am that I did not say the things I could have said to him at that moment.

“Don’t say that. You came out here. And I love you. What was I supposed to do but follow you?” Tears came to his eyes. I immediately knew it was true and regretted lashing out at him. A pang of shame flashed through me at the very idea that I had entertained of wounding him so grievously. I took a deep breath.

“I’m sorry. You’re right. This isn’t enough for you. What would you prefer to do?”

“I’ll think about it.”

For a few weeks, not much was said, but then he returned with a smile and a proposal.

“I’ve just heard a few days ago in the tavern that the McVicars are selling up their plantation in Darjeeling. Makes a pretty penny, they say. Selling finest Darjeeling tea to Calcutta, and to China and Russia and the rest of India, too. It has a lovely bungalow and big warehouses, and the McVicars are selling up for a song, so I hear.”

“I see.” My heart sank. So he was going after all.

“I’ve saved up a lot over the years, so I can stake myself a little, but it’s not enough. Not by a long shot. If you’d back me John, just a tad, I could settle up with you within a year, good and proper.”

“How much?”

He smiled sheepishly. “A thousand pounds.”

“In total?” I was astonished it was so little.

“No, I’ve saved up two hundred on my own, over the years, and the McVicars are asking twelve.”

“So you’re leaving me.”

“No!” He moved to embrace me, but I turned away. Quietly, to my back he said, “I’ll never leave you, John. I’ll be back and forth as often as I can. And you can come and visit whenever you like. The house is comfortable enough, and pretty secluded.” He paused. “But we can’t continue the way we are, and that’s a fact.” I knew he was right. Silently, I went over to my desk and got out my chequebook, writing him a draft for the thousand pounds. There was a long, uncomfortable pause as I wrote the cheque. “Thank you,” he said, as I handed it over. I was ashamed that tears were spilling from my eyes.

“It’s not the end, is it?” I asked.

“Never.” He grabbed my head in both his hands and kissed my eyelids and my nose. “Never, never, never.” And then he kissed me properly.

It was difficult at first. Those first mornings I woke up and he wasn’t there I felt a sadness gnawing in the pit of my gut all through my morning routine. It was all the worse because there wasn’t a living soul in all the world whom I could tell how I felt, except Garrett himself. And I couldn’t tell him. Work provided some distraction, but then I came home to an empty house. The Nepalese servants knew something was amiss, and I can’t say how much they understood of what had happened, but I suspect they knew more than I was willing to admit at the time. They were under strict instructions to enter the bungalow only at certain hours, to do certain things, but they could not have missed that Garrett was there all the time, and they could not have missed now that I was miserable, though I did my best to hide it from everyone, and for the most part, I think, succeeded.

But Garrett found the time to write every day and informed me of every little detail that passed on the plantation, and I wrote to him, and the thrill of getting those letters will always stay with me. In time, absence really did make the heart grow fonder, and our friendship only deepened as he achieved, for the first time, a little economic independence from me. Gradually it dawned on me, how could I resent him for that? He who had given up so much for me, in exchange for what felt like so very little. And the first time he returned to Gangtok, after he’d settled in and the first year’s harvest was underway, and he rode into my driveway in a white linen suit looking every inch the dapper planter, and he smiled at me more brightly than I could ever remember him doing before, what could I do but smile back? By the end of that weekend, it was as though he had never been away, and when it was time for him to leave again I let him go without bitterness. And he paid back the loan within six months of selling his first crop in Calcutta.

Prince Sidkeong and I became close; closer than we’d been at Oxford. It was nostalgically wonderful to discuss Pembroke and our mutual acquaintances there in some detail. But that was not the limit of our conversation. We talked about the future of India, the possibility of independence, the nature of Buddhism, and everything else under the sun. His opinions were always original and striking. He was deeply involved in the administration of his father’s state, and, I must say, rather a radical voice in council, on the side of the people against the landed aristocrats and the monks. He told me once:

“The lords tax their serfs with no regard for justice. What matter if a poor man’s animals have all died in the winter, and he cannot work the land without going into debt? He must pay. And if he cannot pay his taxes, or the interest on his debt, he goes to prison. That will be the first thing to go when I am Chogyal. Imprisonment for non-payment of debts is positively medieval. You British haven’t even stooped so low in a hundred years. The forests and the other common lands should be managed for the good of the whole people, and not just the landowning class. And the entire system of education must be reformed along British lines. Our children will grow up prepared to live in the twentieth century, and not the twelfth. The monks will protest, but I will make them see the necessity of reform, and the need to follow their social obligation to the poor. I will remind them of the command of Lord Buddha, and they will heed me.”

He often butted heads with Mr Bell in the council, who frequently took the part of the monks, and always asserted the paramount rights of the British Crown when it came to foreign affairs. His father was a rather quiet voice, and though he always had the final word, he let his son do most of the talking to defend his family and his people’s interest. Mr Bell and the Prince frequently clashed in public, and I must say Sid frequently had the better of these encounters, but they were always friendly afterwards, and Mr Bell always spoke warmly to me of the Prince.

“He is young and rash, but what else would you expect a prince to be? His intentions are pure, and with age will come wisdom, no doubt. I look forward to the day of his accession.”

In fact, they worked so well together that, in 1913, when Tibet unilaterally declared its full independence from China, and Mr Bell was ordered to help negotiate the Shimla Convention between China, Tibet and the United Kingdom on the future of Tibet, he brought Sid with him. He knew that the Prince would be best placed to represent Sikkim’s interests, and to liaise between the Dalai Lama and the British and Chinese diplomats. The convention was somewhat of a farce. The Chinese refused to sign it in the end, as it effectively acknowledged Tibet’s independence, but for the present it was a coup for the British government that effectively secured the northern border of India by placing a buffer state there. Mr Bell and I won high praise from the Viceroy for our work, and we were feted at a ceremony in Shimla where we were both awarded the Kaisar-i-Hind Medal for public service, silver class, by the hand of the Viceroy, Baron Hardinge himself. It’s just as well that it was only a silver. We would have had to travel back to England to have the gold one presented by the sovereign, and I found I had less and less desire to see England the longer I remained in Sikkim, and the more I became used to the singularity of the freedom Garrett and I enjoyed there, far from home.

In 1914 the war broke out in Europe, and the nature of our administration began to change. Suddenly recruitment among the population was a crucial part of our duties. Mr Bell, Rawlins and I spent much of our time organising the recruitment and deployment of regiments of Nepali Gurkhas, and sourcing them the supplies, clothing and weapons they would need. The job became rather more difficult, and we suddenly were forced to become experts in logistics, and in the finer points of various forms of weaponry, from Lee-Enfield rifles to the kukri knives the Gurkhas carried as part of their regular equipment. Mr Bell and I travelled all over Nepal, Sikkim, Darjeeling and Bhutan advising the local rulers on their quotas, and occasionally giving speeches to new recruits or to smartly dressed and drilled units that had finished their training and were headed to Calcutta to meet the troopships that would take them to England, and then to France and Belgium.

At first it was rather exciting, and there was a sense of purpose in the air that we all found rather intoxicating. Garrett and I even briefly considered joining up ourselves, but Mr Bell denied my request for leave, telling me he couldn’t spare me, and there were younger men who were better suited to the front anyway.

“Twenty-six is rather old for a junior officer, John. The army prefers to break you young, and to remake you in its image, which I think you would care for rather less than you suppose. You can be far more useful here, in the Service. Every regiment you raise here is worth a whole year at the front.” I was disappointed to hear it, but I knew he was right. Garrett wouldn’t leave me, and, besides, the plantation was doing more of a roaring trade than ever. He employed considerably more women in the fields than he had before, and tea was considered an essential commodity, so he had to ensure that he made his quotas, which he couldn’t have done as an absentee. At the time I felt rather uneasy, as though I was shirking my duty in some way, and letters from home told stories of men my age being handed white feathers of cowardice from dour women in khaki bonnets. But Rawlins, Garrett, Mr Bell and I constituted almost the entirety of British society in Sikkim, apart from a handful of tea planters with whom Garrett kept up a business acquaintance. There was no club, as there would have been in larger stations, to lead to unpleasant encounters. Besides, I’ve now done more than my share for King and Country, and perhaps for the whole world, and I am dying for it. My conscience regarding national service, at least, is clear.

In that year, the old Chogyal died and Prince Sidkeong acceded to the throne. We attended his enthronement in the full regalia of the Indian Service, standing amid the nobles of the province in their golden silk robes, and inhaling the incense and listening to the drone of horns and the clash of cymbals as the Prince ascended to his throne. In his first address, he made clear the sentiments he had already expressed in numerous council meetings. He promised relief of rents, an end to the unfair taxation of the landlords, large programmes of public works, new powers for the government of Sikkim in relation to the British Crown and a massive reform of the education system along British lines, diminishing the role of the Buddhist clergy in the education of noble children, and the expansion of education to the peasant class.

“Sikkim will marry the spirit of the Buddha, and the ancient heritage of the Vajrayana, with the dynamism of the modern age. The bullock cart will give way to the steam engine. The landed nobles will make space for the poor farmers. Together, we shall enter the modern world as a strong, independent nation, proud of our heritage, working in partnership with the Raj, ready to bring the manifold blessings of our land to the world at large.” He was quite the orator, and spoke with passion and fire, waving the paper of his speech in the air to dutiful applause from the nobles who surrounded him, and rapturous roars from the hoi polloi filling the streets beyond the monastery gates, whence he gave the speech. I remember looking at him there and seeing the fire in his eyes and the smile on his lips and getting rather carried away with the excitement of it all. I knew he was now in the role he had been born for. I looked forward greatly to working with him and was glad that I had cultivated his friendship.

Within three months he was dead.

The official story was that he had taken ill and gone to sleep in his chambers with poor ventilation and a coal brazier smoking in the corner, and he suffocated in the night on the fumes of the burning coal. I didn’t believe it for a second. I knew one of the nobles or one of the abbots had poisoned him and hidden their work well. Rawlins shared my suspicions, and we muttered darkly about them to each other in our office. Mr Bell admonished us rather sternly.

“We cannot be seen to be contradicting the line from the Chogyal’s palace. If they choose to say it was a charcoal brazier, we must take them at their word.”

He was succeeded by his half-brother, Tashi Namgyal, who I didn’t know at all. My grief, though genuine, for I had known and liked Sid well, was coupled with bitterness that all the influence I had imagined for myself as the Chogyal’s confidential friend was to come to nothing. The new Chogyal was cold and unsociable, hiding behind dark glasses, all bony angles and large, vampiric hands. He dispensed quickly with any notion of new powers for Sikkim, and pledged further fealty to the Raj, abandoning Sid’s education and land reform projects as well.

A few days after Sid’s death, we had his funeral, and the Prince was cremated, in accordance with Buddhist rites. I was one of the pallbearers. I saw his body. I touched his body.

I watched his body burn. I remember the smell of it. The silk covering his face was burned away and I watched his features crumble and fall away like so much dust.

I watched his body burn.

In 1915 I met the war, in person, which had been so far away. I rounded a corner in the busy Gangtok market and was confronted with an image of pure suffering.

He was probably a Gurkha, though nothing of that remained. His skin was a mass of swirling burns that covered his head, his bare upper body and the stumps where his arms had been. His eyes gleamed like gems in a face that was burned white and smooth like desert stone blasted by centuries of wind and sun. His begging bowl sat before him, and his one remaining leg was sprawled beside it. I couldn’t look at him, and I couldn’t look away. With trembling fingers I pulled a handful of shillings from my pocket and put it in his bowl, and he grinned at me, and I saw that he had lost all his teeth as well. This was his life now. This was what King and Country and the Glorious Raj had left him with. More of them came off the boats from Calcutta every day, maimed and disfigured, and in most cases even more horribly broken within than without.

Crime began to rise in the city and in the countryside as veterans drank to escape their pain and took out their rage on wives and children and parents and friends. It seemed that every house, from the meanest peasant cottage to the grandest noble estate, was living its own private Ypres, its own Passchendaele, its own Beaumont-Hamel. And all the while the lists of names we were obliged to post in the market square grew longer and longer, and the wails of the widows and the orphans as I posted the list every Thursday grew louder and louder. I had never been much of a drinker, but as the war years rolled on I found it appealed to me more and more, and the bottle of Scotch whisky I kept on a little sideboard in my bungalow had to be replaced more and more often. For the first time, I seriously began to question whether British rule in India was worth its sons being sent to die in a foreign war, which ultimately had nothing whatsoever to do with them. I began to doubt, and, as I began to doubt, I began to resent.

Garrett noticed the toll it was taking on me, and he spent more time with me in Gangtok than in Darjeeling. We made love still, but it was more important to me just to lie in his arms and not speak, just to be held and to feel him close and to smell his cardamom scent and to feel his scratchy beard in my hair and on my cheek.

In 1917, the Tsar of Russia was deposed, and before long the Bolsheviks took over the government in Moscow. Russia signed a separate peace with the Germans and fell to tearing itself to pieces. Initially, this was welcomed by the Indian government, for it meant that our long-time adversary in Central Asia, always ready to advance its own interests at our expense, and never wholly innocent of designs on our rule of India as a whole, was out of commission. We felt we had a free hand.

Then, in the December of 1920, I received a letter.

From Prince Sidkeong.

It was not official correspondence. It came to my house. I came home from the office that evening to find it resting in my favourite armchair. That in itself was unusual. Soneeya, the Nepali domestic who undertook most of the house tasks now that Garrett was gone, usually left my mail on the credenza by the front door of the bungalow. I had already leafed through a letter from Father, a few letters from Oxford companions with whom I kept up, Garrett’s second letter of the week and some business correspondence. I put them back on the credenza, and then saw the note on my chair. Even from across the room I froze. I recognised the handwriting, despite its hurried scrawl.

I dashed across the room and ripped it open. The handwriting was wavery and in places near illegible, but unmistakably Sid’s hand. I scanned the envelope. There was no return address, and the letter itself was not dated. My own hands shaking, I began to read.


John,

You remember what I told you that night you said the words to the Abbot. Everything I said was wrong. It’s all so clear now. I could kill that fool of an abbot. I could kill that peasant Dalai Lama for his lies and deceit. Age after age he is reborn to spread his poison into the ears of the world. And then you British and the Chinese kick him out of Lhasa so he can spread it further. It’s a monstrous fraud. All of it. You British are innocent of it, with your silly notions of a benevolent God, and a heaven and hell.

Life after death! I’m laughing aloud as I write this. Death itself is a lie. They knew. They kept me here, in my current form, so that when I was ready, I could come to them. They’ve explained it all to me. They’ve explained what we have to do now. We have to wipe it out. All of it. It’s unconscionable that any of it be allowed to continue. I’ve met the man who will do it. He is not a man. Not really. He is the War God. He is the Death God. He is the Hammer of the True Dharma, and he will root out the poisons that corrupt our souls. These vile communists with their fantasies of heaven on earth. These despicable Buddhists with their delusions of release. You Christians with your Jewish poison in your souls. The Mahometans and their foolish naiveté. It all has to end. Not one jot of the suffering we all feel justifies any of it. The joy is indescribable as I prepare to burn it all down.

How can I make you understand? How can I make you feel the joy I am feeling in this moment? You will understand, John, I know you will. I’ve told them so. They said I should write to you. They said you would come. You will come, won’t you, John? You must. I can show you the truth. I can show you so many things. I know you will understand. You are not like most British. Your mind is open. When you hear the truth you will recognise it.

I am in Urga. I await the coming of the Great Star Mountain. I work for his coming every day. I know. It is so close. I can feel it. I cannot wait. Not even a day. But I will wait a thousand years if it means he will come.

Come to Urga, John. Come. This war has hastened things. Everything is moving very fast now. The Hidden King approaches. Shambhala is nigh. He will come from the North. The Great Star Mountain, destroyer of worlds.

Your friend,

Come,

Sidkeong Tulku Namgyal.

Reborn to snuff out the world.

Satya Nirvana



It grew dark as I read the letter. In that part of the world, so close to the equator, night falls abruptly and without warning. I looked up and noticed that Soneeya was lighting the lamps. I waved the letter and asked if she had put it on my chair. She seemed surprised, and not to understand the question. I showed her the letter and asked repeatedly if it had come with the regular mail. She said she supposed so. I read and reread the letter that night, and eventually went to sleep long after midnight. My dreams were dark and confused, and full of horrors.

The next morning I walked straight into Mr Bell’s office and interrupted his meeting with some of the local nobles.

“John, what is it?”

“It can’t wait, sir. I need a moment of your time.” I held the letter behind my back, to shield it from the nobles.

“Oh, very well.” Looking rather miffed, he conveyed his apologies to the nobles in Sikkimese, and they flounced out in high dudgeon.

“This had better be important.”

Without speaking, I drew out the letter and put it on his desk. He glanced down. He did a double take. And then he took the letter and sat down and read it front to back. Twice. The birds were chirping outside and flitting to and fro in the boughs of the pine tree outside his office window. I watched the dust swirl in the air above his head in the light of the window. The Swiss clock ticked deafeningly on the mantelpiece. He put the letter down and steepled his fingers and stared past me at a fixed point on the ceiling. There was a long silence.

“When did you receive this?”

“Last night. Soneeya didn’t know if it came with the regular mail or not. I found it on my armchair in my study.”

“And you have shown it to no one else?”

“No. And as far as I know Soneeya doesn’t read English.” There was another long silence. “The handwriting…”

“Yes, it’s unmistakable.” He looked at me. “We were at the funeral.”

“Yes.” I had helped conduct his body from his chamber to the pyre. I had watched it go up in flames. I had smelled the roasting flesh.

“The reference to Shambhala is deeply unsettling. Especially now, with the situation in Russia so precarious.”

“It is said the Hidden King will come from the north,” I said. Shambhala was the Tibetan Buddhist version of the Hidden King myth, which appears in so many societies. King Arthur slumbering at Glastonbury in England. The Marble Emperor of the Greeks. Charlemagne in Germany. The lost emperor who slumbers in some secret place, biding his time until the hour of his country’s darkest need, when he will emerge triumphant to rescue good from the forces of evil. In Hindu and Buddhist thought, Shambhala is a hidden kingdom where the purest doctrines are preserved inviolate from worldly clamours, and where the King of the World waits until the time is right to ride forth and vanquish the forces of darkness and restore the true religion. Traditionally, in Indian, Tibetan and Mongolian reckoning, it lies somewhere in the deep north. Somewhere in the Himalayas, or somewhere far away over the steppe, in the snowy forests of Siberia. In what is now Russia. But after hearing of the Dhaumri Karoti, it was unnerving to think of that myth in this new and disturbing light. And Sidkeong’s impossible letter made the fears seem all the more tangible, even in the brilliant light of a Himalayan morning. Mr Bell tapped his desk twice with a pen, paused for a moment and shook his head abruptly, as though coming to a decision.

“Someone is playing a trick on us. Someone with a peculiar sense of humour. Or some other purpose. Perhaps politically…” he trailed off. “I must think on this.” He waved a hand in dismissal. “You may go. Once you’ve written that letter to the Karthok treasurer about next year’s taxes you may go home. We can discuss further tomorrow.”

I sat down at my desk and stared at my hands for a while. Then I took pen and paper and finished writing the letter, handing it to the Bengali clerk to type onto official letterhead. Rawlins was not there, thank God, and after making sure the typing was underway I headed home.

A clatter of hooves in the driveway announced the arrival of Garrett. He swept in the front door without knocking and threw his new straw boater onto the coat tree with a grin. He kissed me, smiling, but then the light in his eyes faded when he saw my face.

“What’s the trouble?”

“I hardly know.” I told him of the letter, of how I had found it, and a rough idea of its demented ramblings, but it was difficult to convey the full horror of it on this beautiful golden afternoon, and with Garrett in front of me I felt safer than I had all day. He just shook his head, as though to dislodge a fly.

“But the Prince is dead.”

“I know.”

“I went to his bloody funeral.”

“It was his handwriting. Or as near a copy of it as someone could manage,” I conceded. “It was rather hastily written, after all.” On reflection, could I really be so sure it had been Sid’s hand? It was dark, and the ink was blotted, and the scrawl was all but illegible.

“Count on it, sir, someone’s taking the piss. Can’t imagine for an instant why, but someone wants to have a bit of fun with you and Mr Bell.”

“Yes, I’m sure that’s it.”

We talked it over for a while longer and convinced ourselves that the letter couldn’t possibly have come from the Prince. I began to feel more relaxed. We talked for a while of this and that, and then the smile on Garrett’s face let me know what he was thinking. I moved over to him, and we began to embrace and kiss and remove each other’s clothes on the sofa.

At that moment, Mr Bell opened the front door, without knocking.

“John, I think… oh…”

It wasn’t unusual. Mr Bell had been to my house before. I’d entertained him and Rawlins for dinner numerous times. But he would have knocked, had he not urgently needed to discuss the letter. And now he was looking down on us, his eyebrows arched in surprise.

We were not in flagrante delicto. Not quite. It could have been worse. But our position and relative lack of clothing left no doubt about what was happening. Garrett’s trousers were around his knees. We stared at him in shock and horror. It had finally happened. After thirteen years. We had been discovered.

“Excuse me.” Mr Bell hurriedly closed the door, and in the horrified silence we heard his feet move quickly away from the door and out into the drive. We looked at each other for a moment, and then sprang apart and hurriedly dressed. As though that would solve anything.

“Perhaps he…”

“What? Didn’t see anything? Not ruddy likely.” He hurriedly drew up his trousers and did up his belt. There was a long silence. We paced around the room. Garrett chewed his lower lip. “What do we do, John?”

“I don’t know.”

The waves of embarrassment were palpable. As well as the fear. The paralysing fear of knowing that something that had always been a possibility, but which we had dodged for so long that we felt we had missed it entirely, had finally come to pass. There was no one worse who could have seen it. If it had been Rawlins, I might have tried to brazen it out and claim he had misinterpreted what he saw. If it had been one of the Nepali servants, I doubt they would have said anything at all, because they knew they wouldn’t be believed as well as I did. I’m not proud of that, but it’s true. But Mr Bell had seen, and there was no brazening it out. It just had to be faced. With all the panoply of hell that would follow with it.

The sun went down and Garrett fixed a meal, which we ate in silence. The sensible thing for him to do would have been to leave town and go back to his plantation. When I said this, he looked at me.

“What have I always told you.”

“Yes, but this is serious.”

“Would it mean anything if it weren’t true when things are serious? I’m staying where I am.”

“Thank you.” I found myself welling up, and with one hand he wiped away my tears. We looked at each other in silence for a while. Then there was a knock at the door. It was Rawlins. He looked apprehensive and confused.

“John, Mr Bell wants to see you immediately.” I was already dressed and left with one last look at Garrett. His face was apprehension and concern and love, as though he was reassuring me he would still be there when I got back.

Rawlins kept up a steady stream of babble all the way back to the office that confirmed for me he didn’t know what had happened.

“It’s an ungodly hour for him to be summoning you.” It was almost midnight. “I came in to pick up some money I’d left in my desk, and all the lights were on and he was in his office. The place stank of cigars.” This was unusual. None of us were smokers, save Rawlins, who usually smoked his daily cigarette outside. “There was a man in his office I’d never seen before. Hell of a chap, from the looks of it. Mr Bell said to bring you here immediately, but he wouldn’t tell me anything. Just said it was a matter of the first importance.” We arrived at the office. He stopped at the threshold.

“Aren’t you coming in?” There may as well be an audience for my disgrace.

“No, that’s the queer thing, he told me not to. Told me just to get you and go home.” He tugged his collar. “You will tell me what it’s all about, won’t you, John?”

“If I can.” And I opened the door and stepped into the little atrium with the desks where Rawlins and I had worked for years. He was right. The place absolutely reeked of cigars. Mr Bell’s door was closed, but all manner of lights were blazing within. I drew a deep breath, coughed on the smoke, and knocked once.

“Come in.”

Mr Bell was at his desk, hands clasped in front of him, and staring fixedly at the roaring fireplace. He was avoiding the gaze of someone who sat in one of the leather-backed chairs, puffing on what turned out to be a Burmese cheroot, and who stared only at me.

He wasn’t much to look at, dressed in rather a slovenly fashion in a blue silk suit, with stains around his armpits even though the day had not been particularly hot. He was bald, but for a fringe of reddish-blond hair, beginning to go grey, that flared around the back of his head, and a reddish beard that grew mostly from the neck and hung down well past his breast. His nose was short and pudgy and his teeth were yellow and uneven. His mouth was full, pursed and rather feminine, combining with the folds of fat around his face to give him an unsettling yet fascinating ugliness. But you didn’t see much beyond his eyes once you noticed them. They were electric-blue and had a piercing quality that I found decidedly unnerving, given the circumstances. It felt as if he saw me for exactly what I was before I had even opened my mouth. His face was expressionless.

“Mr Bell, I know you…”

“Lord Dalwood,” Mr Bell was formal. “This is L, Permanent Secretary of the seventh branch of Military Intelligence.” I was surprised to hear there were seven. I was only aware of four. “He arrived in Gangtok a month ago but didn’t choose to make himself known to us until now.”

“I… I’m pleased to meet you.”

“You shouldn’t be.” He tapped out the end of his cigar. “I hear you’re a degenerate.” I looked pleadingly at Mr Bell. He spread his arms with a pained expression.

“I’m sorry, John, he already knew.”

“Yes, I did. I sent Mr Bell to you to catch you out. We’ve known of you and this Garrett Benson for a considerable time now.”

I swallowed, though my mouth was suddenly exceedingly dry, and I coughed again. “How long?”

“We suspected when you wrote your India Service exams. You knew, of course, that discreet enquiries were being made during your initial application for employment with the Service, as they are for all candidates. Perhaps that’s why you and Mr Benson were on your best behaviour in those months. We wondered at your having such a particular attachment to this particular manservant, but, of course, such things are not uncommon. And your friends, such as they were, at Oxford never suspected a thing. People like you who have the benefit of money and a title are afforded quite a wide circle of discretion, and most decent people’s minds would never go near suspecting the depravity of which you are so clearly capable.”

“Depravity, you say?” I was surprised to discover that I was more sullen and angry than fearful.

“What would you call it?” I didn’t answer. “At any rate, it hardly matters. Truth will out in the end.” He drew on his cigar. “It was decided that since nothing could be proven, and that you were a highly desirable candidate for the Service, there was no harm in waving you through. Though I and the heads of the other services filed away our enquiries as we do for all employees suspected of vices, dual loyalties, or other dubious moral qualities.”

“I see.”

“And, of course, now we have proof. Whatever your opinions on the moral questions involved in sodomy, and I can see from your face that they are as warped as the rest of you, the fact remains that you have committed a crime. We have witnesses to that crime.” He indicated Mr Bell. “And you should rightly be dismissed from the Service, sent back to England in disgrace, and jailed for at least ten years. Mr Benson, I suspect, will be treated rather less leniently. His plantation will certainly be seized, and he will in all likelihood be sent to the rougher sort of prison for at least ten years. I doubt he will survive long. Men of that tendency rarely do, in our prisons.” There was a silence. I found I had no desire to sully myself with lies about what had happened, and even less desire to appear penitent or contrite. I asked what seemed the pertinent question.

“The head of what you say is the seventh branch of Military Intelligence came to Sikkim province to entrap a mid-ranking civil servant for gross indecency?” To my surprise, he threw his head back and laughed, spluttering into a coughing fit. He recovered and smiled.

“Clever. No, of course I did not. I came because of the letter you received.”

I gulped, and felt a real uneasiness overtake my sullen anger.

“What was your relationship with Prince Sidkeong?”

“We… well, we were friends.”

“At Oxford?”

“Yes, a little, but we became much closer here in Gangtok. He was a finalist, and I was a year below. You presumably know how it is.”

“Quite. So you had not known him well before you arrived in Sikkim?”

“No.” This was stretching the truth a bit, but I was already apprehensive about where this was going.

“But you bonded over Oxford days, I presume.”

“Yes, that. We had mutual acquaintances, and the like. But it was more than that. I admired his spirit and thought he… would have made a wonderful ruler.”

“He wasn’t a pervert as well, was he?”

“No! I never asked, but I don’t believe so.”

“You never tried to pervert him?”

“No!”

“It’s important that you not lie to me now.”

“If you must know, I’ve perverted precisely the person I needed to already, and have never once felt inclined to do it again.”

“Touching, in a disgusting sort of way.”

“That’s your affair.”

“And what else?”

“I have an interest in Buddhism, as you presumably know. He gave me much instruction.”

“And what else?”

“He complained to me about his father, often. And the other landlords.”

“Uninteresting. What else?”

“What more do you need?”

“What specifically, about Buddhism, did you discuss? Specifically with the Abbot of Karthok.” I had dreaded this. I had suspected it was what he was driving at.

“It seems you already know.”

“Yes, but Charles doesn’t, and I am relying on a third-hand account. I would much prefer to hear it, in full, from you.” Mr Bell looked surprised.

“What don’t I know?” Mr Bell looked at me. “John?”

I sighed and flushed a little. “It didn’t seem important. It didn’t seem real. I frankly didn’t think it worth mentioning except as a bit of curiosity.”

“Tell us.”

And I told them both what the Abbot and Prince Sidkeong had told me that day at the abbey. Though the room was brightly lit, and the fire was burning merrily in the hearth, all I felt I could see as I told the tale was the glistening jet black of the windows, and what they concealed of the night outside. When I was done, L dropped the remains of his cigar in a glass of water on the table next to him, and the hiss of it cut through the silence that had settled like a shroud over us all. Mr Bell had not moved during my entire recitation.

“You see why I had to come, Charles.”

“It can’t be…” Mr Bell clenched and unclenched his hands and cleared his throat. “Surely you’re not suggesting that—”

“I am not suggesting anything. We do not yet know anything for certain. Though we can be fairly confident that events are in motion.”

“What events?” I was surprised. This wasn’t the reaction I had expected. I had expected bemusement at such a queer bit of Buddhist legendry. Not this… fear, and planning. “You don’t mean it’s true, do you? About the Dhaumri Karoti?”

“You are not in a position to be asking questions.” L stood up and paced to the window, facing out into the night with his hands on the back of his head. “If it is true, we are not prepared. Not prepared at all.”

“Prepared for what?”

“For the end.” There was a heavy, solemn silence.

“What do you mean?”

“I’m going to make you an offer, Lord Dalwood.” This took me aback. Mr Bell did not take his eyes off me. He looked pained, saddened.

“What sort of offer?”

“The sort that isn’t really an offer at all. I’ve spoken to Mr Bell, and he has agreed to second you to my bureau, for as long as I need you. For the foreseeable future, you are now an agent of MI7. We do not particularly want you, but we do not get to be particularly selective about who does our work. We use the tools that are to hand.” He turned and faced me. “You may even be useful for our purposes, such as you are. What you were told that night about the Dhaumri Karoti is true, as far as it goes. There was a society of that name, and much of what exists in the sphere of knowledge about them is correct. After their excommunication they appear to have lingered on among the Buryat Mongols of Russia, and among the Khalymyk Buddhists near the Caspian Sea, where the Dalai Lama and the other high lamas’ interdiction could not reach them. We have reason to suspect that they have over the centuries made converts of several prominent Russian noblemen and have had a hand in directing the policy of the Tsar’s court at the very highest levels. We do not know for sure, but don’t believe that they have any influence among the Bolsheviks. I know this because my bureau has been tasked with knowing these things and has been for centuries. We deal in the defence of the realm against witchcraft, sorcery and black magic.” I laughed. “Have I said something funny?”

“You can’t be serious.”

“This is why I prefer to recruit agents after they’ve been scared witless. It’s so tedious to deal with the stages of disbelief.” He lit another cigar, sparks flying from his stained silver lighter. “I am perfectly serious, Lord Dalwood. I won’t bore you with a history lesson, but we have existed since the time of Queen Bess. We have been folded into Military Intelligence since the war began, but our official name remains, as it has been since the days of the Armada, the King’s Constabulary of Astrology, Alchemy and Necromancy. We continue to operate under the Home Office, and report through the Home Secretary to a select committee of Cabinet, who are sworn to secrecy on pain of treason and death about our existence, let alone our activities. It will save me rather a lot of aggravation if you keep your filthy mouth shut for the next few minutes, and not pester me to convince you of my reality.”

He casually put his lighter back in his breast pocket, and I caught a glimpse of the hilt of a golden pistol in his jacket. That did shut me up. “As you know, Russia has descended into anarchy and civil war, and the Red Army is fighting it out with reactionaries of all sorts, across the country. A White Russian general named Semenov has declared a pan-Mongol state stretching from Siberia to Tibet, with tacit Japanese support, though nothing yet exists in reality, except for a few divisions scattered along the Trans-Siberian Railway. In recent months, certain aristocratic elements that we have been keeping tabs on discreetly for some time have left central Russia and headed east, to Siberia. We have reason to suspect that they are looking to contact this Semenov, and one of his colonels; a certain Baron von Ungern-Sternberg, known by his troops simply as Ungern.”

“I see. And why does that concern your… bureau?”

“We believe your letter provides a clue. The Prince, or whoever wrote this letter intending us to believe it came from the Prince, refers to the coming of a Great Star Mountain. We have heard scattered references to this phrase before in various occult correspondence, but only recently did we connect the term with the name Sternberg, which, of course, in German means…”

“Star mountain.”

“Very good.” He lit another cigar. “One of our assets in Canada finally made the connection last year. And then we got wind of your conversation with the Abbot of Karthok, and we have been scrambling to enhance our knowledge of the situation ever since.”

“You don’t mean I put whatever this is in motion, do you?”

“Yes, you did. But if it hadn’t been you, it would have been someone else, eventually. We are rather confident on this point.” He put his hand on the mantelpiece. The ticking of the clock was deafeningly loud as he continued. “The Baron is a terrifying fellow. We believe he was conceived at a Dhaumri Karoti ritual gathering of the sort we have got wind of in the past in Russia. Or possibly even at a gathering in the Orkney Islands years ago, at which I was… present. His parents do not know it, but he is not theirs. He is in fact their brother, and his apparent grandfather, a man we have known about for some time, was the true father. He killed their real son and replaced him with his own, before dying in violent circumstances years later. I suspect they would be relieved to know it, as he was rather a terrifying child. A sadistic bully of the worst order. The sort of child who would capture and torture a rabbit just for the pleasure of it. He was kicked out of various military schools, broken to the ranks in the army for cruelty to civilians, which you really must stand out to accomplish in the Tsar’s army, and was destined to a life of drunken obscurity. But war saved him, as it so often does brutes like him, and he shot back out of the ranks on the strength of his mad bravery. By the time the revolution came, he had made colonel.” He drew deeply on his cigar.

“Then, of course, it came. He immediately joined up with the most rabid of the White monarchists. He presents himself as a frightful reactionary. He ostensibly believes divine autocracy is the only valid form of human government, and Bolsheviks and Jews are agents of the devil himself, in his eyes. But we suspect that even that isn’t the full extent of what he believes. He has been dabbling in the occult for some time. Theosophy, and other such drivel, as well as esoteric Buddhism. He’s quickly become one of the most brutal of the White leaders, and they’re rather a brutal bunch across the board. The last we were able to verify, he was garrisoning a frontier town called Dauria, under the nominal command of this General Semenov. And by all accounts he has turned it into a literal garden of bones. They’re scattered for miles all around his fortress, which he rules like a feudal baron, which I suppose, at root, he is.” He paused, and drew again on his cigar, coughing lightly. “This year, we lost him.”

“Lost him?”

“Yes. Our sources tell us that he received a delegation of aristocratic guests at Dauria. A Count Vorontzoff, among others, who we’ve been aware of for some time.” I started at the name. I thought about whether to mention the encounter in Oxford, all those years ago, but decided to keep my mouth shut, as instructed, for the time being. “He was cloistered with them for a few days, and then he and his troops marched off south, evacuating Dauria entirely. We’ve heard nothing of them since.”

“And where do you think he went?” Mr Bell chimed in. He was listening as intently as I was.

“We believe he is heading for Mongolia.”

“Mongolia? Why Mongolia?” I asked.

“We don’t know. We have theories, which neither of you are permitted to hear. And I should remind you that everything I have told you tonight is under the strictest official secrecy. You will be killed if you reveal it to another soul.” He lit another cheroot. I had never seen a man inhale a cigar as quickly as this fellow did. The pile of ashes was growing mountainous in the little ashtray Mr Bell had provided. “And besides, Lord Dalwood, I would rather you form your own judgements.”

“How?” It began to dawn on me. “Surely you don’t mean…”

“That you’re going to Mongolia? Yes, I’m afraid I do.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“I cannot remember the last time I made a joke.”

“But…” It was lunacy. “How do you expect an Englishman to make it across the Tibetan Plateau, and onto the Mongolian steppe, in any kind of secrecy. I’m lily-white, for a start.”

“Officially you will be on a diplomatic mission to the Bogd Khan.” This was the highest lama in Mongolia, and the long-time ruler of that country, which had recently declared full independence from China after the Xinhai Revolution, though as far as we knew it was still under Chinese military occupation. “You will have a diplomatic passport, but you will have to get yourself to the Holy City of Lhasa, and procure yourself an audience with His Holiness, the Dalai Lama. Tibet is closed to foreigners, so you will need to exercise some ingenuity to get to Lhasa. If… when you get to Lhasa, you will present yourself to the house of Jamyang Tethong, a noble who is friendly to us and well connected at the Kashag court.” The Kashag was the high council of the Tibetan government, charged with advising the Dalai Lama and his First Minister. “Mr Bell will write a letter to the Dalai Lama which you will carry with you and present to him when you have arrived, requesting safe conduct across the Tibetan Plateau. You will be completely frank with him about the true nature of your mission. He is friendly to our bureau and understands our purposes. He will get you the rest of the way to Urga.” This was the Mongolian capital. “There you will present your credentials to the Bogd Khan, and tell him that you have been sent as an ambassador to his court, with proposals for an alliance with the Japanese, against the new Chinese government, to restore and preserve Mongolian independence. You will convey the British government’s support for such a scheme.”

“Which we do support?”

“We couldn’t care less. But it’s what he would like from us, so for our purposes it will do nicely.”

“And what will be my real purpose?” Though I suspected I already knew.

“To watch for signs of the White Baron. If you move quickly, and you do not have an army to feed to slow you down, we are betting that you will arrive there before Ungern does.”

“And what am I supposed to do if he arrives?”

“Observe him, get an idea of his forces, who is around him and what his intentions are. Find out why he has decided to come to Mongolia. And not the official reason. The real one.” He hesitated for a moment, as though considering his next words, weighing the consequences of a revelation. “There is also a sword, that you must urgently acquire.”

“A sword?”

“Yes.”

“What kind of sword.”

“A British light cavalry sabre, as a matter of fact. A relic of the war in Crimea.”

“Why does he…” I faltered. I decided at that moment that I did not care how a British cavalry sabre had ended up in the hands of a Russian madman. Instead I asked what seemed a more pertinent question. “What is the significance of the sword?”

“There is no reason you should know, and therefore no reason to tell you,” he snapped. “Just know that acquiring it is of ritual significance to the Dhaumri Karoti, it is worth your miserable life, and that by getting it safely out of Ungern and Vorontzoff’s hands you will be performing an act of service that will more than redeem you in the eyes of the law, and which may well save…” He trailed off.

“Save what?”

“Never you mind.”

“But…”

“I have no time for foolish questions. You know more than you should already. Just get the damn sword.” This time he threw his cigar violently into the fire, emphasising the last words by banging on the mantelpiece, making Mr Bell’s enamelled clock jump violently in time with his fist. He calmed down, and continued. “Your diplomatic status should get Ungern and the Bogd Khan’s attention. They will be looking for support from what they see as the other monarchical powers. We will have agents in Urga who will make contact with you when the time is right and provide you with further instruction. You will take detailed notes in cipher and convey them to us through those agents. I don’t suppose you’ve ever had to use a military grade cipher?”

“No.” Our diplomatic cables were coded, but not to the same degree of complexity.

“Then you will learn.” I reflected in silence for a moment.

“And if I refuse?”

“You will be dismissed from your post in disgrace, arrested and sent back to England for trial, conviction and imprisonment, as well as public disgrace for you and your family, I should imagine. The papers will love it. And, of course, you will never see this Benson again.”

“I see.”

“On the other hand, if you successfully complete this mission, then Mr Bell and I will forget what we know, and you will quietly resign from the Service, receiving a full pension, and return to your father’s estates. There will be an order of chivalry in it for you, but not one you’ve ever heard of, and not one you will ever be permitted to wear publicly. Obviously you cannot continue in the Service, now that we know what you are, but you will not be prosecuted, and you and this Benson fellow can decide for yourselves whether you are to continue in your depravities and risk being caught again. I would advise against it, but when do people like you ever listen to reason?”

“So not really an offer at all, is it?”

“No.”

“Well, thank you for the threat. It would be degrading to submit to the mere implication.”

“Good.”

“I will need Benson.”

“Out of the question,” L snapped. He whipped another cheroot out of his breast pocket and lit it.

“John, please,” said Mr Bell.

“His Tibetan is much better than mine, and he even speaks a little Mongolian. He has contacts to the north of here that I simply don’t. And he’s a crack shot. Believe me when I tell you that I won’t survive the journey without him.”

“It’s true,” said Mr Bell. “He picked it up rather quickly. I was surprised.”

“How does a farm boy from the West Country pick up Tibetan faster than the Oxford graduate?” L sounded genuinely baffled. He considered his cigar. “No, I won’t allow it. What’s to stop you two from running off once you’re over the border, and we never hear from you again? No, Benson will stay here, where we can keep an eye on him. So long as you send regular reports, no harm will come to him. But if we get wind that you’ve flown the coop, I can assure you he will suffer deeply.” There was a heavy silence. What more was there to say after that? L moved over to the office door and opened it to reveal a pair of Sikh guardsmen. “Benson has already been arrested. He will spend the next few days in the cells of the Gangtok police station. These men will escort you to a chamber in the Chogyal’s palace, where you will be given an instruction in the military cipher you will use for all correspondence, and a briefing package, which you will read in its entirety. You will not be allowed to leave until you have read it through completely. I will quiz you on it myself, to make sure you understand. It may impress upon you something of the gravity of the situation. We will assemble you some provisions for the journey, and you will be on the road north at first light tomorrow. Good night, Lord Dalwood.”

And that was that.

The military cipher wasn’t complicated to learn, if you had an understanding of the basics of that sort of thing, and, once I was shown, I practised it once or twice to make sure I had the hang of it. We used a copy of The Prisoner of Zenda as the basis for the code system, so at least I would have a book with me. The room was well appointed, and though the door was locked from the outside I was not uncomfortable. But for all the sleep I got, it may as well have been a dank stone dungeon. I was discovered, and I was never to see Garrett again. It kept breaking over me in waves of realisation and pain and fear. Unless I went through with it, I was exposed. Dacre would know. Yarmouth and Jones and Portishead and the other Pembroke fellows would all know. They would discuss it at breakfast with their wives. The Old Rugbeians would know. Everyone I had ever dealt with, personally or professionally, would know. My parents would know. I wanted my mother, at that moment, I won’t deny it. I wanted to see my mother and father and try and explain myself to them. I suspected they knew, that they had always known, but to have it confirmed like this? No, it didn’t bear thinking of.

But what was the alternative? It was the middle of winter, and they were telling me to cross the Himalayas! Then a mad quest across the steppes of Central Asia to meet a man who had been introduced to me as a demented sadist with supernatural powers and significance, to try and get a sense of his intentions? In a realm of the world where I had never been, and for reasons that seemed dubious at best, outright lunatic at worst? And what the devil was the significance of this sword, of which I knew nothing, and which I had no idea how I would even recognise? How, in the vastness of Central Asia, was I even to locate it? Even if the instructions hadn’t been impossibly vague, I was used to linen sheets and fine clothes and comfort, and being waited on, first by servants and then largely by Garrett. And now I was being asked to trek across some of the hardest, most dangerous country in the world with no experience, and no training. It felt rather like a death sentence. And, to top it all, I was being asked to believe that the mission was top secret and of the utmost importance for the Empire and for the world, and that this L fellow was some sort of intelligence head, but who dealt in the surveillance of black magic? Black magic! Really, it was beyond ridiculous. At points that night, I doubted all of it. But then in the darkness I would remember the Abbot of Karthok, and the impossible letter from Prince Sidkeong, and the cold eyes of the Count Vorontzoff, all those years ago at Oxford, and I would be both terrified and struck with a deep and morbid curiosity. Could Sidkeong possibly be alive? And what was it that L had said about the End? The End of what? Surely not…

I paced my room frantically for some time, trying to settle my mind, to bring some sense of order to my thoughts. After a while, it occurred to me that it might be worth sitting and meditating, as I had been trying to do with limited success for some time. I sat in a chair, formed my hands into the sacred mudra, as though I was cradling an egg in my fingers, and focused intently on my breathing. After about ten minutes I felt calmer. The briefing package flashed into my mind. I glanced over to the room’s wooden desk and saw it there: an innocuous bundle of yellowing papers, quite substantial, bound in two of the red folders we used for secret correspondence. It occurred to me that perhaps whatever was in those packages would somehow explain the situation to me; let me understand what exactly L had been talking about. I took a deep breath, and opened the folder, and began to read…
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LETTER: FINLAY STEWART, 15TH EARL OF ORKNEY, TO DR SAMUEL ABRAVANEL, MD, JD, 4 SEPTEMBER 1876

Dear Dr Abravanel,

I write to you concerning a matter of the utmost delicacy and sensitivity, and upon the recommendation of a colleague of yours; Dr Hugo Melse, of the Bethlem Royal Hospital for the Criminally Insane. My family requires your expertise in matters of both psychiatry and the law, and Dr Melse has assured us that we may rely upon your absolute discretion. We have not met, but I am aware of your reputation both through Dr Melse, and through your recent treatise for the Royal Society on the proper and humane care of lunatics. I would ask you not to disclose what I am about to tell you to another soul, and, indeed, to burn this letter.

My request concerns my sister-in-law, Lady Clara Stewart, née Sinclair, who is currently under my care, and over the past two years has succumbed to a series of paranoid delusions concerning the murder of her late husband, and my younger brother, General Ian Stewart, who was killed in 1872 in circumstances which have never been adequately explained by the police, or by anyone else.

Mrs Stewart was stoic at first, but has recently begun to entertain notions about the crime that are decidedly unsettling, to say nothing of impossible, and we are forced to reckon with her descent into madness. Naturally my nieces fear for their reputations should their mother’s lunacy become public knowledge, and we are keeping her in seclusion at Kirkwall Castle, under constant observation. We have put it about that she is suffering from arthritis, and has gone abroad to take the waters at Biarritz, which is plausible enough given her age. The truth, as you will discover should you accept my offer, is far more terrible.

Might I prevail upon you, at your earliest convenience, to travel to Orkney, provide an accurate diagnosis of my sister-in-law’s condition, and if she is mad, which doubtless will be obvious, provide some sort of certificate of lunacy that will allow us to ensure that she receives the care she needs? If you’re amenable, I would also ask that you come prepared to examine our family’s records, as well as my will, my brother’s will and the various codicils, to ensure that Mrs Stewart’s extensive property remains within the family despite her condition, and despite the attendant disabilities and entails upon her estate?

You may stay with us at Kirkwall for as long as the business requires. Your expenses in travelling and carrying out your work will of course be covered, and you will naturally be handsomely compensated for your assistance, as well as your discretion. I propose to offer you £200 for your initial visit, and an additional £200 upon successful conclusion of the business at hand. Do let me know if you accept the commission as soon as possible.

Sincerely,

Finlay Stewart, 15th Earl of Orkney


JOURNAL OF FINLAY STEWART, 15TH EARL OF ORKNEY, 4 SEPTEMBER 1876

Fine shooting at Captain Viner’s estate. Fifteen partridge. Clara much worse today. Wrote to the Jew doctor in London. Weather fine.




LETTER: DR SAMUEL ABRAVANEL, MD, JD, TO FINLAY STEWART, 15TH EARL OF ORKNEY, 12 SEPTEMBER 1876

My lord Orkney,

I apologise for my delay in responding to your letter of 4 September. I confess that it took me flat aback, and I required some days to meditate upon its contents before I could return you an answer.

I am, of course, familiar with the murder of General Stewart. It received a great deal of press attention at the time, and many in my profession are aware of the secrecy in which the investigation was conducted, as well as its inconclusive result, with no resulting arrests or prosecutions. I am deeply sorry to hear that Mrs Stewart has deteriorated so. Madness is always a tragic and terrifying event for the family, and I offer you and your nieces my deepest sympathies and condolences.

I am happy to assist in this matter, as the case is an interesting one, and of course your offer of compensation is more than satisfactory. Before I consent to your request, however, I am afraid there is a complicating factor of which you should be aware before you decide to engage my services. Cl- [crossed out] Mrs Stewart and I have a prior history.

I was a student of her father’s at Oxford; Ferguson Sinclair, late fellow of Balliol College. Before she met Lieutenant Stewart, as he was then, I was at one time a suitor for her hand in marriage. Due to various considerations, my proposal was refused by her father, and she was eventually engaged to your brother. While our romance was not to be, I continue to hold Mrs Stewart in high regard, and entertain only the warmest feelings for her, and happy memories of our association.

Naturally this makes me eager to help her now, in her time of need, but I could not in good conscience consent to undertake this task without apprising you of the facts of our previous connection, for reasons both ethical and practical. I will, in this matter, naturally find it difficult to form an objective opinion, and the Royal College of Physicians would have something to say on the subject should my history with Mrs Stewart become known. That said, I believe that in this case my familiarity with the patient may be a medical asset of incalculable value. Therefore, if you are comfortable with the relationship I have disclosed, and are still willing to engage my services, I will be most happy to oblige you.

I propose to leave London on 25 September, which will give me ample time to put my affairs in order for at least a month-long period. This should be ample time to diagnose Mrs Stewart, and to examine the papers you wish me to examine, depending on how many of them there are. Might I oblige you to inform me of the most efficient means of getting to Kirkwall Castle from London?

I remain,

Your humble servant,

Dr Samuel Abravanel




LETTER: FINLAY STEWART, 15TH EARL OF ORKNEY, TO DR SAMUEL ABRAVANEL, MD, JD, 13 SEPTEMBER 1876

Dear Dr Abravanel,

What an astonishing coincidence. I confess I’ve never heard of anything so strange in my life. That I should write to you is a serendipitous chance indeed.

Your previous relationship is no concern of mine. Your intimate knowledge of her will be all to the good, and you may rely on our discretion with the College as much as we may rely upon yours, I am sure.

When I suggested the idea of your coming to Clara (I believe I may call her Clara with you now), she quite seized upon it, and urged me strongly to bring you to her at once. She alternates between prolonged periods of catatonic melancholy, where she does not stir from her chair by the window of the library for days, and fits of intense manic energy, where she mutters darkly about conspiracies, and frantically peruses her late husband’s papers, looking for something that she believes is there, but which none of us can understand. She is eager to see you, and demands that you come at once.

I need not tell you that I did not explain my real design in summoning you to her. In her current state it would not be wise to alarm her, or to suggest our intentions. She would not take it well. She believes you are coming solely on a legal matter, and to assist her and her daughters.

We expect you. I enclose a first-class ticket on the Flying Scotsman, which will take you to Edinburgh. From there you may take the Highland route to Inverness, and then on to Thurso. From Thurso you will take the ferry to Stromness, on the Mainland, which is what we call this, the largest island of the Orkneys, where my man shall meet you in our carriage, and you will travel the rest of the way to Kirkwall Castle. I enclose £5, which should be more than sufficient to get you from Edinburgh to Stromness, though rest assured if you incur any out-of-pocket expenses they shall be dealt with. Do not trouble yourself with bringing much baggage. A suitcase of clothes should be more than sufficient. We will look after you once you are here.

Believe me,

Your humble servant,

Finlay Stewart, 15th Earl of Orkney.




JOURNAL OF FINLAY STEWART, 15TH EARL OF ORKNEY, 14 SEPTEMBER 1876

No hunting today. Clara took news of Jew Doctor coming well. Too well. Much better today. Daphne and Melissa happy.




DIARY OF DR SAMUEL ABRAVANEL, 15 SEPTEMBER 1876

I’ve never felt so strange. To hear of Clara again, after so many years, and for it to be such terrible news, has thrown me quite out of sorts. My work has been suffering. My patients have remarked that I seem low and melancholy, and many of them are so neurotic as to be quite incapable of noticing a subtle change, so the effect must be more profound than I realise. My partner at the law firm Blagbrough has caught me making sloppy mistakes in my legal work as well, and my reputation as a solicitor will suffer, if this continues. Just as well, maintaining a solicitor’s practice while dabbling in psychiatric study has begun to become unsustainable. The success of my book means that I can now start winding down the legal work, and focus on my medical practice. I’ve told Blagbrough that I’ll be gone for a month, and it will be relatively simple to hand off my work to the junior associates. My patients will survive without me for a while. I would be eager to leave, were it not for the knowledge that Clara will be there, and in… what sort of state, exactly? I cannot dwell on it too morbidly. If she is mad, it will be painful, but I will always love her, and if I can be of service to her now, I will be, without a second thought.

It may be helpful to revisit the memories, to purge the strong emotions, and give them perspective. They are overwhelming.

We were nineteen. I was flush with the joy of having arrived at Oxford, and everything was new and bewitching. So many emotions, in such quick succession. Long, blissful days in the Balliol College library, long, riotous nights in the college bar, long, lingering tutorials with Clara’s father, Dr Sinclair, my favourite tutor. One afternoon in Trinity term of my first year, after an exhausting session on the finer points of Blackstone’s Inheritance, he stretched, looked at his pocket watch, and asked offhand:

“Well, after such a gruelling day, I’m quite famished. Perhaps you’d like to join me at home for dinner this evening?”

“I’d be honoured, sir.”

“Don’t be honoured. Melissa and Clara will be happy for the company. Go back to your rooms and change, and come to 34 Leckford Road in Summertown. Say seven thirty?”

“Of course!”

As I walked around Front Quad, past the old library, and the slanting evening sunlight fell on the college chapel, with the notes of the college choir at rehearsal floating across the grass, I was perfectly blissful. I was where I had dreamed of being since I was a child, growing up in Hackney and fantasising about leaving the suffocating strictures of my parents’ Sephardi Jewish community for the wide world. And to be invited to dinner with Ferguson Sinclair, tête-à-tête with his family, was the high point of what had been the best year of my life so far. It is a precious memory. I had no idea what was to come.

At seven thirty I knocked on the front door of the large, yellow-brick house, and Clara opened the door.

“Samuel, isn’t it? I’ve heard so much about you. I didn’t think you would be so tall. Please come in!”

She was radiant. You could see it immediately. It was in her smile. I towered over her. She was as short as it was possible for a woman to be, but her smile shone up at me like a morning star. Her hair was brown and flowed in waves across her shoulders, and her eyes were electric-blue. She was slim, waiflike, with a full mouth of dazzling white teeth in perfect order. Even in that first meeting I had to resist the urge to sweep her up in my arms. I knew immediately. But I restrained myself. I coughed, and attempted a smile.

“Thank you, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“And you! Father speaks very highly of you. Come in, please!”

We entered the drawing room, where Clara’s mother Melissa was seated by the fire, wrapped in woollen blankets, and looking older than I had expected, given Dr Sinclair’s age. He later told me that she had contracted a disease in her forties that had aged her prematurely, and taken away much of her mobility. She was an invalid, and Dr Sinclair never told me what the disease had been, but I have my suspicions. That night she smiled at me warmly, and said to Clara:

“My, dear, he’s handsome, isn’t he? I feel I know you already, since Ferguson has told me so much about you. He says you’re one of the brightest pupils he’s ever had.”

I must have been glowing at the praise. “You are too kind, madam. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“And how are you getting on at Balliol?”

“I’ve never been happier.” It was true. “I feel as though I’m where I should have been all my life.”

“Enjoy it while it lasts.” Dr Sinclair entered the room, bearing a bottle of claret and two crystal glasses. He kissed his wife, and then handed the second glass to me. “It is a beautiful time in a young man’s life. And fleeting. Indeed, it is beautiful precisely because it is fleeting. You will never be this young and free again. I encourage you to make the most of it. Three years will fly by.”

“Indeed, though I suspect I shall stay longer than that. I intend to try for a doctorate.”

“A doctorate!” Clara looked at me appraisingly.

Dr Sinclair shook his head. “It may be the right choice, it may not. So many poor souls linger on doing doctorates when they should not, trying to preserve the magic. It becomes rather sad. I do not say you’re not capable of a doctorate, my boy, I have no doubts on the matter at all. I merely say that you’ve come here to prepare yourself to succeed out there in the wider world. It would be a shame to see you cloistered in the academy forever, when you are clearly capable of much more.”

“True. Besides, I have no money.”

“Surely not! I heard your parents were wealthy Jewish merchants in London!” There was an uncomfortable silence. My Judaism was usually a subject of mild awkwardness with Dr Sinclair, who had left his native Presbyterianism years ago, but still devoutly attended Anglican services in the college chapel every Sunday. None of these Protestants ever speak openly of my difference from them, even now. When it comes up at all, it’s a mildly embarrassing experience for all concerned. As though someone has broken wind. A regrettable incident to be ignored. Clara’s artlessness made me love her even more.

“Hardly wealthy. My father imports goods from Spain and Portugal, mostly wine, and sells them from a shop in Hackney. It is true we are an old Jewish family. We came to England from Spain after the Inquisition. But we’re merely comfortable. The shop keeps food on the table, but little else. His real calling is the Talmud. I’m afraid I’m rather a disappointment to him, having entered the secular world.”

“A wise choice, my boy. Leave the realm of medieval superstition to him.” Dr Sinclair toasted me.

“Indeed, you seem almost one of us! I’m sure you’ll do exceedingly well.” Mrs Sinclair’s outburst was followed by another awkward little silence. I regarded her blankly, trying to decide how to respond, when suddenly her eyes crossed, her hands began to twitch and she was convulsing in her chair, foaming at the mouth.

I shot up from my seat and moved towards her, as seemed the natural thing to do, but Dr Stewart raised a hand to stop me, put his glass down calmly on the mantelpiece and went over himself.

“Clara,” he said, and she got up and joined him. Together they held her in the chair, while Dr Sinclair forced a piece of rope he produced from his pocket between her teeth and pressed her head to his breast. Calmly, father and daughter held her, while I stood awkwardly on the other side of the room, trying to decide what to do with my hands. After what seemed an age, the fit subsided and Mrs Sinclair sank back in her chair as they gently lowered her into it. There was a silence.

“I’m terribly sorry,” Mrs Sinclair said.

“Please…” I began.

“I’m very tired.” She sighed, and closed her eyes. “I think I will leave you now.”

Dr Sinclair said nothing, but collected his wife in his arms and left the room, taking her up the stairs himself. Clara and I were left alone in the drawing room.

“I—I’m so sorry.” Was all I could think to say.

“Thank you.”

“What is her ailment? Is it epilepsy?”

“Yes. But it’s a symptom of another condition.”

“Ah.” There was a pause. “Some sort of brain fever?”

“Apparently a French doctor has diagnosed it as la folie circulaire. A sort of alternating madness, between extremes of despair and excitement. The physical seizures are new, however. Only the last few years.”

“How horrible.”

“Yes, it is, rather.” She bit her lower lip and looked away. “The doctors have suggested any number of treatments, but all of them are more horrible than the disease itself, so we keep her here and manage her condition ourselves as best we can. I wish you had not seen.”

“My lips are sealed.” She looked me up and down, as though weighing my sincerity.

“Yes, I believe they are. I can trust you.”

“You can trust me to the end of the world.” I bit my lip, immediately regretting my outburst. Childish passion was making me dense. She looked me in the eyes and smiled.

“Well, let’s not test it that far.” I smiled back. There was silence, but the electricity between us never faded.

After that night, I was a friend of the household. I would come to visit once a week, and Clara and I would sit with her mother, who acted as a rather ineffectual chaperone, often nodding into sleep or having one of her fits. We took care of her, we talked, we laughed, we shared our secrets, and one night, a few months later, we stole a kiss. We stole many more after that. Dr Sinclair made no effort to curtail the infatuation. Indeed, I believe he seemed rather pleased with it. I was foolish with love, and I told my college friends that this was the woman I would marry. I wrote to my mother and told her as much, and received a curt letter a few days later.

If you marry a shiksa, the last link between us will be severed. You will no longer be my son, and you will never be welcome here again.

That was all. Two lines. But they spelled the doom of my hopes. I raged, I rationalised, I tried to escape it. I wrote her two furious letters, and burned them both. The third I sent, pleading with her to see reason, to accept my love, to understand me. And a few days later, she and my father and my sister appeared at the porter’s lodge of Balliol College demanding to see me. The porter came to collect me from my rooms, saying my family were here and that they were making “a right stink” in the front gate, refusing to leave until I’d come down to them. I saw them there, my father in his absurd black suit and locks, my mother and sister in their headscarves, and I heard the cruel mockery of the other undergraduates in the street. Filthy Jews, I heard. I was crimson with embarrassment and shame. But the worst was yet to come.

“Come outside,” my father demanded. Obediently, I followed them out of the gate, into Broad Street, crowded and busy on a summer’s day. My mother reared back and struck me as hard as she could. So hard, that everyone in the street who was not already watching turned to stop and stare. My father was the one to speak, though.

“You must choose. Us, and God, or her. If you choose her, you shall never see us again.” I knew he was not jesting. I knew that I couldn’t live without them, but I couldn’t stop myself.

“I choose her.”

My mother spat.

“Boged.” She spoke in Hebrew, to give added weight to her words. Traitor.

I was in a daze for the next week. I alternated between blind rage and weeping despair. I drank so heavily I was kicked out of the college bar. I started frequenting the dingiest, most disreputable pubs in the city. I honestly believe I went a little mad. Clara tried to comfort me, but I was in such a state that I believe I frightened her. Then one day, as I was nursing a hangover in my rooms, the bed unmade, rumpled clothes scattered over the floor, the scouts having long since given up on keeping it even remotely clean for me, there was a knock on the door. It was Dr Sinclair.

“Samuel.”

“Hello, sir.”

“May I come in?” I hesitated. I didn’t want him to see what had become of me.

“Of course.” I opened the door for him, and he surveyed the empty bottles and unmade bed with distaste, seating himself in my armchair, while I sat on the bed. “I’m sorry for the mess.”

“It is to be expected.” He folded his hands and looked at me solemnly. “You are destroying yourself.” It wasn’t a question.

“I know.”

“Clara has sent me. She can’t face you herself. She is too distraught. We’re all very upset to watch you decline like this.”

“Am I being rusticated?” It had been threatened by the Dean and the Proctor.

“No. I spoke to the Dean. Though I think it might be best if you were, if you want my honest opinion. You can always return, and I’m not going anywhere. A few months away would do you good. Go back to your family.”

“They won’t have me back.”

“Yes, they will.”

“No, you don’t understand. They won’t. I’m a traitor now.”

“They will, because you’re going to tell them you’ve renounced Clara. You’re going to apologise, and you’re going to beg them for forgiveness, and you’re going to return to the faith of your fathers.”

I was astonished. I felt the walls close around me. “Why are you telling me this?” I quavered.

“I’m not. Clara is. She can’t bear to see you like this, and she won’t be the cause of your alienation from your family.”

“I chose it! It’s what I want.”

“No, it’s not. You say that now, but you will be miserable for ever if you do this to yourself. I don’t pretend to understand your religion, but I understand you, I think. And this will kill you eventually.” He put his hand on mine. “Clara tells you that she will love you for ever, but you must not do this. She has asked me to forbid the marriage. And you may consider this visit my doing so.”

I was silent for a long while. I felt such a rush of conflicting emotions, but to my eternal shame, one of them, a very preponderant one, was relief. “I cannot live without her,” I said.

“Yes, you can. You will. And you will dust yourself off from this and come back stronger. But I think now you need to take some time away. You are not ready just now. And we have much work to do when you are.”

I began to cry. “Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it, please.” He took a look around. “Now clean up in here, and get some sleep. I will arrange with the deans for you to step away next Michaelmas, and come back in Trinity. It will take you a little longer to complete your degree, but I think you and I both know it’s the right choice.” And he left.

He was right, of course. I took some time away, I repaired relations with my family, I let myself be swept up in the comforting, familiar rhythms of life in Hackney, and I came back to Oxford chastened, but sane, and ready to resume my work. But now, in addition to my law lectures and my work with Dr Sinclair, I began to study madness. I wanted to understand what had happened to me, to understand Clara and the life she had led with a mad mother, and to understand man in general, in all his deviant glory.

I met and married my wife some years later, after I had completed the doctorate that Dr Sinclair had advised against. He quietly paid for it, out of a sense of obligation for the sacrifice his daughter and I had made. And then I let my parents introduce me to Deborah, and her family, who were from the higher strata of Orthodox society in London, and who financed my medical degree at University College London. We lived together very companionably for a number of years afterwards, in the affluent north end of Edgware; close enough to Hackney to be near family, far enough to have some distance when we required it.

Deborah knew about Clara, and was always jealous of her. I tried to invite her to our wedding, and almost destroyed it. She forgave me, and for the remaining fifteen years of our marriage we did not speak of it. I was always jealous of her relationship with God. I found the longer I stayed married, the more I resented Hashem, and what I had given up for Him. We got along very well together, and we raised two beautiful children, but we never loved each other. Not in the way that Clara and I had, at least. When she died, seven years ago, I was saddened, immensely saddened, but not devastated. Indeed, I have grown to enjoy the bachelor life. And with my parents long dead, and my duty to God done with Micah and Esther married and devout, there was no pressure for me to remarry. Indeed, since the death of my parents I have all but renounced the faith, and while not quite daring to convert, and to attend Christian services, have not darkened the doorway of a synagogue for some time. In recent years I have considered changing my name to something more English, particularly as my fame grows in psychiatric circles. I would have an easier time of it if I could put Judaism behind me for ever.

But now Clara has returned…

At least now there is no one to tell me not to go, no one to point out to me how foolish I am being in accepting this commission. At least now I am free, even if I do not dare to bring myself to hope. I am too old for hope.

But if I can be of service to an old friend, I shall be.




LETTER FROM CLARA STEWART TO DR SAMUEL ABRAVANEL, MD, JD, 15 SEPTEMBER 1876

Samuel,

I know you are coming. I know why you are coming. Finlay thinks I don’t. He thinks this is just another of my fancies, but don’t be deceived. I know what he and my daughters intend. They are fools. I will let them believe what they want to believe. But you must know two things: I know why you are coming. And I am not mad.

Of course, I would say that. You know I would. But this is not madness. This is rage. And I want you here because I know you will understand. I know you will believe me. And I know you will see them too. They are everywhere now. Something is coming. Something is about to happen. And I believe I know what it is. But I do not wish to know, and it flies from me whenever I try to grasp it. I need you here to help me understand, to solve the riddle, to reveal the truth. And as I face this trial, it will be a comfort to have my best, my oldest friend, by my side.

I have thought of you with great affection all these long years. I was happy with Ian. We had three beautiful girls. And I lost him too soon. I will not pretend I did not love him. I love him still. But you will always have a place in my heart.

Come quickly. We have work to do.

I remain,

Ever your friend,

Clara.




DIARY OF DR SAMUEL ABRAVANEL, 18 SEPTEMBER 1876

I have pored and pored and pored over Clara’s letter. I still do not know what to make of it. Her hand was strong, firm, legible, calm. Graphologically speaking, it did not read as though it was written by a madwoman. The content, however, does suggest the possibility that she has lost her reason. Beset by paranoid delusions, suspicious, untrusting.

Then again, she is not wrong. Her family are conspiring against her. I really am going there to diagnose her. But what are these things she refers to? These things that are everywhere? With a heavy heart, I concede that they would suggest she is experiencing hallucinations. I really should write to the Lord Orkney to ask some details of her madness, but I do not have the heart just at present to know. I will write tomorrow.

Work will bury the emotions for a time.




LETTER, DR SAMUEL ABRAVANEL, JD, MD, TO FINLAY STEWART, 15TH EARL OF ORKNEY, 20 SEPTEMBER 1876

My lord,

I am making progress in winding up my affairs here and believe that I may be able to leave London sooner than anticipated. I am expecting to leave the morning of the 25th, as agreed, without problems.

I write to ask if you may write to me with a description of some of Clara’s symptoms and ideas, and morbid imaginings, so I can get a sense of her condition before I arrive, and be prepared to address her condition effectively upon my arrival? Any details you can provide will be helpful. As detailed a case history as possible will facilitate my work.

In particular, I would like to know when the symptoms and delusions first appeared, what, if anything, triggered their appearance, and how the illness has progressed. A narrative account will be best, but I will be grateful for any information. I must be apprised of as many of the facts as I can before I arrive if I am to make an effective assessment.

As to the legal matters you wish me to address, I believe it would be best if we addressed them separately, and verbally, once I arrive.

I remain,

Your humble servant,

Dr Samuel Abravanel




JOURNAL, FINLAY STEWART, 15TH EARL OF ORKNEY, 22 SEPTEMBER 1876

Shot stag and doe in our own park today. Ghillies butchering them now. Dr Abravanel asking nosy questions. Will write to him today. He can wait till he’s here.




LETTER, FINLAY STEWART, 15TH EARL OF ORKNEY, 22 SEPTEMBER 1876

Dr Abravanel,

I confess that I am not prepared to commit Clara’s condition to paper at this time. While I trust your discretion, I hesitate to undertake any description of her condition until we have met. I’m sure you understand.

As to the legal matters, yes, we will address them in person upon your arrival as well.

We expect your arrival on 26 September, and we hope your journey north is as smooth and comfortable as possible.

Sincerely,

Finlay Stewart, 15th Earl of Orkney




DIARY OF DR SAMUEL ABRAVANEL, 24 SEPTEMBER 1876

Well, that was to be expected. I should have known that Lord Orkney would not break type from other family members of those touched by mental illness just because I have some connection to Clara. All is secrets and shadows and whispers in such circumstances. Paranoia and fear infect the family as much as the poor victim. I will apologise for having pried when I see him.




DIARY OF DR SAMUEL ABRAVANEL, 25 SEPTEMBER 1876

I rose early and boarded the Flying Scotsman at 7.35 this morning. The train is large, comfortable and beautifully appointed, though it carries few passengers on this trip, for whatever reason; at least in first class. Third class appeared rambunctious and crowded, as I gazed down Platform 8 at King’s Cross. Plenty of respectable young working-class families, mostly Scottish, from the sounds of them, headed north and home.

First class, on the other hand, appears to have only five passengers, myself included. The conductor showed me to my stateroom, which is large and well appointed, with solid-looking walnut panelling, velvet green upholstery, a small but clean water closet and what looks like it will be a comfortable bed that will double as the seat before it is turned down tonight. The conductor demonstrated the patent folding bed with obvious pride as I entered the room, and informed me that lunch will be served promptly at noon in the first-class dining car. After he had gone, I settled into my seat, and availed myself of the table in the carriage to spread out my papers, and some of my books on various manias, to brush up on some things before I arrive. I suspect that Clara’s condition will be the same as her mother’s; the folie circulaire that she told me of all those years ago; bursts of manic energy followed by periods of depression. Such things are usually hereditary, and as a preliminary diagnosis it tracks with what little Lord Orkney was prepared to tell me. I shall obviously reserve judgement until I’ve seen her, but the literature I’ve brought with me on the subject will be helpful.




(later)




Apart from a coterie of three obviously wealthy Scotswomen at the far end of the dining car, who have kept up a constant stream of animated chatter in Scots brogue, there is only one other passenger: a slight, dark-haired fellow with his nose as deep in a book as mine, set on a gold stand for keeping it propped open and erect as he ate. They have them at the Athenaeum as well, where I lunch on weekdays in the city. Handy little devices for when one must eat alone. Which I confess I rather enjoy.

I am intrigued, as his choice of reading is a strange one: a journal called The Monist, of which I have never heard. I glanced over his shoulder and saw that he was reading an article entitled “The First Buddhist Council”. He also has a book beside his plate that appears to be called the Pāli Canon, and which, when he opened it to make a note of something, I observed is written in a foreign script, obviously from India. I wanted to go over and introduce myself, but decided against it. He appeared as engrossed in his reading as I should be in mine. A fixed melancholy has descended, and I find I can make little progress in my reading. I stare morosely out of the window at the countryside, and watch the slanting, wan, golden light of late afternoon fade far too quickly. It will be winter soon. The harvest has begun.

What has happened to you, Clara?




DIARY OF DR SAMUEL ABRAVANEL, 26 SEPTEMBER 1876

I have arrived in Thurso, and am going to rest here for the night. Telegraphed ahead to Lord Orkney to tell him that I will be a day late. He said it was no problem, and he would send the carriage tomorrow instead. What an eventful day. I will attempt to set it down before I go to sleep.

I awoke in time for coffee before we arrived at Waverley station. I had a view of Edinburgh in the early morning, which was pleasant, though it seems a grey, gloomy town in the cold rain that fell all morning. I had to move quickly to buy a ticket for the service to Inverness, as it was leaving within twenty minutes of my arrival. Thankfully I have only brought the one bag. The money Lord Orkney sent was more than enough for a first-class ticket, and as I set myself down in the carriage I was shocked to see my fellow passenger from the dining car the day before! He evidently recognised me as well, and we hailed each other.

“On to Inverness, are you?” I asked.

“Yes, but I’m afraid I’m only passing through. I must change trains there and travel on to Thurso.”

“To catch the ferry to the Orkneys?”

“Yes!”

“I’m doing the same.”

“Surely not!” He smiled broadly, which lit up his young, handsome face most agreeably.

“I’m afraid so.” I smiled back.

“Well, I say.” He held out a hand. “I’m Dacre Winslow.”

“Samuel Abravanel.”

“A pleasure.”

“Likewise.”

“What brings you to the Orkneys?” he asked.

“Oh, nothing too interesting,” I deflected, “I’m undertaking a private commission for a client.”

“What sort of commission?”

“A rather delicate medical matter.”

“Ah, say no more. You’re a doctor, then?” He put his papers back in his bag.

“I’m a psychiatrist and a lawyer.”

“Oh, I say, well done. Were you at Oxford then, or the other place?”

“Oxford. Balliol. You?”

“Pembroke. I’m a doctoral candidate there now, in Oriental Studies.”

“I see, fascinating.” I gestured to his bag. “Is this a working visit, then?”

“As a matter of fact it is.”

“What could be of interest to an Oriental Studies candidate in the Orkneys, I wonder.”

“I’ll know soon enough. It really is the most fascinating thing. I suppose there’s no harm in my telling you.” He leaned in conspiratorially. “A colleague of mine wrote to me last week to tell me that he uncovered something during his excavations at the Ring of Brodgar. Do you know it?”

“I’m afraid I don’t. It sounds quite romantic. Is it a circle of standing stones?”

“Precisely. One of the oldest Neolithic sites in the entire United Kingdom. Harry has been undertaking excavations there for a while now, entirely at his own expense, as Pembroke won’t fund the research.” His eyes brightened. “He says he’s found an inscription on one of the stones. He sent me a charcoal etching. A swastika, and a short inscription. The inscription was trilingual. Latin, Norse runes and Sanskrit.”

There was a long pause. “Sanskrit, you say?”

“Sanskrit.”

“The ancient Indian language?”

“Yes. Well, Brahmic script. Sanskrit was an oral language for thousands of years. It was only written down in later scripts. But the fact that it’s in Brahmic script itself is significant. It could date it to at least the first century before Christ. Possibly earlier.”

“But that’s… that’s impossible.”

“Indeed. If it’s genuine, and ancient, the entire archaeological history of Europe will have to be rewritten, from top to bottom. It could be the most significant discovery in decades.”

“My God.” I thought for a moment. “May I see the etching?”

“Of course.” He reached back into his bag, and, to my eager excitement, produced the etching. “Have a look at this. It could be the Rosetta Stone of our century.” The flowing Indian script and the angular, harsh Norse runes were closed to me, but the Latin characters were clear enough.

Diēs vindictae mānibus famidīs venient. Omnia vindicabuntur. Satia Nirvana. MMDCLXXIV ab urbe condita.

I was completely taken aback.

“The day of vengeance will come for the hungry spirits. All will be avenged.”

“Yes.”

“What could that possibly mean?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea.”

“Well, the Latin means it can’t possibly be of palaeolithic antiquity.”

“Indeed. But it remains significant nonetheless. These stones were erected tens of thousands of years ago, by people whose existence we can scarcely imagine. But this inscription, if it is indeed only as ancient as Roman times, demonstrates that the stones were still somehow in use as late as the first century before Christ. And not only by Romans, but by Norsemen, and by Indian Buddhists as well. Norse presence is explicable, but what on earth would someone who could understand Sanskrit in Brahmic script be doing in the north of Scotland, two thousand years ago?”

“Yes, Satia Nirvana cannot possibly be Roman. I’m assuming that’s Sanskrit?”

“Yes. True Nirvana. I haven’t a clue what that means, of course. I’ve never encountered the phrase before in any Buddhist literature. Except…” he broke off and shook his head. “No, that can’t be possible.”

“What?”

“Nothing, forget I said anything. I have no idea where it might be from.”

“The date it gives in the Roman calendar…” I did a quick calculation. “Two thousand, six hundred and seventy-four years after the Founding of the City. That would be 1921 in the Christian calendar.”

“The Christian calendar?” He looked at me, intrigued. “Ah, you must be Jewish?”

I bristled. “Yes. And?”

“Oh, nothing at all. It’s of no consequence.”

“Indeed.”

“No offence meant, old boy, didn’t mean to pry.”

“None taken.”

“But, yes, it would be 1921. So we come to the nub of the mystery. What possible significance could that date have held two thousand years before it was going to happen? Is it a prophecy? A later addition? If either, who made it? And why?”

“I confess I’m baffled, but I’m terribly excited for you. What a mystery to unravel before you’ve even defended your doctorate.”

“Thank you!”

“This symbol,” I glanced at the peculiar, left-facing hooked cross above the inscription, much thinner and shallower than the bold characters below it, “this is the swastika?”

“Yes. An ancient Indian symbol of good fortune: very ancient indeed. Possibly Indo-European in antiquity. It is ubiquitous in ancient inscriptions. Norse, Celtic, Roman, Greek, Indian, Chinese, Japanese, Mongolian, African, even Native American. But this swastika is unusual because it is absolutely a Buddhist swastika, of the type you see in India, Tibet and Mongolia. If it is more ancient than the inscriptions beneath it, and it certainly appears to be, it may be the oldest ever found on the European continent.”

“Fascinating.”

“It was found a few years ago by the German archaeologist Heinrich Schliemann, who is excavating the ruins of Troy, as you may have heard. He postulated, and I believe it may be accurate, that it is a universal symbol from pre-history, the most ancient religious iconography known to man, a truly unifying symbol of the peoples of the world! Of the ancient Aryans!”

“Not ours.”

“I’m sorry?”

“There are no swastikas in Jewish iconography. Not in any Semitic culture. And there never will be.”

“Ah…” He swallowed. “Of course not, you’re right. It never occurred to me.”

“We are not Aryan. Indeed, perhaps you’re aware of some of the new occult, esoteric movements emerging across Europe, the Theosophists, the Hermetic orders, and whatnot?”

“I believe I’ve heard something about them, yes.”

“Well, some of them have adopted the swastika as part of the iconography of their movement. Some of my patients have been drawn into this sort of thing, as the line between madness and religious experience is often rather indistinct, and they tend to react very negatively to me, when they discover I’m Jewish, on the basis of this sort of thing. One of them, a German fellow, began ranting at me about the swastika being an ancient symbol of the Aryan race, and the sign by which they would defeat us.”

“I say!” He was shocked.

“Bizarre, isn’t it? As though we need defeating. He was a member of one of these new German Völkisch movements before his descent into madness, though I would argue it began long before his relatives had him committed. He’s obsessed with Richard Wagner. Blood and soil nationalism. Jews as Christ killers, the great enemy, all the usual sort of thing.”

“Well, Germany has been strange on the subject of Jews since the Middle Ages. I remember reading about the pogroms during the first crusade as an undergraduate. And, of course, Martin Luther was a notorious antisemite.”

“England is not much better. The Jews were expelled by Edward I in the thirteenth century, and we live in constant fear of it happening again.”

“Surely not, in these times?”

“We shall see. We have long memories. You will find we still remember the Seleucid Greeks and the Babylonians among our great enemies. The thirteenth century is not that long ago, as far as we are concerned.”

“True.”

There was a brief pause. Then the young man adroitly turned the conversation to lighter matters. We chatted quite companionably for the rest of the trip, exchanging theories on the strange inscription, discussing our respective fields, sharing happy Oxford memories and generally enjoying ourselves. The trip flew by, and we arrived in Inverness far more quickly than I anticipated. We parted with plans to meet for drinks at the pub he had engaged rooms in, while we were both staying on the islands, and I told him I would see whether Lord Orkney would be amenable to a dinner invitation. I offered to travel with him to meet the train, but he deferred politely. He was staying the night with a friend here, and travelling on to Thurso the following day. I would have preferred to rest, myself, but I must meet Lord Orkney’s carriage at Stromness, and cannot rest as yet. The closer I get to Clara, the more eager I am to see her.




JOURNAL OF FINLAY STEWART, 15TH EARL OF ORKNEY, 27 SEPTEMBER 1876

Doctor Abravanel has arrived. Seems a sound fellow, despite his race. Hope all this will be sorted soon, and we can put the old baggage away. Daphne morose. Melissa fairly well.




DIARY OF DR SAMUEL ABRAVANEL, 27 SEPTEMBER 1876

The train from Inverness was indescribably dreary. Long, slow, full of shocks and bumps, and endless cold rain outside. The scenery was magnificent, if you enjoy that sort of thing; endless rolling hills of tan and beige stretching away in all directions, deep, silent lochs, copses of pine shrouded in mist, grey stone villages huddled around grey stone churches, all the rest of it. I suppose someone of a romantic disposition would have thrilled at the Highland beauty, but I was exhausted and just wanted the whole wretched business to be over so I could get to Kirkwall and sleep in clean sheets.

If the train journey was taxing, the ferry from Thurso to Stromness was unbearable. It was a flimsy wooden steam packet, at least forty years old, and horrendously uncomfortable. Indeed, when I saw it, to my alarmed lubber’s eyes, it didn’t even appear seaworthy. It was unbearably cold, with a wind howling out of the north-west driving slanting rain into my very bones, and roiling the sea into a terrible swell that made the little steamer roll and shake in a truly terrifying way. I was seasick from the moment I set foot on the boat, and the whole miserable experience seemed to last longer than the rest of the trip altogether. It was dark by the time we pulled into Stromness, and I saw nothing of that town. I simply stepped off the packet with my bag, and heaved a sigh of relief to be back on land. I am waiting in a pub, as there is no sign of the Stewart carriage, or indeed any carriage, that I can see. I hope he hasn’t already left for home. I may have to spend the night here, if so.


(later)



I cannot believe it. Am I now the one who is going mad? Could that possibly have happened? What was it? I will set it down now, and decide later if it was a hallucination. And such a terrible one, if so.

At about seven thirty I heard the clatter of wheels and the neighing of horses in the street outside the pub. It is already pitch-black outside in Scotland this time of year, as we are so far north. I recognised the Stewart coat of arms on a trim, beautiful new four-seater carriage, and made myself known to the driver.

The ride from Stromness to Kirkwall passed in utter darkness, and halfway through the trip a storm broke of incredible ferocity. I pulled the fur blankets in the carriage tight around myself against the cold, and thanked God that it hadn’t struck while I was still in that damn packet. The rain fell harder and harder, and the leather roof of the carriage thrummed with the sound of it. Thunder boomed so loud that it drowned out the deafening clatter of the wheels, and immense flashes of lightning illuminated the barren moors around us in stark and frightening clarity every thirty seconds or so.

To my intense disappointment, after about a half hour there was a thud, and the carriage dragged to a halt. The chauffeur opened the window between us to smile and say, in a heavy Orcadian brogue.

“Dinna fash yersel’, sorr, this’ll nae tak long.”

I nodded, but it took a good ten seconds for me to have the slightest idea what he had said, his accent is so thick. It’s peculiar up here; certainly Scottish, but with an intensely Norse flavour, possibly from the Orkneys’ long affiliation with Norway. He got off the box, and was immediately lost to the night. After a few minutes, I became uncomfortable, and decided I wanted to feel some rain on my face, alleviate the suspense and find out what the matter was. I opened the door, and the hiss of the driving rain immediately became overpowering. I thanked God I had brought my gabardine overcoat. It kept me serviceably dry. I walked around to the front of the carriage, and the driver looked up at me.

“We broke a wheel. Thankfully ah hae a hain. Juist git in th’ carriage ’n’ rest, it’ll be braw.”

I have no idea how I’m able to understand him, as it sounds only loosely affiliated with English, but I got the gist. I nodded and stepped around to my side of the carriage. Another brilliant flash of light illuminated the lonely crossroads where we were stuck, and I saw the Loch of Stenness stretching away before me, and the distant rolling hills, and even a small ring of standing stones off in the distance, which I now know to be the Standing Stones of Stenness; a smaller, but equally impressive sight as the Ring of Brodgar. I thought of Dacre, and wondered if he had been caught in the storm in the packet. Surely they would never allow it to leave port in weather like this? Another brilliant flash of light, and over on the far side of the loch I thought I saw a reddish glow in the distance, as though a fire was burning. I also saw the body of a deer lying in the grass some fifty yards beyond me. Poor thing.

I was about to return to the relative warmth of the carriage when there was another flash of lightning, and I saw it. My blood froze in my veins.

The thing was at least ten feet tall, though it was hunched over in the most sickening way, and padding across the moor with hands and feet on the ground. I could count every rib in its rib cage, and every knob on its long, curved spine. It looked almost human, but also alien in every conceivable way. Its skin was mottled grey, its head and body were bald as an egg, and it appeared to be in an advanced state of emaciation. I froze, there was an immense crack of thunder, and then the darkness closed again, absolute.

But not entirely absolute, any more. I could see the eyes still, in the darkness, like little flames floating and flickering in the distance.

There was another flash of lightning, and then another, and it flickered in its slow movement towards the deer like an image in a zoetrope, stuttering and spectral. Whenever the darkness descended, I saw the eyes continue to move slowly.

Its neck was impossibly long and thin, at least three feet long, and maybe five centimetres across, and its large head appeared to float, completely unsupported by the undulating neck. Its mouth was as small as the mouth of a bottle. But as it stalked up to the corpse of the deer, and sniffed it once, it opened wider than a chasm, revealing two impossibly long, sharp, snaggled sets of teeth, and it clamped them onto the body of the deer.

Yet the deer was untouched. The head and teeth seemed to go right through it, as though the being were made of air, completely devoid of corporeal form. I let out a shout of pure terror, and the thing looked at me, and screamed, its mouth opening at least four feet wide, and its long, snakelike tongue flaring out at me. But there was not so much as a sound, other than the thunder and the rain. The darkness closed again, and when the next flash of lightning flared, the thing was gone.

The chauffeur hurried over, surprised by my shout, and regarded me with concern.

“Whit’s th’ maiter, sur, ye keek lik’ ye’v seen a ghost!”

My mouth opened and closed uselessly.

“Did you not see it?”

“See whit? Ah wis fixing th’ carriage.” Helplessly I gestured into the night, and there was another flash of lightning, and he saw the dead deer and turned to me with a sorrowful smile.

“Ah, brassic wee deer. Oan a nicht lik’ this, jimmy ’n’ beast baith die oot ’ere. Come, sur, let’s be gaun, th’ wheel is fixed.”

Shaking, I returned to the carriage and we drove away. I was still shaking that way when we arrived at Kirkwall Castle, a tall, black shape on a hill near the town of the same name. It loomed over us as we pulled into a long, semi-circular carriageway and approached the front door. I’ll get a better look in the morning, if I sleep at all tonight.

To my astonishment and embarrassment, despite the darkness and the driving rain, in a flash of lightning I saw that every single servant in the household was standing to attention in the carriageway, in a long row by the entrance. They looked absolutely miserable, and soaked to the bone, as if they had been standing there a long time. And standing rigidly to attention before them, in the uniform of the Horse Guards, was a tall, red-haired man with a great beak of a nose, bushy eyebrows and a forbiddingly stern expression, who moved towards me as I got out of the carriage.

“Dr Abravanel, welcome. I am Lord Orkney. We’ve been waiting for you.” He gravely stuck out a hand for me to shake, the stern expression unchanged on his face. Water was dripping from his nose onto his uniform coat.

“I can see that.” I indicated the servants. “Surely this wasn’t necessary? It’s deathly cold out here.”

“No excuse not to observe the decencies. I told them so, and they obeyed. You look rather damp yourself.”

“Yes, we ran into some trouble with the carriage on the way here, I’m terribly sorry to have inconvenienced you all.”

“Nonsense. It’s no trouble.” But the unhappy faces of the servants told me otherwise. One of them stepped forward, a blond young man with a round, pleasant face and a feeble smile. “Angus here will attend you in your rooms during your stay.”

“Angus, is it?” I smiled at the lad. “I’ll see you once you’ve warmed up.”

“Thank you, sir.” I handed him my bag, and he backed into his place in the line. One of the maids sneezed in a forlorn sort of way.

“Right,” snapped Lord Orkney. “Everyone inside. I assume you brought a dinner jacket?”

“Ahh, well, yes.”

“Good. We dine at nine thirty.” He clapped his hands, and the servants were dismissed, walking slowly and with dignity back into the hall, through the door under the front stairs. I followed him up the stairs to the entranceway one step behind.

We entered the front hall, which was low-ceilinged, panelled in oak and hung with portraits of dour Scottish lairds going back, from the look of them, at least to the fifteenth century. Two young women were waiting on easy chairs in the hall, and rose to greet me as I entered. They looked morose, sullen and untrusting, but one of them, the taller of the two, greeted me with a wan smile.

“My nieces, Daphne and Melissa Stewart.”

“Good evening, Doctor Abravanel.”

“Samuel, please.” I smiled. I’m used to dealing with the families of patients, and always try to make them feel at ease. Particularly ones with whom I have such cause to be gentle as these, Clara’s daughters.

Daphne, the taller of the two, widened her smile a fraction, though it remained tight-lipped. Melissa remained sullen and resolutely taciturn. They were both modestly dressed in taffeta evening wear. Daphne’s upper body was bare, but Melissa had a tartan shawl draped over her shoulder. It was rather chilly in the house.

“Melissa!” Lord Orkney barked her name as though it was a command.

“Hello… Doctor.” She made a formal curtsey.

“Are you hungry, Samuel?” Daphne wrung her hands and looked over her shoulder at the dining room. “Dinner will be ready soon, unless you’d prefer to take it in your rooms?”

“Of course, what am I thinking of? You must be tired from your journey. We will not tax you with dinner tonight. You shall take it in your rooms.” This, from Lord Orkney, was also not a request.

“That will suit me nicely, thank you. I am indeed tired.” I paused. “And where is Clara?”

There was a silence. Melissa looked up the stairs.

“She is not well this evening. She says she will see you tomorrow,” Daphne said quietly.

“Good. Yes, well… if you see her tell her I am anxious to see her again.”

“I will.” This time the smile was genuine.

“Well then, good night to you, doctor,” said Lord Orkney. “It is best if we all get to bed. Tomorrow will be a busy day.” And he turned on his heel and stalked off into a room on the left, that appeared to be a drawing room, barking to his butler to cancel dinner, which the cooks must have already started. Melissa also stalked off in the opposite direction, flinging her shawl over her shoulder without a backward glance. Daphne stepped forward, and Angus appeared silently from behind the stairs and fell in behind her.

“I can show you to your rooms, Dr… Samuel.”

“Thank you, Daphne. It is much appreciated.” What a stern, brusque, sullen family. The atmosphere of the place is even more oppressive than in most of the houses I’ve visited professionally over the years. Madness does tend to create a sombre atmosphere, full of secrets and pain, but this feels different. I confess I do not think Lord Orkney’s demeanour is improving matters. Angus held up something from behind Daphne.

“I have your bag, sir. I’ll take the clothes and wash them for you for the morrow.” The poor lad was desperate for a word of praise, so I provided it.

“Thank you very much, Angus, I’m sure they’re in good hands.” I smiled, and he smiled back warmly and scuttled off. Daphne turned, and I followed her up the stairs.

“We’ve put you in the Blue Chamber. It has a lovely view of the sea, if the weather improves tomorrow.”

“Oh, I’m sure it will. I’ll be here for some time. Doubtless I’ll get a day or two of decent weather while I’m here.”

“You would think so, wouldn’t you? But ever since we came here, I fear it’s been dreary more often than not.”

“And how long has it been?”

“Oh, ever since Mother became truly ill. That was over a year ago. It’s terribly unfair. I don’t know how I’m ever to find a husband if I’m shut away up here. But Mother needs us, and I do not want to leave her now. We all hope you can do something for her, or at least tell us what’s happened to her.”

“It is terribly unfair. But rest assured, dear, you’ll have no trouble finding a husband when you do go south.” It’s true. She is a pretty little thing. Taller and thinner than her mother, which I suppose is her inheritance from her father, with light, wispy brown hair and blue eyes. She has her mother’s smile, though, and I saw a true one now. I felt a pang that she should be Clara’s child, and not mine. “Your sister does not seem very fond of me.”

“Yes, well, she resents that you’re here at all, I’m afraid. She… doesn’t believe Mother is mad. I admit she can be very convincing, but the things she says… well, they’re quite incredible. I find I somewhat question my own sanity when I’m speaking to her. She seems so sure, but the horrors she describes, they’re so…”

“It is quite common, my dear, I assure you. Mad people make us question our own sanity, our own version of reality, our sense. But, of course, that’s because their version of reality is quite different, and they’re trying to make you share it. Your mother is like this because she loves you, she’s just lost the ability to show it without alarming you.” I’d said it before, but I found my thoughts were only partly on my words. Part of them was with the thought of seeing her mother, the dread of finding her mad, and the new, alarming sliver of doubt that perhaps she was not mad at all. What was that thing?

As we moved down the dimly lit hall, I heard a door close with a gentle click that echoed through the silent passage, and I spun around with a sudden start.

“Those are Mother’s rooms.” Daphne was sorrowful again. “She never leaves them. If you’re to see her tomorrow, you’ll have to go to her.”

“Yes, well, that’s quite all right.” I swallowed. She was so close. Was she stealing a look at me? Did she find me much changed? I smoothed my hands against my lapels and felt the stubble on my cheek from long travels without shaving. Daphne strode past me and opened a door to what turned out to be a very serviceable apartment. The wallpaper and upholstery are a rather dour shade of navy blue, that appeared black in the faint gaslight, but there was a coal fire burning merrily in the fireplace, a decanter of brandy on the cabinet and a four-poster bed with clean white sheets and a thick blue quilt, to keep off the chill the fire could not quite dispel. The occasional flash of lightning made everything stand out in ghostly relief, but the firelight in the darkness was reassuring.

“Angus will be up to shave and dress you in the morning, but I trust you can undress yourself? The poor boy is quite worn out from today, and then that dreadful exercise in the rain.”

“Yes, of course, I hope he gets some sleep, and does not catch cold.” I didn’t say a word against her uncle, but we exchanged a significant glance.

“It happens. Uncle Finlay is… particular about certain matters.”

“It is of no consequence. Good night, my dear. I shall see you at breakfast.”

“Goodnight, doctor!” I did not correct her. Perhaps it helps to maintain a certain distance through formality.

When she was gone, I was left with the darkness, the roar of the rain and the wind outside, the rattle of the window in the frame and my own thoughts, chief among them the vivid memory of that thing on the heath. What was it? What could possibly have brought on such a hallucination? With a good dinner in me, brought by Angus, and after a glass or two of brandy, it does seem that it must have been a hallucination. What other possibility is there? There are no phantoms or shades in this world.

I will see how I feel in the morning.




JOURNAL OF FINLAY STEWART, 15TH EARL OF ORKNEY, 28 SEPTEMBER 1876

Weather better today, but still poor. Perfect for stalking on the heath. Saw a stag, but missed my shot. Clara closeted with doctor all day. Melissa confined to her rooms. Daphne better today. Does not know my real purpose, and I intend to keep it that way. It is for her benefit.




DIARY OF DR SAMUEL ABRAVANEL, 28 SEPTEMBER 1876

I must keep calm. It will do no good to panic. I suppose it is possible that what happened today was a folie à deux, and that I myself am infected with Clara’s madness. That would be the scientific explanation for what has happened. But I do not feel insane. I suppose one is always the last to know when one goes truly mad oneself. I know this from my own patients. But I feel perfectly well. Everything in place. I simply have no other explanation for what I saw today.

Angus woke and dressed me in the morning. The weather is much improved. Still grey and overcast, and drizzling lightly, with a high, chill north wind whipping over the waves below my window, but yesterday’s storm has broken and there are moments of sunlight. I descended for breakfast with the family. Lord Orkney and Melissa remained taciturn, but Daphne and I kept up tolerable conversation. After the servants had cleared away the dishes, I said to Lord Orkney that it was time I visited Clara.

“She did not join us, I notice.”

“No, indeed. She takes her breakfast in her rooms.”

“Perhaps we should speak in private so I can hear from you directly the nature of her malady?” I wished to spare Melissa and Daphne that conversation, but Lord Orkney did not share my delicacy.

“No need. She’s quite mad. She believes she sees ghosts everywhere. She believes her husband was murdered by some sort of cannibal cult. She claims there is a government conspiracy to conceal the truth of her husband’s death. And she believes that I wish to persecute her and to stop her from finding out the truth. That is the situation in brief. And as you doubtless agree, it is all the most manifest lunacy.” He put down his coffee cup with a decisive click. “But, yes, you may go and renew your acquaintance.”

“You do not wish to present me?”

“No need. She knows you. When you’re finished with her, come and see me about the legal work.”

“Ah, yes, of course.”

“I’ll be in my study. The servants will show you where to go.” And he dabbed his mouth with a napkin and rose. We all stood with him, and Lord Orkney and Melissa left in opposite directions. Daphne beckoned me to the door.

“I’ll introduce you.”

“Thank you, dear.”

We ascended the stairs, to Clara’s apartments. As we arrived at her door, Daphne turned to me and looked apprehensive.

“You must not mind the mess. We keep asking if we can clean it up, but she insists that everything must stay exactly where it is, and that she has an exact design for all of it.” I nodded, and she knocked on the door.

“Enter.” The voice was imperious, but familiar. We obeyed.

The room was similar to mine, but upholstered in dark green damask. Daphne had prepared me for overwhelming disorder, but, in fact, much of the room was clean and tidy. The bed was made, the floor was clear and everything was clean and dusted. But on the desk, and on the walls and floors around it, was a chaos of books, papers and files, tacked to the walls, spread out over the floor and piled on the desk until it seemed to sag under the weight. And at the desk sat Clara.

Age had been kind to her. Her brown hair was streaked with grey, her eyes were lined and deeply sad, and her face was lightly wrinkled and freckled, but the figure and the carriage were exactly as I remembered them. The expression was grave and melancholy, but she regarded us steadily, and with great dignity. She did not get up, or move to greet us, but stared at us from the desk.

“Mama, this is Dr Abravanel, do you remember him?”

“Of course I do. Please leave us, Daphne, so that the good doctor and I can get reacquainted.” Daphne shot me a glance, and left the room, quietly closing the door behind her. As soon as she had left, Clara’s face changed and she let the pain show on her face, and tears well up in her eyes. Which made my own begin to water. I moved for her, and she got up and moved to me, and we embraced and lingered there for a long moment: just two old friends expressing what couldn’t be said; the long years, all that had happened, and all that was happening now, were addressed finally and completely in that long embrace. After a long while, we parted, and smiled at each other sadly.

“It has been too long” was all she said.

“It has.” We were silent for a moment, and then she indicated an easy chair by the window and returned to her desk. I glanced at the papers and books, quickly scanning the spines of the ones I could see. I was intrigued by what I saw. It was a strange blend of Russian history, Debrett’s Etiquette, Burke’s Peerage, and, to my surprise, books on Buddhism and the Orient. What a peculiar coincidence, given my meeting with Dacre. There were also papers and letters, which I could not read, some in her hand and some in another I didn’t recognise. I broached the subject.

“Your letter made it clear that you know why I’m here.”

“Yes. Finlay thinks me mad. He makes no secret about it.”

“But he didn’t tell you I was coming?”

“No, Melissa did that.”

“Ah.” There was a pause. “I assume she resents my being here?”

“Yes. And she is less in awe of her uncle than Daphne. She resents our being here at all, she misses her life in London, her friends. She resents her uncle for secluding us here, she doesn’t believe me mad at all. She believes what I’ve told her, even if she doesn’t see what I see, though I have told her not to tell her uncle. She is too young to be drawn into all of this.”

“Yes, I believe that was wise.” There was another pause. I was nervous. Certainly the idea that her relatives were conspiring against her, and could only be trusted if they shared her delusions, was a strong indicator of madness. I cleared my throat and asked a question that had been puzzling me.

“Why are you here, if you do not wish to be? How does Lord Orkney have the power to bring you here against your will, if it is indeed against your will?”

“Because he controls the money. Ian’s grandfather,” and she winced as she said the name of her long dead husband, “left all of the family estate to Finlay, as he was the eldest, and Ian lived on an allowance from his brother, and from his army salary. Ian eventually came into other property of his own; a quite extensive other property, but on his death, as he had no sons, it was all entailed back on his brother. While ordinarily I would be entitled to Ian’s property as his widow the entail Ian’s grandfather left was quite particular that the Stewart family properties were only to be distributed to my daughters once they have secured husbands. The late Lord Orkney never trusted me, felt his son had married beneath him. So Finlay controls the property. I have a legal case against the entail, but lack the funds to appoint lawyers to fight it in court. And naturally Finlay won’t finance me to sue him. I had a little dowry of my own, from my father, but it isn’t enough, and much of his small wealth went to caring for my mother in her final days.”

“Yes, I heard of her illness. I was deeply sorry.” I had sent flowers when I got the news, as an articling student at Lincoln’s Inn, a year after Oxford.

“I know. I received your flowers. I’m sorry I never wrote back.”

“I didn’t expect you to. It was all still so fresh.”

“Yes, it was rather.” Another long pause. “At any rate, with the property entailed we do not have the capital to maintain a house on our own, without Finlay’s help, and when I began to suspect what… what had really happened to Ian, and I began to contact the press, and the government, about it, he got wind of it, and he presented me with an ultimatum: be cut off from the family and cast on the mercy of the world, or come directly here where he could keep an eye on me, and where I couldn’t get up to any trouble.”

“Blackmail.”

“Of a sort, yes. I believe that is why he wishes you to certify me a lunatic, so that his formal control over the property that should be mine will be incontestable at law.” She did not seem the least bit manic. She was indeed frightfully calm. So calm that, while I was inclined to doubt my preliminary diagnosis of folie circulaire, I didn’t believe I could rule out dementia praecox, as the German doctors are calling it now, or some other form of madness. Not yet, at any rate. “But it suited my purposes, by that point, so I made no objection. Here is where it will happen, if it is to happen. If I could have left Melissa and Daphne in London, I would have. I don’t want them to get any more mixed up in this. But they refused to leave me, the poor things. I confess it is a comfort to have them here.”

“And why does it suit your purposes to be here.”

“Because of what happened to Ian, and, more importantly, what happened to Ian’s parents.” I chose to ignore the reference to General Stewart’s parents. I wasn’t sure what she meant.

“And what do you think happened to Ian?”

“First I will tell you what I think happened to Ian’s parents.” And she reached over to the desk, shuffled some papers and produced a newspaper clipping, which I copy down here exactly:


GLASGOW HERALD, 27 NOVEMBER 1837

HEIR TO EARLDOM OF ORKNEY AND WIFE BRUTALLY MURDERED AT RING OF STANDING STONES

Our correspondent from the Orkney Isles relates the grievous shock and horror extant in the Isles at the news that George Stewart, and his wife, Imelda, have been found murdered in the most brutal way at the site of a ring of standing stones, of immense antiquity, known locally as the Ring of Brodgar. The Honourable George and Imelda were members of the Stewart family, and second son and daughter-in-law of the present Earl, Lord Andrew Stewart. Our correspondent has been informed by the local magistrate that the bodies were horribly mutilated, in ways that are not fit to be printed.

Three local crofters have been arrested for the crime: William MacDowell, Ruadhri Magnus and Terrence McKenna. MacDowell and Magnus have confessed and expressed no remorse for their horrible crime, but McKenna has been making wild, lunatic allegations against members of the aristocracy and the government, and has been found mad by a local doctor, and by a commission of lunacy in Edinburgh. The first two crofters have been found guilty of murder in the first degree at the local assizes, Judge Denison presiding, and will be hanged at Duke Street Prison, in Glasgow, on 3 December. The third has been declared insane, and will be incarcerated at the Woodilee Lunatic Pauper Asylum for the remainder of his natural life.

George and Imelda Stewart are survived by Finlay Stewart, now Lord Kirkwall, and a younger son, Ian Stewart, all of two, who will both be taken into the care of their grandparents, the current Earl and his wife, Georgiana. Our correspondent can report that there is much interest in the children, here on the Mainland, as the Orkneyites call their main island, and a crowd has been keeping vigil outside Kirkwall Castle, the seat of the family. The Stewarts are grateful to the local public for their support, but ask for privacy as they mourn their child, brother, and father.




(Dr Samuel Abravanel’s Diary, resumed, same day)



I looked up from the article to find her regarding me eagerly.

“Horrifying.”

“Yes.”

“I never knew.”

“He never spoke of it. He told me, of course, but he never dwelt on the subject, and I learned quickly never to bring it up, lest he become irritable.”

“And this third murderer, McKenna…”

“Yes?”

“He never went to see him, or expressed any interest in seeing him?”

“No.”

“Surely he has died by now.”

“Yes, more’s the pity. If I had known sooner, I might have visited him before he died, but as it happens, he died the same year that… that poor Ian was murdered. The asylum told me he had been killed by one of the other inmates.”

“Yes.” I swallowed. “But I’m afraid I don’t see the connection between the murder of your husband and the murder of his parents.”

“They were murdered by a cult. McKenna was not insane. Indeed, Magnus and MacDowell were the mad ones. Indoctrinated members of the cult. Or perhaps they were bewitched in some way, I do not know. It is somehow more plausible. At any rate, McKenna was the only one who retained enough reason to tell the truth about what had happened that night.”

I indicated the papers piled so high on her desk, and the books arranged on the floor.

“And I take it these are researches into the… cult you speak of?”

“Yes.” I must have looked sceptical, because she became prim, looked away from me and said, “You don’t believe me.”

“It does seem rather fantastical, I must confess.”

The clock struck noon. There was a long silence, as a grandfather clock in the corner of the room tolled a sombre knell. When the bells had subsided, she looked back at me.

“You drove here through the storm last night.”

“Yes, I did.”

“Was it an uneventful journey?”

“Yes. Well…”

She looked at me expectantly. “Well?”

“Nothing. It was uneventful. The carriage broke down, and we were delayed.”

“And you didn’t see anything… unusual?” Her eyes were wide, and her look significant. I was taken aback.

“How would you know that?”

“An instinct. I thought, as a Jew, you might perhaps be able to see them, too.”

“See what?”

“Come over here.” She got up and crossed to the window, which from this side of the house looked out over a great, curved, pebble beach. The sky was piled high with thunderous looking clouds, but the sun was shining through the spitting rain and the air seemed to sparkle and flash as though it were full of crystal. The north wind had strengthened, and the beach was raked with pounding surf. A few families were picnicking on the beach, enjoying the brief sunshine, and a pair of lovers walked the length of the beach holding hands. Sea spray and foam flew from the tops of the breakers in the cold wind. It looked an ordinary, if ruggedly beautiful, island scene.

“It’s quite pleasant.”

“Quiet.”

“What am I supposed to be looking for here?”

“Quiet.”

I obeyed. And for a long moment we watched the beach, and listened to the hiss and roar of the waves faintly audible through the windowpane. Another few moments went by. Some children from one of the picnicking families began to play a game of tag, and we could hear their screams of childish delight. Nothing happened.

Then, about a mile from shore, something began to emerge from the water.

It was silvery grey, as though it were made of sea foam, but it gleamed unnaturally. It was as though a solid wall of water was rising from the deep. Then to its left and right, two more began to emerge from the waves, and then three more further out to sea. As they rose further and further from the surface of the water, it became clear that they were sails. Unfurled and full with the wind behind them. They bore sigils on their canvas. A wolf’s head. A kraken. A symbol I recognised as Thor’s hammer. Runic inscriptions. But on the first sail, now fully emerged from the water, I recognised a swastika.

Now the hull of the first ship began to emerge from the water. First, the prow, as terrifying as a living gargoyle, a face with sunken eyes and a mouth open in a long scream, the wood weathered and twisted by centuries of wind. Then the body of the ship, clinker-built, gunmetal-grey and gleaming in the sun. At that moment a cloud passed over the sun, and the scene was thrown into grey shadow. And at that moment I could see that the ship was glowing green, shimmering with an eerie light. Very faintly, but distinctly. Fully emerged from the water it was clear that it was a longship, in the Viking style. And ghostly figures strode back and forth along its deck. At least fifty of them. The lovers on the beach stopped to kiss. The children concluded their game and went back to their parents. None so much as glanced at the apparitions.

By now, seven ships had emerged from the deep and were sailing straight for the pebble beach, flying before the wind. They bore down on the shore, rolling in a swell that did not seem to bear any relation to the waves they were actually passing across. As they drew closer I began to see their faces. And I wished I hadn’t. Horrible, dead faces, skin drawn tight across skulls, empty eyes, holes in the flesh of the cheeks and the forehead. Yet in the sockets where their eyes should have been was flame. Flame that flickered and danced like candles caught in the wind. Candles I could see from where I stood, more than three hundred yards away.

Then, beside the ships, as they drew near the beach, heads began to emerge from the water, balanced on undulating, pendulous, thin necks. With a thrill of terror I recognised them. I had seen one of them the night before, only these were larger, and longer of limb. Eyes aflame, they rose from the water, shaking it from their heads and dripping it from their small, round, closed mouths. As they strode towards shore, marching up the seabed, their necks eventually emerged from the water, their corpse-grey flesh glistening and glowing the same sickly green colour as the ships in the dim light. Then the sun emerged again from behind a cloud, and the glow disappeared, but their horrible, distended bellies began to emerge from the water, framed by dangling, simian arms with massive hands, clawed and emaciated. One of them, closest to the shore, suddenly drew back its neck and its mouth opened wide enough to swallow a child, exposing crooked, sharp yellow teeth. Silently, it screamed. The dead men on the boats raised their arms and shouted a roar of greeting, but we didn’t hear a sound. The lovers stopped to look out to sea, and stared past the approaching armada. The family of picnickers continued to eat and laugh. By the time the ships were about to beach, there were twenty of these creatures emerging from the water. My breathing became heavy. I glanced at Clara. She never took her eyes from the creatures.

The ships beached. The crews leapt to shore and made them fast. The dead men began to disembark. The horrible long-necked creatures continued their long, lanky strides and marched up the beach. The soldiers followed them. Before long a small army was advancing across the pebble shore. They marched straight through the lovers. They marched straight through the picnicking family. None of them looked up. They smiled, they laughed, they enjoyed what still promised to be a pleasant afternoon for them. The ghostly landing force filed by for what felt like an eternity, but which couldn’t have been more than ten minutes. They left the beach, and they walked across the moors, heading west. Eventually they were gone from our sight.

Another minute passed. Finally, I turned to Clara, and saw her regarding me with a half-smile.

“Do you believe me mad, now, Sam?”




JOURNAL OF LORD FINLAY STEWART, 15TH EARL OF ORKNEY, 28 SEPTEMBER 1876

Met with Dr Abravanel after his interview with Clara and explained the situation. He asked plenty of damfool questions, and I eventually snapped and told him to get on with the job he was being paid for. He’ll comply. Too much money in it for him not to. Seemed rather scared. I wonder what Clara told him.




DIARY OF DR SAMUEL ABRAVANEL, 28 SEPTEMBER 1876, EVENING

I must clear my head. The vision Clara showed me this morning will tax my sanity if I do not. Instead, I will set down my conversation with Lord Orkney. It has a ring of sordid pragmatism about it that will return me to mundane matters, and banal human greed, rather than the supernatural, for a while.

After my interview with Clara, I retreated to my own rooms for an hour, summoned Angus to bring a cold lunch, and stared at the waves in a stupor of shock for a good twenty minutes. Eventually, I shook my head, collected myself and went to meet Lord Orkney in his study.

He greeted me courteously, but gravely. Unsmiling, he stood, and indicated an easy chair before his desk. I had brought a briefcase full of papers and saw that he had plenty on his desk as well. He did not beat around the bush. As soon as I sat down, he began.

“Right, now that you’ve seen her, you know she’s mad.” It was not a question. His mind was made up.

“I am afraid I cannot say that with certainty as yet.” His eyebrows arched in surprise.

“She told you what she says she sees? What she says she hears? Her notions about what happened to my brother?”

“Yes. But it isn’t just the irrationality of the ideas. That won’t be enough for a declaration of lunacy. I must observe her longer, to be sure of my diagnosis.” He blinked twice. I must delay him. I need more time to find out what exactly is happening here.

“A declaration of lunacy, you say?”

“Yes.”

“Right. What is that?”

“Well, I don’t know how much you already know about lunacy law in this country?”

“Nothing at all. That’s why I’ve brought you here. I know that the mad cannot own property, but little more.”

“Yes. Well.” I stopped for a minute to collect myself. “The situation is a little more complex than that. Lunatics fall under the jurisdiction of the Court of Chancery.”

“Chancery!” It was a sort of groan. I couldn’t blame him. Chancery has a reputation. All it touches begins to decay, all that gets lost in its tentacles takes decades to resolve. I am personally aware of at least two Chancery suits regarding the disposition of property that are in their fourth decade.

“Yes, Chancery. As you know, Chancery is a court of equity, not a court of law. It has discretion to award settlements, and to manage affairs without regard for precedent, but in order to facilitate equity. Lunatics fall under the personal jurisdiction of the Lord Chancellor, to whom the Queen personally delegates her charge for the wellbeing of lunatics under de Prerogativa Regis: the Royal Prerogative. It is a very ancient jurisdiction, going back to the Middle Ages.”

“Right.”

“The good news is that Lunacy falls under a special commission of Chancery, the Court of Lunacy, which is administered quite separately, and is usually more efficient than Chancery itself.”

“Good.”

“In order for Chancery law to apply in Clara’s case, a petition by a family member or a friend – in this case I assume it would be you – would have to be made directly to the Court of Lunacy, with accompanying medical evidence – in this case probably my diagnosis, among anything else you feel would be material. If there is a prima facie case, the judge will order an inquiry to be held by members of the Lunacy Court, with a jury.”

“Is that necessary?” He seemed impatient.

“Yes. On a finding of insanity, the court will ascertain the extent of the patient’s property and income, identify the heir and next of kin and bring the person and property within the court’s protection. Assuming the court finds Clara so, the court will then assume immediate, complete and informed control of the property, acting as its protector and guardian, until the lunatic so found recovers her sanity, or dies, at which time her property will remand to her heirs. Clara will be unable to sell her property, she will be paid a small allowance and any surplus her property brings in, and I assume there is property?”

“Yes. Extensive. If she breaks the entail my grandfather left.”

“Well, we will return to that. Yes, so any surplus her property brings in will be invested in the Consolidated Funds on her behalf. Day-to-day management of her affairs will be passed to a committee of the estate.”

“A committee?”

“It is usually a single individual. A close relative, or someone else with the lunatic so found’s interests at heart.”

“I see.”

“It would probably be you, as, in this case, Clara’s daughters are the heirs of the property and cannot manage it disinterestedly. You are, I take it, her closest living relative?”

“Yes.”

“Then you can certainly have yourself appointed by the court to manage the affairs of the estate.”

“I see. And how long will that take?”

“Difficult to say. It could take years. More likely, nine to eleven months. That is, if you engage a solicitor with knowledge of Chancery and Lunacy business. It is highly specialised and technical. A general solicitor will have no idea how to navigate Chancery’s arcane procedures.”

“Damn. I was rather hoping this could be taken care of quickly.”

“It is Chancery, my lord. Nothing there ever moves quickly. There has been talk for decades now about abolishing it, but so far it has all come to nothing. You will need a specialist if you want quick results.”

“And I assume you yourself are so specialised?”

“Yes.”

“And will you do it?”

I paused for a long moment, turning the notion over in my mind. I do not believe Clara is mad. But I can already tell that if I do not oblige Lord Orkney, he will find someone else, more compliant, less scrupulous, who will. Clara will certainly appear more of a lunatic to someone who doesn’t know her. Or someone who can’t see… whatever it is that Clara and I can see. And money does not seem to be an object. I decided I must string him along. I must stay here, and unravel this mystery. For Clara’s sake, and if what I’ve seen here so far is real, for the sake of others.

“Yes, I will do it.”

“Good man.”

“It will take some time.”

“How long?”

“I will need to observe Clara over a period of several weeks to determine if she truly is insane.” This was a lie. I worried he would see through it. He only gave an exasperated, frustrated, snort. “And the preliminary paperwork you and I will need to complete to make sure the petition is granted by the Court of Lunacy, and to ensure the case moves quickly as it can through the court, will also take at least a month.” He considered this.

“I see. In that case I shall have to raise your fee. To, say, £500.” I kept my face blank and nodded.

“Very reasonable.”

“Room and board will make up the rest of your fee. Please feel free to stay here as long as you wish, so we can get this sorted properly.”

“Thank you, my lord.”

“We will start tomorrow.”

“Before we do, I have some questions of my own.”

“Do you?”

“Yes. First, what is the extent of Clara’s property, if she were to break the entail?”

“If she were to break it, and my own lawyers are confident, alas, that she could: my grandfather was on legally dubious ground when he ensured in his codicil that it could not go to her without her daughters being married, it would be extensive. Large estates in Scotland and the North of England, consolidated funds amounting to £10,000 a year, numerous other investments and speculations in the City and in London property, a house in Berkeley Square and a general’s pension from the army.”

“I see. And, if I may ask, why is it so urgent that care of her property be transferred to your control?”

“I don’t see how it’s any of your business.”

“It isn’t. But it will be the Chancellor’s. He will expect you to declare fully and accurately why care of Clara’s property should be entrusted to you. And I will have to help you make that case.”

“Ah.” He paused a moment. “Well, it’s quite simple. It’s for Melissa and Daphne’s benefit. Clara has spent a considerable amount of money in the last few years on her lunatic investigations. She has significantly reduced the dowries available for her daughters’, my nieces’, eventual marriages. I should perhaps further explain the entail my grandfather left.”

“Please.”

“My brother left no male heirs, as you know, and while he very explicitly left his property to Clara in his will, to the neglect of his own family,” he grimaced, “our grandfather had stipulated that without male children, his son’s rights to the family properties would revert to me, until his daughters had married ‘acceptable men’. Once they have, Clara’s property will revert back to her, to dispose of to her daughters’ heirs. Given her mental instability, I cannot allow that to happen until I’ve personally found suitable husbands for Melissa and Daphne, to keep the property in the family. Clara would doubtless allow her daughters to marry men who cannot be trusted with the Stewart property.”

“I see.” It was a fairly common problem. “And you have candidates in mind?”

“Sound men. Conservative men. Old governing class at its best.”

“Indeed.” My heart sank. I dreaded the idea of Daphne and Melissa being wed to the sort of person I already knew Lord Orkney would procure for them. “Well, you know best, I’m sure.” My mind is made up. I’m going to spin this out for as long as it can be. I’m going to waste as much of this man’s time and money as I possibly can. I’m going to stay close to Clara. And I’m going to help her unravel the mystery of whatever it is that is going on here. I said none of this to Lord Orkney. I discussed a few more legal details with him as the sun sank lower in the sky, and the room began to fill with red evening light. After about ten minutes of further discussion, Angus entered the room.

“Begging your pardon, sir, but a letter arrived for you this afternoon from a gentleman in Stromness.” He handed me an envelope, addressed to me. I was momentarily nonplussed, and then I concluded it was probably from Dacre. I thanked Angus and opened the letter.

“A friend of yours?” Lord Orkney’s eyes narrowed.

“Yes, an acquaintance I met on the train on the way here. He’s inviting me to join him tonight for dinner at the Ferry Inn in Stromness.”

“Well, naturally our carriage is at your disposal should you wish to join him.”

“Thank you. With your leave, I believe I will. He has an interesting reason for being in Orkney and I should like to ask him how it’s progressing.”

“Very well.” There was no curiosity. He returned to his papers, and I realised I was dismissed. As I left the study, Angus was waiting in the hall.

“I’ve rung up the carriage for you, sir. Should be ready any minute now.”

“Good man. Thank you.”

The sun had already set, though it was barely half past three, and the sky was shot through with fading reds and purples, as darkness advanced from the east. It was a brisk, clear night, but profoundly cold, and the north wind was stronger than it had been the day before. Shivering, I stepped into the carriage, and the friendly coachman prattled away in Scots as I arranged the furs about myself. The drive was quick and painless, and I deliberately avoided looking beyond the carriage windows. I had had my fill of strange sights for the day, and indeed for a lifetime. After about forty-five minutes we arrived in the courtyard of the Ferry Inn.

It was a respectable public house, clean and well ordered. My spectacles immediately fogged as I entered the warm parlour, where a peat fire was smouldering in an enormous stone hearth, and various locals were arranged about the bar, babbling and laughing in incomprehensible dialect. There were heads of numerous stags on the walls, and a few rather ordinary landscape paintings. The heat and the noise and the convivial chatter were welcome after the solemn atmosphere which prevailed at Kirkwall Castle. Dacre was seated at a table by the fire, a number of books and papers spread before him, and rose to greet me with a smile as I strode over to him.

“I say, good to see you again, old chap.”

“And you! Thank you for the kind invitation. I rather felt like getting away.”

“Please. It’s no trouble.”

“Lovely spot. You’ve engaged rooms here?”

“Yes, and I’m damn lucky to have done. I tried every other place in town. The respectable hotels were booked solid. Full of continental aristocrats, for some reason. Russians, Germans, Swedes. The publican said it happens every few years, but that this year there are more of them than most. A lot more. Thankfully this is a perfectly respectable public house. They’ve made me very welcome, and I’ve saved a considerable amount of money, which is always welcome on a student’s budget.” We sat down, and a barmaid came over with a glass of ale. We ordered a supper of halibut which Dacre assured me was delicious there, and we chatted companionably, as if we had known each other for years. Dacre sipped his ale and regarded me.

“You leapt at the chance to get away from that house, didn’t you?” he asked.

“I suppose I did.” I smiled.

“How goes the work?”

“It’s difficult. I’m afraid I can’t say much of interest. It’s a private matter. But I suspect I will be here a good long while. Much to sort out, affidavits, paperwork, that sort of thing.”

“Well, I wish you joy of it. I confess I rather like it here. It’s all very wild and woolly.”

I smiled wanly, thinking of what I had seen. “Indeed, very romantic.” I sipped my ale, and felt the warmth spread through me. “How goes your excavation?” He sat back with a look of frustration.

“It was going extraordinarily well. Harry has done splendid work already, and we had found still more inscriptions! None in the trilingual format of the one I showed you, but of comparable antiquity, and in Norse, Latin and more Brahmic script. More swastikas, more peculiar iconography. Most of it was below the level of the soil, as the stones have sunk somewhat in the centuries they’ve been standing. We had cleared the bases of two of them, and I had been documenting and doing my best to date what we found, when the strangest thing happened.”

“Oh?”

“Suddenly, these aristocrats started arriving at the ring. Tourists, we thought. They had come and gone all week. But these ones were different. They would scowl at us, and watch us at our work with blue murder on their faces. It was quite unsettling. Four or five groups of them over yesterday and the day before. They wouldn’t speak, they would just stare at us silently for a few minutes, and then turn and head back to Stromness. Happened five or six times. I even recognised a few of them from when I was trying to get rooms at the hotel. Harry and I remarked on it to each other, but we kept working. Not a lot of daylight this time of year, so we wanted to make the most of it. Anyway, just as the sun was going down, this officious looking cove shows up with an aristo in train, along with a couple of flunkies, and starts telling us we need to leave. ‘The Laird of Stenness has revoked your permits,’ he says. ‘Well, hang on,’ says Harry, ‘my permits aren’t with the Laird of Stenness, whoever that may be.’ But it turns out the permit with the local authority was contingent on the landowner’s permission.”

“And who was the man who came with him? The laird?”

“No, he was a Russian chap. Black hair, little black beard, quite young. He turned to his flunkies every once in a while to say something in Russian, but he never addressed us, and he let the chap from the council do most of the talking. Harry and I got quite angry, but he said if we didn’t pack up and leave at once, he’d get the constable. ‘The Count Vorontzoff requires that the ring be empty by this time tomorrow.’ I guess that was the Russian chap’s name. Can’t be sure.”

“Most peculiar.”

“Anyway, there was nothing else for it. We had to stop work. And before we’d even left, the Count’s flunkies had started shovelling earth back into our pits. Can’t imagine why. Harry is furious, says he’s going to write to the council about it and try to have the decision overturned. But in the meantime, my time here has come to an abrupt end. I’m getting the ferry back to Thurso tomorrow.”

“Oh dear, I am sorry.”

“Thank you. At any rate, thought I might as well invite you, before I left, to resume our chat.”

“I’m glad you did!” I paused for a minute, before broaching the question I’d been turning over in my mind all day for him. “Did you ever get any clarity on what your inscription means? The Hungry Spirits?”

“Well, as it happens, I already had a theory. And the term appeared again in some of the other inscriptions we got to take etchings of. The only thing that comes to mind, and if it is what they’re referring to, it’s most peculiar, is a Preta.”

“A Preta?”

“Yes, it’s a Buddhist notion. Common to South and East Asian Buddhism. Preta in Sanskrit, Egui in Chinese, Gaki in Japanese. The most literal translation is hungry ghost. So naturally I was intrigued to see the term here.”

“I can imagine. And what is a hungry ghost?”

“Well, the theology is a little complex, but, in essence, some Buddhists believe that if you’ve lived a sinful life; if you’ve been false, wrathful, deceitful, jealous, or greedy, or otherwise corrupted, one of your possible fates after death is to be reincarnated as a Preta. A sort of spirit, condemned to wander the earth, endlessly craving food and water, or more typically, some horribly repellent thing like corpses or faeces, as a parody of your former greed. They seek and seek, and sometimes they find, but they are never satisfied. They just crave more and more. Some say the food turns to ashes in their mouths, or bursts into flames. The heat tortures them in summer, and the cold freezes them in winter. They roam the earth for centuries in this state, until their karma has been addressed.”

“Horrifying.”

“Yes, I suppose it is, rather.”

“And are they… dangerous?”

“No, not at all. In their state they have no power to harm humans. Some believe they can be pests, poltergeists, etc. But mostly they are invisible and unable to influence the physical realm at all. Some say that certain people, in certain mental states, or born with certain abilities, can perceive them. But most don’t. They’re quite an innocent thing in China and Indochina. There are festivals where the people leave food outside to appease them.”

“I see.” I was somewhat relieved.

“Though there was a sage…” he hesitated. “A heretic, really, who believed otherwise.”

“Oh?”

“Yes.”

“Is this what you were thinking on the train?”

“Yes. I shouldn’t speak of this, it’s all conjecture, and it’s all rather macabre.”

“Go on, I’ll keep it quiet.”

“Well, the thing is, this is the rather unsettling aspect of my theory. There was a heretical lama in the early days of Buddhism, Vadakha, who founded a sect called the Dhaumri Karoti, or the Black Helmets, sometimes the Blackeners in certain sources. We can’t even be sure if they were real, the sources are so fragmentary. One theory is that there was some sort of inquisition and they were erased from the record. A Roman-style damnatio memoriae, almost. They had a whole lot of unsettling notions, and they were apparently wiped out root and branch by the Fifth Dalai Lama. We don’t know much of their doctrine, but one of the few surviving passages attributed to him speaks of how the Preta can be released into the physical plane through black magic. That adepts of their tantra can harness the energy of the Preta for their own… purposes. That the correct ritual will bring them into the realm of the living in physical form as… as an army.”

“Ah.” It was so bizarre I would have dismissed it out of hand, had I not spoken to Clara, and seen what I had seen. “And how do they harness this power?”

“Well, that’s the thing. They are supposed to harness it by… by consuming human flesh themselves.”

“Good God!”

“Indeed.” He looked thoughtful. “So the presence of this inscription, and the likely date of it, might mean that the Dhaumri Karoti were not destroyed entirely, and that somehow their… doctrine… was present in Europe at least two thousand years ago.”

“But how is that possible?”

“I have no idea. But without being able to excavate further, it will be difficult to come up with more answers.”

“Indeed, I would think.” There was a long pause. The room had emptied while we had been talking, and I suddenly became very aware of the new prevailing silence. The hissing of the peat fire was the only sound. A barmaid cleaning pint glasses placed one of them on the counter with a clink. Dacre shook himself.

“I’m sure it’s nothing. I’ll set out for Oxford in the morning and discuss it with my tutor when I get back to Pembroke. He’ll set me straight. He’s always dismissed the Dhaumri Karoti as being nothing more than a myth, a legacy of the chaotic early days of Buddhism in India and Tibet. A bogeyman they set up to enhance the appeal of real Buddhism. I’ll take him my findings, but I’m sure he’ll have an explanation.”

“I wonder… these, Preta. You… you don’t happen to know what they look like, do you?” He regarded me strangely. I concede it did sound like a damfool question.

“As it happens, I do have some engravings of Japanese representations of them. Here.” He turned to the books on the table, took one, and began flipping through the pages to the engravings and illustrations in the centre of the book. After a few moments of thumbing, he found what he was looking for, and he turned the book and passed it to me. “These are woodblock prints from the sixteenth century. Very vivid and striking, I must say. Like all Japanese art.”

With a sinking heart I looked down at the page and saw what I had expected to see. It was as if it was drawn from life. The steely, dark grey skin, the long, pendulous neck, the tiny mouth, the distended belly, the claw-like hands. The ghost in the picture was in the process of attempting to devour a corpse, as a group of samurai carried on with the business of killing, completely oblivious to the ghost’s presence. I turned the page. Here was a woodblock of another, eyeing a child playing happily with a ring with an expression of boundless hunger on his emaciated, hideous face. Again, on the next page, peeking through an open door at a wild and jolly party of kimonoed women and men. Finally, on the last page of the illustration plates, the most disturbing image of them all. At least a dozen of the things, of enormous size, looming over a mountain village where the inhabitants were going peacefully about their lives, the monstrous phantoms eyeing them with unspeakably well-executed longing and hunger. One of the ghosts had his mouth open in that enormous, howling chasm that I had seen now twice. I kept my face blank, regarding the images for some minutes, and then passed the book back to Dacre.

“Thank you.”

“Why do you ask?”

“Oh, no reason. Idle curiosity.” Silence fell again. The clock above the fireplace struck nine o’clock. “Dear God, is that the time?”

Dacre started. “Yes, I suppose it is rather late.”

“I’d better be going. Long drive back to Kirkwall.” I reached into my pocket for my wallet. Dacre stopped me with a motion.

“Don’t trouble yourself, old chap, it’s on me.”

“I appreciate the offer,” I said with a smile, “but I remember what it was like trying to live on your stipend. Please allow me.” He smiled sheepishly, and didn’t press the point. I paid the barmaid, and strode out into the street, where Lord Orkney’s carriage was waiting for me. A damp snow was falling, and lingering lightly on the ground in a layer of grimy wet.

It was a long, cold ride back to Kirkwall Castle, and it was nearly eleven when we finally clattered back through the gates and into the carriageway. The wind was howling, as it always seems to be in this place, and the castle was dark, the big square windows devoid of light. I regarded it glumly. It is certainly very grand, but I find the gloom of the place oppressive. I do not relish the thought of spending a month here. But I feel I must help Clara unravel the mystery of what is going on here. I am filled with the darkest forebodings.

I arrived back at my room to find Angus had left a sheaf of papers on my desk in a brown vellum envelope. There was a note on the envelope from Clara.




Sam, please read. As quickly as you can. And come and see me tomorrow.

Clara.



I examined the paper. It appeared to be a long letter, addressed to Clara, written in a strong, yet unsteady hand, whether through drink or fear. I flipped through to the end and glanced at the signature. It was from Ian Stewart, Clara’s late husband. I sighed, and threw the letter onto my desk. I have had enough of shocks and conspiracies for one day. My heart also sinks at the idea of reading a letter written to Clara by the man who loved her instead of me. I’m going to have a glass of brandy, and then I’m going to go to sleep. It is too dark and gloomy to be drawn further into these horrors tonight.


(Meanwhile…)




POLICE REPORT, STROMNESS CONSTABULARY TO THOMAS WYNESS, SUPERINTENDENT, INVERNESS BURGH POLICE, 29 SEPTEMBER 1876

To the Superintendent, Inverness Police,

On the night of Friday, 28 September, one Morag Gwynn, a local woman of ill repute in the village of Stromness, frequently charged with public drunkenness and lewdness, and wife of Richard Gwynn, also of ill repute, arrived at the constabulary in a state of high agitation, claiming that her husband had gone missing. It was not the first time such a report had been made, and the two have often been attended by officers when intoxicated, but Mrs Gwynn was sober, and in a state of high terror. She claimed that her husband had not come home as expected, and that there was a trail of blood from the front door of his usual public house, leading out of town.

Other witnesses confirmed the existence of the trail of blood, and local officers of the peace began an investigation. A crofter entering Stromness reported a carriage travelling fast in the direction of the Loch of Stenness, from which the voice of Mr Gwynn, in some distress, could be heard. Officers followed the trail of the carriage through wet snow, and were led to the stone circle of Stenness, not far from the Ring of Brodgar.

The snow was soaked in fresh blood, and a pile of disjointed bones and a head were all that remained of Richard Gwynn. Mrs Morag Gwynn has been informed that her husband is dead, but local officers are concealing the condition in which the body was found to avoid a public panic. Mrs Gwynn is in a state of hysteria, and is being detained as a person of interest in the ongoing investigation.

We urgently request detectives and constables be despatched to Stromness with all speed. We are under-resourced to deal with a murder of this brazenness and brutality, and have reason to suspect the killing will occur again. We note the presence of an unusual number of foreigners on the island, and ask for resources to conduct an investigation proper to the magnitude of the crime. Please send reinforcements with all speed.




TELEGRAM, THOMAS WYNESS, INVERNESS BURGH POLICE HEADQUARTERS, 30 SEPTEMBER 1876, TO STROMNESS CONSTABULARY

Request for reinforcements from Inverness denied STOP Appropriate authorities in Metropolitan Police and certain other security agencies have been notified STOP Agents despatched and will arrive as soon as possible STOP Require you facilitate their investigation with all resources at disposal STOP Place your officers entirely under direction of L supervisor of investigation STOP DO NOT UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCES REVEAL MURDER TO PUBLIC STOP Dispatch Morag Gwynn to London with all speed for questioning STOP Repeat at all costs do not let murder or any other related wrongdoing become known generally on islands STOP Burn this telegram and all documents related to investigation STOP Need for haste could not be greater STOP Matter of utmost urgency and importance for national security STOP Have officers ready to greet London agents at pier STOP God save us all FULL STOP




JOURNAL OF LORD FINLAY STEWART, 29 SEPTEMBER 1876

Intended to stalk partridge today, but have received a most curious invitation from Count Vorontzoff to join him for dinner and drinks on his yacht, the Severnoye Siyaniye, which is anchored in Scapa Flow. The Counts Vorontzoff have not been back to Orkney in many years, but I remember their previous visit when I was a young man. It is a responsibility of my rank to entertain visiting nobility, and I have accepted the invitation. Will invite Dr Abravanel as well, as the Count was particular that the invitation should be extended to him. Clara and the girls I will leave behind.




DIARY OF DR SAMUEL ABRAVANEL, 29 SEPTEMBER 1876

I slept late, and awoke and breakfasted alone in my rooms at around ten in the morning, sending down a message that I wouldn’t be joining the family. I needed an hour or so to fortify myself before visiting Clara this evening, to continue my “diagnosis”. I am eager to speak with her again.

I arrived in her rooms, and found her standing by the window. I went to join her. The beach was blessedly empty today. It is pouring with rain, and the sea is flat under the oppressive battering of the flood. The wind is strong, but has swung around to the south, and it is warmer. Last night’s snow has melted, and the world is iron-grey all around us. We stared at the empty pebbles of the beach for a long moment, and then she asked me:

“Have you read it?”

“Not yet.”

“You must. Return to your rooms and read it.”

“What is it?”

“It is a letter my husband wrote to me—”

“Yes, I could see that,” I interrupted, “but—”

“—just before he was murdered.”

“Really?” I was shocked.

“Yes.”

“Then, yes, I will read it immediately. Does it relate to… what’s happening?”

“Yes. I’m almost certain that it does.”

“I met a friend last night. Well, rather, a friendly acquaintance.”

“Yes?” She sounded expectant.

“He was here excavating the Ring of Brodgar. There were inscriptions of great antiquity. Does the phrase Satya Nirvana mean anything to you?” She turned to me, and her face was angry.

“Of course it does. You would know that if you had read the letter.” I felt fear shoot through me.

“Then this is all real. Something terrible is happening here.”

“I do not know why it is taking you this long to come to that conclusion.”

“He showed me engravings. They were of the things.”

“The Pretas.”

“You know?”

She walked over to her desk and produced the same book that Dacre had shown me. Without looking at me, she opened the book at the engravings and flung it down on the table.

“Of course I do. Now leave me. Go and read the letter. Samuel, I really don’t know what more you need to see to be convinced I’m telling you the truth! You’re not as stupid as Finlay, surely?” She sighed, and sagged, and for a moment I saw how the years had aged her. How taxing this whole ordeal had been for her. “Please, just read the letter. For me. I cannot begin to explain until you have.”

“Right.” And I turned and left.

Returning to my own rooms, I looked at the pile of papers on my desk for a long moment. The bold, clear handwriting of General Stewart stared back at me. I dreaded reading it. Partly out of fear of what I would find, and partly because it pained me that I would be reading the last communication of the man Clara had loved. The man who should have been me. I took a few minutes to fortify myself with a brandy, and then I sat down, shuffled the papers and began to read.

I had barely begun when there was a knock on the door, stern and peremptory. I started with frustration, but concealed it in my voice.

“Enter.”

Lord Orkney came into the room.

“I’ve received an invitation to dine this evening with Count Evgeni Vorontzoff.”

“Oh?”

“He’s asked me to extend you an invitation as well. We will be dining on his yacht, which is anchored in Scapa Flow. His launch is being sent for us at this moment at the pier in Scapa. Will you join me?”

“Goodness.” I was intrigued. I remembered that this Count Vorontzoff had been mentioned by Dacre last night. He had been one of the men who disrupted his excavations at the Ring of Brodgar. “I… I would not want to presume on the Count’s hospitality.”

“He was particular that the invitation extended to you.”

“Indeed!?” I was shocked. “How does he know I’m here at all, or, indeed, who I am?”

“He has been on the islands for some days. As you know by now, it is a small community here, I’m sure someone made your presence known to him.”

“Really? I’ve tried very hard to be discreet given the situation.”

“It is of no consequence. The servants know you are here and why, that is enough.”

I thought hard. This was a new development. I was frightened, given what I already had reason to suspect about the Count, but also undeniably curious. “I was planning to return to Clara this evening.” I did not mention the letter on the desk in front of me, and he did not seem curious about it.

“I have been informed that Clara has taken a sleeping draught, and will be abed until tomorrow.”

“Really?” I blinked. “Does she do that often?”

“Only when she has one of her fits. Daphne was with her, and convinced her to take it an hour ago.”

“She had a fit?”

“She has them often.”

“I was not aware.” I paused. “What sort of fit?”

“It is a private matter.”

“If I am to diagnose her accurately, I should be informed of all of the facts relevant to the case.” I was angry but did my best to conceal it.

“You may speak to her tomorrow. Now, are you coming to dinner or not?”

I thought for a long moment. “Yes, thank you. I will convey my thanks to the Count when I see him.”

“Good.”

It was a short carriage ride to the pier at Scapa, just across the isthmus from Kirkwall. The sun was already setting low in the western sky as we arrived at the pier, where a dinghy was waiting for us, crewed by four sailors in black striped shirts. Anchored in the Flow, some distance from shore, was an elegant yacht, with trim lines, rakishly sloped masts, a smokestack amidships and immaculate paintwork in white and black, with a stripe of crimson just below her rail that we could see blazing in the evening sun even from our distance. Lord Orkney and I stepped onto the pier, and I pulled my coat tight against the wind as we approached the dinghy, where a man was standing to greet us.

“Lord Orkney, Dr Abravanel, I am Stepa, Count Vorontzoff’s valet and major-domo. The Count is expecting you aboard the Severnoye Siyaniye, and looks forward to the pleasure of your company.” He was bald, softly spoken, of middling height, with bland features that you forgot almost the moment you saw them. Unobtrusive to the point of being utterly forgettable.

“Thank you, Stepa,” said Lord Orkney, without breaking his stride, or even glancing in his direction. He stepped into the dinghy, and Stepa made a gesture for me to do the same. I hesitated a moment, and then followed. Stepa hopped in after us, the dinghy bounced twice off the pier in the rolling swell, the sailors lowered their oars and we were away.

As we drew nearer and nearer the yacht, the sun fell quickly below the horizon and the yacht was revealed to be aglow with lights, and much larger than I had anticipated. She was at least a hundred yards in length, with at least three decks above the waterline. I tried to imagine the wealth that would sustain the operation of such a vessel all year round, and found that I could not. We pulled under the bow, and, as it loomed above us, silver filigree running from her pointed bowsprit along the hull, I could see figures scurrying on deck preparing to throw a ladder down to the dinghy through a gate in the railing that girded the ship, and one figure standing still, silhouetted by the purple sky, his face lost in shadow, looking down at us. The name of the boat was picked out in white letters in Cyrillic script, just below the bowsprit. I turned to Stepa.

“What does it mean?”

“Severnoye Siyaniye,” he said in Russian. “It means northern lights, sir.” His face remained bland and impassive, and he volunteered no more information. The rope ladder clattered into the boat, and, bracing himself against the swell, Lord Orkney stood and ascended it.

I had been dreading this part. Once the ladder was clear, I pushed myself up from my seat, and shaking slightly, grasped the ladder. Stepa suddenly moved over to me, and held the bottom step firm as my feet found purchase on it. With a deep breath, I closed my eyes and scrambled up the ladder as fast as I could.

“Evgeni.”

“Finlay.”

Two sailors helped me to my feet, and I rose to see Lord Orkney shaking the hand of a tall man in a black silk dinner jacket, top hat and red cravat. They turned to me, and the stranger, our host, addressed me in a rather boyish voice that took me completely by surprise. Russian, certainly, but with a tint of Oxford in the English that was unmistakable.

“Dr Abravanel, welcome to my little cruiser.”

He was young, much younger than I had expected. He didn’t look like he could possibly be over thirty. His eyes were wide, and long-lashed, and his face, while pale, was smooth and unlined. Black eyes sunk deep in his face regarded me steadily. He had cultivated a moustache that was thin, but not to the point of being embarrassing. His black hair was close-cropped, military fashion, and his relaxed, grave carriage and thin smile as he took me in gave me the impression of a much older man, sedate and self-assured.

“Count Vorontzoff, I presume?”

“The very same.”

“Thank you very much, my lord, and thank you for the invitation. I must confess I admire your… little cruiser, as you call it.”

“Thank you. She has been in the family some years now. Come, let us get you both a drink, and get you out of this cold.” He turned, and Lord Orkney and I followed him through a hatch into the ship.

I was immediately dazzled by the lounge we entered. Elegant mahogany furniture sat over plush Persian carpets in patterns of red and black, leather-bound books lined the bulkheads on rosewood shelves and a well-stocked admiral bar was in the corner. I saw bottles of Scotch whisky, Spanish sherry, Portuguese Madeira, Russian vodka, French brandy and other good things. Gaslights lit the scene merrily, nestled in sconces along the walls, and a sea-coal fire was burning in a stove at the far end of the salon. The walls were panelled with bright maple, faded slightly with age and the pleasant scent of recent cigars filled the air, alongside a hint of pungent sandalwood that suggested incense had been burning recently as well. The Count strode over to the table and poured three glasses of whisky himself from a bottle.

“Talisker, gentlemen?”

“Good man,” said Lord Orkney.

“Ice?”

I was astonished by the luxury of fresh ice on a ship, but declined.

“Neat will do, thank you.”

“Ice,” Lord Stewart snorted. “You Russians. A shot of water, tepid.”

He poured our drinks and brought the glasses over. They were heavy Waterford Crystal, and glimmered in the light of the lamps. We raised them in a silent toast and took a long sip.

“I’m surprised you wouldn’t offer us the local Highland Park,” I offered.

“Piss,” said Lord Orkney.

“I wouldn’t go that far,” the Count said, “simply not to my taste. I find Talisker bears notes of peat without the heathery quality of Highland Park. No disrespect to the Orkneys, I assure you. Just a personal preference.”

“I’m inclined to agree with you,” I said.

“I commend you on your taste,” the Count smiled. “I’m assuming you acquired it at Oxford?”

“Yes, actually.” I didn’t mention that I had acquired rather too much taste for it. I was not drinking Talisker towards the end. But those days were behind me now.

“I thought so. Balliol?”

“Yes.” I narrowed my eyes, wondering what else he knew. “You?”

“Brasenose.”

“Oh, indeed?”

“Yes, those were happy days.”

“They usually are,” I agreed. There was a pause. “And what about you, my lord?” I turned to Lord Orkney, surprised the question hadn’t come up.

“Never went up. Didn’t see the need. I know what I need to know to manage my estates.”

“You were always a practical man, Finlay.” Evgeni smiled. The two of them chattered on about mutual acquaintances and the doings of London and St Petersburg, and I contributed the occasional riposte when it was called for. I took another sip of the Scotch and thanked God I hadn’t taken ice in my drink, so the tinkle of it against the crystal wouldn’t betray my trembling hands. The sense of unease that I had felt since Lord Orkney had extended the invitation was only swelling, despite the comfortable surroundings. Lord Orkney seemed quite cool, and I considered that perhaps I was imagining things.

As we talked, I noticed something sitting on a credenza on the far side of the room, and I sidled over to inspect it. It was set among some faded daguerreotypes, one of which showed a tall, dark man with a craggily handsome face and a close beard, standing, with his hands on the shoulders of two young people. One was an astonishingly beautiful girl with raven-black hair, pale skin and ice-cold eyes on an expression stern even for a photograph. The other was a slim, elegant, handsome youth with close-cropped black hair and dark eyes with a wide, feminine look to them. His face wore a peculiar smile that made it unmistakably my host as a younger man. Next to it was a strange piece of art: a perfect cube of jade, about eight inches across, surmounted with an oriental dragon, with two carnelian stones set into its eyes, seeming to glow a fiery red. I suddenly felt Evgeni at my shoulder.

“I assume this is your family?” I asked.

“Yes, well spotted. That’s me with my father Vissarion, the late Count, and my sister, Olga. It would have been about 1852.”

“Your sister is very beautiful.”

“She is, isn’t she?” He smiled thinly.

“And what is this?” I gestured to the cube.

“Oh, it’s a sort of seal. A curiosity from the Mongolian steppe.”

“How striking,” I said. I reached for it, and his voice came sharp and stern.

“I must ask you not to touch it, please. It is of great antiquity and irreplaceable value.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Think nothing of it.”

A bell rang, and Stepa opened a door on the far side of the room. Evgeni nodded at him briefly.

“Ah, dinner is served. Gentlemen, if you will step into the saloon with me, I have a simple repast prepared. All local produce. Including some quite choice fresh meats from various places about the islands. No salt pork, I assure you. This is not one of your naval prison ships!” He smiled sidelong at Lord Orkney, who let out a barking laugh.

“You were a naval man?” I asked.

“I was a Royal Marine, until I bought my place at Horse Guards.” He was laconic as ever.

We passed out of the lounge into a saloon dining room as elegant as the lounge had been. The bulkheads and the table and the chairs, upholstered in red velvet, were mahogany. Ebony sideboards held yet more sparkling crystal decanters full of all manner of liquors and spirits. The table was laden with good things. Steamed and roasted vegetables piled high in silver dishes. A haunch of braised lamb with rosemary, and a substantial roast beef, both rare, bleeding into their silver platters. A poached salmon, elegantly presented, steam rising from it with a faint scent of lemon. Decanters of good claret. And roasted pork cutlets, on a platter closest to the end of the table where the Count and Lord Orkney sat, that gave off an aroma so delicious that it appealed even to me.

“My word, what a spread, Evgeni,” Lord Orkney said.

“On short notice, Stepa can work miracles,” said Count Vorontzoff. “The beef and lamb are from my own estates, and this delectable pork is from my friend the Laird of Stenness’ personal estate. Really, gentlemen, I insist you try it. The salt air and the diet on the isles gives them a flavour that is truly indescribable.” Lord Orkney nodded and began to pile cutlets on his plate. Evgeni motioned for me to do the same, and I held up a hand to politely demur.

“I’m afraid I must decline. The beef looks quite sufficient to me.”

“Really?” The Count arched his eyebrows. “Why ever not?” I grimaced.

“I’m a Jew, my lord.” I don’t know why it seemed important at the time. Some ancestral memory reared up in me, some prohibition I found I could not break. It was a relief to have an excuse, as for some reason the sight of the pork, and the Count’s insistence that we must try it, filled me with fear.

“Ahhh.” For a long instant he looked at me. Then he smiled. “Of course. No matter. I would never ask a man to break faith with his God.” He spread his hands and indicated the rest of the table. “Take whatever else you like.”

“Damfool religion,” Lord Orkney said, his mouth already full of the pork. “My God, Evgeni, this is delicious.”

“I knew you would enjoy it.” The Count smiled primly, and I could swear he winked at me.

“You’ve known each other long?” I asked.

“I knew his father,” said Lord Orkney. “Many years ago. The Count Vissarion. I was sorry to hear of his death,” he volunteered gravely to the Count.

“Thank you. I regret it has taken me so long to visit. There has been much to detain me in Russia since he passed away.”

“Think nothing of it,” Lord Orkney waved a hand, as though to disrupt a fly. His attention was fully on the pork. I had a bite of the beef. It was delicious. Rich and salty and bursting with flavour.

“How did your families become acquainted, may I ask?”

The Count smiled. “My father was friends with the late Lord Andrew Stewart, Finlay’s grandfather.” He used Lord Orkney’s Christian name. “We have connections in the Orkneys going back many hundreds of years. We even own land here. As you are no doubt aware, as an educated man, the oldest families of the Russian aristocracy can trace their lineage back to the Rurikid Princes of Kiev. The earliest Russian royalty were of Viking heritage. Varangian guards of Norse descent served at the court of the Byzantine emperors a thousand years ago. As such, some of our earliest ancestors came here before the Orkneys were even properly part of Scotland. They were Norwegian territory until comparatively recently.”

“By comparatively recently you mean five hundred years ago,” I noted.

“Yes.” He sipped his claret primly. I reflected that I had recalled to Dacre only a few days ago that my own people still celebrated the defeat and frustration of the Seleucid Greeks and the Babylonians, so perhaps it was not so strange. He continued.

“At any rate, our families lost touch, but I was in London at the funeral of Finlay’s brother. Colonel Stewart was a prisoner at my father’s estate during the war in the Crimea.” My ears tingled.

“What an extraordinary coincidence.” I wished now that I’d actually read the letter Clara had insisted I read.

“It was the oddest thing,” said Lord Orkney. “There I was, at the funeral at St Clements in London, and Evgeni introduced himself as an old comrade of my brother’s. He said his father had known my grandfather, and that our families were connected of old. I knew nothing of it. Then I found in my grandfather’s papers that he had indeed been friends with Evgeni’s father, Vissarion, and they had corresponded regularly. He never mentioned it to me, for some reason. Evgeni and I have kept in touch ever since.”

“We’re involved in a number of business transactions together as well. Mostly shipping concerns headquartered in London. Mines in the British colonies in Australia and Canada, merchant ventures in Africa and Hong Kong, that sort of thing.”

“Fascinating.” I took a long pull at the very accommodating claret, letting it steady me.

“By the by, Finlay, I invited you here partly for the pleasure of your company, and partly to tell you that I have something that may interest you.”

“Oh?” Lord Orkney helped himself to more pork. I had a little of the salmon.

“Yes, something our family has held on to for some years now, but which is properly an heirloom of yours. Your brother’s cavalry sabre.”

“Indeed?!”

“Yes, we’ve had it since he was a guest of ours. We’ve kept it safe, don’t worry. If you’re free tomorrow, I can show you?”

“Of course. I’m at your disposal. Why not tonight?”

“I can certainly show you tonight, but I beg your indulgence to let me keep it here until tomorrow. We can meet then, and I shall return it, you may be sure.”

“Well, certainly, it’s no trouble at all.”

“Stepa?” The servant, with his bland, forgettable face, nodded once, and left the room.

“So Dr Abravanel, how does a Jewish psychiatrist get mixed up with someone like my friend Finlay?” I looked at Lord Orkney, who shook his head at me, and returned to the pork. How did he know I was a psychiatrist?

“Oh, it’s nothing of consequence. Lord Orkney has engaged me to undertake some legal work for him. I am also a qualified solicitor. Nothing very interesting, I assure you.”

“Very impressive. But, then again, men of your race are often very accomplished.” I was silent. “Well, it’s certainly very hospitable of him to invite you here. Are you here long?”

“Yes, I believe so.”

“Well, I’m here myself for a while longer. My friends and I have some business to take care of, and I must get reacquainted with the business of my estates here. To many future conversations.” He saluted me with his glass, and I returned the compliment.

“Indeed.”

Stepa re-entered the room, bearing a sword sheathed in a velvet bag. Our eyes followed it, as he brought it to Evgeni, who withdrew it from its sheath slowly and laid it on the table.

The blade glittered as though newly polished, its gold hilt gleaming in the gaslight. The lower portion of the blade was clean and sparkling, and I saw with a little lurch the name Ian T. Stewart inscribed there. But the rest of the blade was far more extraordinary. It was caked thickly with what looked to my eyes like unrefined petroleum, jet-black and shining, shot through with mother-of-pearl hues of green and purple. It was thick, though oddly bright, on most of the blade, and faded to a mere discolouration like rust at its edges. While it was clearly disfigured by whatever the substance was, the edge looked as sharp and serviceable as if it had been honed in anticipation of a battle tomorrow.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

“Yes, indeed,” I said.

“What happened to it?” asked Lord Orkney.

“My father and your brother went on a little hunting excursion with it, shortly before he died.”

“When my brother died?” Lord Orkney arched his eyebrows.

“No, my father.” Count Vorontzoff was smiling. “You could say they bonded on the hunt. Quite a powerful bond, too. Eternal. Colonel Stewart misplaced it shortly after he was repatriated to the British Army. We didn’t find it again until three or four years had passed.”

“On your estate?”

The Count seemed to hesitate. “Yes, in that area.”

“Well, that’s a happy chance,” Lord Orkney said. I said nothing. “Why can’t I have it now?”

“Oh, I need to show it to some friends on the Mainland”, he was referring to the main Orkney island, “who have an interest in this sort of military history. It won’t take long. Actually I was planning on presenting it to you formally at a little party we’re having on the Mainland, not far from Stenness, if you’re willing?”

“Of course!” Neither of them thought to invite me. I didn’t press the point.

The dinner continued, and we moved on to talk of indifferent matters. I answered when spoken to, feigning deference to their titles as reason enough for my silence, and followed the thread of the conversation, but inwardly I was turning over and over in my mind all that I had learned, and trying to determine how it related to the strange apparitions Clara and I had been witnessing. Clearly the Count had some purpose here, some reason he had come, and it occurred to me that it was probably related to the surfeit of foreign aristocrats I had heard allusions to throughout my time on the island. Something is clearly about to happen. I don’t know what, but I feel certain it has something to do with the Ring of Brodgar, and a deepening suspicion that somehow it involves Clara and me in some horrible capacity. There are too many extraordinary coincidences to be coincidences at all. Some uncanny fate is at work here.

At last, the Count signalled the remnants of the meal to be taken away, and he and Lord Orkney began to say their goodbyes as Stepa prepared the launch that would row us back to the pier at Scapa. I excused myself to use the water closet and asked Evgeni if I could take a cigarette from the humidor, to which he assented with much graciousness. I stepped back into the saloon, lit the cigarette, which I only ever smoked in moments of high stress, then drew my coat tight about myself and went on deck to feel the cold, salt air and to think frantically about what my course of action should be. The night was dark, cold and moonless. My breath formed great clouds in front of my face. I looked up at the stars, my eyes adjusting to the night, and was astonished to see they were obscured by an aurora borealis that had begun while we had been dining. I had never seen one before. Great, green shimmering curtains of light were dancing in the air above the yacht. There was only the black night sky, and the endless, waving aurora. It would have been quite breathtaking at any other time, but this was not an ordinary night. It just seemed sinister and unusual, and I felt that it was also quite out of season, but could not say for sure. Is there a season for such things?

The waves sparkled and danced in the light from the sky, and it was as bright as if it had been a full moon. I stepped to the rail and felt the wind on my face, smelling the salt air and taking draughts of my cigarette with trembling hands.

I resolved to return to Kirkwall Castle and immediately read the letter Clara had left on my desk. It cannot possibly be put off any longer. But as I waited, in the shadow of a collapsible lifeboat on the roof of the cabin, I saw Evgeni come on deck through another door and stare silently out to sea, silhouetted in the light glowing from a spotlight trained on the shore on the opposite side of the yacht. I could hear the crew shouting to each other faintly in Russian on the far side, as they made the launch ready, but other than that there was no sound but the lapping of the waves. The wind, for the first time since I arrived here, had entirely died away. I ducked into the shadows to conceal myself.

Stepa materialised at his master’s side.

“He ate it?”

“Yes.” Evgeni produced a black cigarette with a gold filter from a case in his breast pocket and lit it.

“Good.” Stepa took an offered cigarette from the case and lit it in turn. All pretence of master and servant seemed to have fallen away from them. “How long should it take to act?”

“It depends on him, and his character. But I would say he will have turned by this time tomorrow.”

“Good. Then we are ready.”

“Almost.” They were silent for a moment. “Have the rest of us been notified?”

“Yes. They will assemble at the sign. Baron Ungern has brought his infant son. He will be ready.”

“Good. And the woman?”

“Taken, my lord.” I froze, unable to repress a sharp intake of breath. They did not hear. “What about the Jew? Is he one of them?”

“A Tzadik Nistar?” Evgeni took a long drag on his cigarette and exhaled it slowly, seemingly pondering. “Yes. Yes, he is.” I wracked my brain to try and remember what the Hebrew term meant. I knew I had encountered it before, in some more obscure kabbalistic literature I had studied years ago in my youth, before I abandoned my faith.

“Should we kill him?”

“No. Not yet. We need him at the ritual. It is essential that he witness it.”

“Then?”

“Then, yes, we will kill him.”

“Then the time is come.”

“Satya Nirvana.”

“Satya Nirvana.”

They turned from each other and returned through the door they had entered. With shaking hands I threw my cigarette into the sea and went around the stern, eager to board the launch and leave the yacht before they changed their minds on the subject of my death.

The Count saw us off smiling and shook my hand. I took it and succeeded in repressing a shudder as he smiled at me, eyes gleaming in the lamplight. His face now seemed to me to have a lupine quality, and his gleaming white teeth as he smiled were like the teeth of a wolf about to tear into my throat. But all he said was:

“Goodbye, Dr Abravanel, I pray we meet again soon.”

“Goodbye, Count” was all I could manage.

Lord Orkney and I returned to Kirkwall Castle in silence, in the eerie glow of the aurora. I kept one eye on him, warily, but he seemed unchanged. Merely taciturn and as sour-faced as ever. Whatever it is he ate tonight, it has not impacted him yet. I went to Clara’s rooms and knocked frantically on the door. There was no answer, and the door was locked. Daphne told me she was still asleep after her fit, and I pressed her hard on the point of whether she herself had personally seen her. She had. I tried not to alarm her, but I failed, and she asked me several frantic questions herself, which I answered calmly, to allay her fears. Then I went and found Angus and asked him to use his servant’s key to enter, and confirm for me that Mrs Stewart was there. He was confused, but he did as I bid, and he emerged saying that, yes, Mrs Stewart was where they had left her, and sound asleep. I breathed a sigh of relief.

I returned to my rooms and immediately set all this down as it is here. I want an exact record of what has happened this night. I feel it will be needed. Then I will read Clara’s letter. If it takes me all night.




JOURNAL OF LORD FINLAY STEWART, UNDATED

More. I need more. Now. More.




(Indecipherable scribbling)
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(FOUND ON THE DESK OF GENERAL IAN T. STEWART, LATE OF HER MAJESTY’S 10TH HUSSARS, AFTER HIS VIOLENT DEATH. CERTAIN NAMES HAVE BEEN REDACTED IN THE INTERESTS OF POLITICAL SECURITY. PLEASE REFER TO L FOR FURTHER INFORMATION.)


17 October 1872



My dear Clara,

Men enjoy violence because it feels good. I have known this all my life, even if I have never attempted to explain it to you. I have experienced it myself. I have killed men, and men have tried to kill me in turn. This was duty. It was never pleasure for me, and certainly not joy. But I will not lie to you, Clara, and pretend that there is no thrill, no exhilaration, in killing. I do not feel it now, though a struggle is surely coming. Only fear. For you, for the girls, and for my own mortal soul.

For they have found me again.

I knew they would in the end. Always, in the clubs, at the theatre, in the country at Kirkwall Castle, the thought lingered like a faint whiff of corruption in the air, all these long years. Now they are here. I welcome it. It is time, and the hunger has become too much to bear. But there are still a few days until the new moon, and it is time I told you the truth, Clara, my darling, while there is still time.

Here, snug before the fire of my Berkeley Square study, looking out over late-night revellers trickling back through Mayfair from the Haymarket, listening to you and the girls turning in for the night, where I thought myself safe, it does not seem real. But I remember everything all too well. I have never lost what found me then. It haunts me now, as I write. I feel it gnawing in my stomach. My only consolation is that I was able to burn that… thing I received this evening before you or the girls could see it, my love. I am sorry that I have kept it all from you. I only wanted to keep you safe. Here, though, for better or worse, is the man you married. You will know all that happened now.

The moment Lew Nolan, Lord Raglan’s aide-de-camp, arrived at the bottom of the valley near the insignificant Crimean village of Balaclava, the drum of his horse’s hooves silent beneath the roar of the Russian cannons, I had a presentiment of what was to come. Watching him confer with Cardigan and the other senior officers of the Light Brigade, trying to interpret Lord Raglan’s cryptic order to advance, I felt a gnawing in my stomach that was more than just the familiar dread before action. It was darker, somehow, heavier. And it came with a craving that was unfamiliar to me. Violence for me was duty. I did what I had to do, as a soldier, and at night I asked God to forgive me, and summoned with compassion the faces of the men whose deaths I knew I had caused. But that day I was surprised at a vicious smile within, as though a wolf whose existence I had never expected was licking his lips, and saying to me with his eyes, “now, we will feast”. I pushed it away, and looked around me, taking in the world for what I knew could be the last time.

It is burned into my mind. The smell of George Paget’s cheroot, as he lazily smoked in the saddle, regarding Nolan and Cardigan with hooded eyes. The nickering and whinnying of skittish horses all around me, and the feel of my own charger, Born Again, pawing the ground beneath us. The nervous chatter of the troopers of the Light Brigade, and my own voice steadying them, readying them for the charge I could sense was coming. Lord Cardigan’s haw-haw voice shouting his order to advance. The slow thrum of anticipation as we went from the trot to the canter to the gallop. The majesty of the valley all around us, smoke curling into the air as though the brown grass hills were volcanoes on the verge of eruption. The gradual realisation as the cannonade began that we were flanked on three sides by well-placed artillery on the heights above us, and on the floor of the valley ahead of us. The reek of gunpowder and burned earth as the soil exploded all around us, and our horses whinnied with terror, their eyes rolling into the backs of their heads. The splatter of Lew Nolan’s blood on my face as he and his horse went down to earth in a crimson pulp, victims of a direct hit. The crazed look in the eyes of the troopers to my left and right as we bowled hell for leather down that hellish valley. The sight of George Paget still nonchalantly puffing on his cheroot as he rode, all the way to the guns.

Then we were upon them, screaming wildly with pure catharsis as our line hit the Russian positions, and the melee began in earnest. We took our revenge for the hell those hot guns had created for us out there in the valley. The air was full of wild cries of rage, of fear, of pain.

We laid madly about us with our sabres, hacking at the shirtless artillerymen who quailed before us. Blood spattered through the air. Born Again’s flanks were steaming with it. My teeth were clenched shut tighter than vaults as I lashed at the naked flesh of the gunners, brushing aside their lances and feeling my sword bite into their flesh. The madness of battle was upon me, and I had no thought, no mind; only a wild animal’s instinct to kill or be killed.

Then there was a roar, and the Russian heavy cavalry arrived in a thundering of hooves that shook the earth beneath us. My sabre cracked off the breastplate of a cuirassier who bared his teeth as he flew by me, sword in his other hand.

I saw it slice through the neck of Billy Wallace, sending his head flying backwards as his horse galloped ahead, screaming in terror. I heard Cardigan’s shrill voice hollering “wetreat, wetreat!” The bugle sounded, confirming the order, and I was rearing for a final slash at a gunner, who tried in vain to fend me off with a cannon ramrod, when suddenly Born Again shrieked and tumbled backwards, a bullet in his chest. I rolled away from his thrashing hooves, only to find a Russian infantryman’s bayonet poised above my stomach, a wild, soot-streaked face staring down into mine with gritted teeth and bulging eyes.

“Ya podchinyayus,” I croaked. I surrender. I had learned that much Russian, at least. The infantryman sighed, and lifted his rifle, and sat back on the ground, and began to cry. I began to comfort him, placing a hand on his shoulder, as the noise of the retreating Light Brigade receded and the Russian heavy cavalry surrounded us, their swords dripping blood, looking down bemused at this thoroughly unexpected sight. I was alone, and a prisoner.

Colonel Flashman and I were the only two officers to be captured by the Russians that day, along with a handful of wounded troopers. Liprandi, the Russian commander in the field, Menshikoff, the commander-in-chief, and their staffs made much of us that night. Gathered in Menshikoff’s tent, they plied us with questions and decent champagne, trying to cajole us into revealing what had sent us on such a suicidal charge.

“What possessed you, really?” Menshikoff asked, regarding us as if we were madmen, which I suppose in a way we were. I looked over to Colonel Flashman, who snorted, red in the face, and said only:

“Well, it was just to teach you fellows to keep your distance, what?” There was silence, and then a bit of confused laughter, and Menshikoff rose to his feet and lifted his glass of champagne.

“The Light Brigade!” he said. And his men echoed him, sank their glasses, and as one, smashed them on the floor.

The rest of the night is rather a blur. The officers kept jabbering away at us in good French, which my governess had beaten into me many years ago. Old Flashy became beastly drunk, but I kept my head on my shoulders, and could not forget, as he did, that I was boozing with the enemy. I put the glass to my lips often enough, but I never had much head for drink anyway, and thought it would be better to keep my wits about me, given the circumstances. Eventually I was escorted back to the tent they had set aside for me by a major whose acquaintance I had made that evening named Praznikoff.

Praznikoff and I walked in companionable silence back to my pavilion through the flickering light from the fires of the Russian camp. He was a slim, blond man, balding around the temples, and genially disposed. He was rather earnest, but he was decent company, and he had also stayed relatively sober amid the general fierce, soldierly gaiety. I was under no other guard, my word as a gentleman sufficing for my parole. War didn’t mean the death of courtesy in those days.

“What will become of me now?” I asked in my schoolboy French,

“Probably they will billet you with a nobleman, nearby, in the Ukraine,” he replied. “You will be his guest for the duration of this unpleasantness, or until we can arrange a suitable exchange. A colonel should be simple enough for General Liprandi to trade. I doubt it shall be long.”

“Any idea who it will be?”

“Not yet. Colonel Ignatieff will oversee your billet. I will speak to him tomorrow.”

I slept wonderfully that night, remarkably untroubled by the shame of capture, and disarmed by the cordial hospitality my captors had shown in all things. Praznikoff pushed through the flap of my tent the next morning as I was shaving at a bowl and stand that they had provided, the noise and bustle of the camp springing to life all around us through the thin canvas, and a pepper of rifle fire from the pickets audible in the distance. He seemed uneasy.

“I have just spoken to Colonel Ignatieff. You are to be billeted at the home of Count Vorontzoff.” He paused here, as though the name should mean something to me. I didn’t react, as of course it didn’t. “He is… a formidable man here, and his estate is large and comfortable. He was a power at the court of Tsar Alexander, but he is retired to his estates with his son and his daughter these days.” I was a little put out at this implication that I would be staying with an elderly man.

“If he was at the Court of Tsar Alexander then he must have been involved in the fight against Napoleon,” I reflected. Praznikoff coughed and swallowed nervously.

“Yes, he was indeed.” I glanced at him. His reticence and nervousness surprised me.

“Very well, and when do I leave?”

“Today. Your escort is being assembled outside.”

“Escort?” I peeked outside, and saw a small coach being made ready by two privates and a diminutive coachman. It was a trim little thing, rather like a phaeton, with two wheels, a collapsible roof and two strapping bay horses between its posts. Two Cossack lancers sat on their horses behind, looking bored.

“We have assigned you a state carriage for the journey, so you should make good time. The Cossacks will escort you to the borders of the estate, where Count Vorontzoff’s people will meet you. A quite unnecessary precaution, of course. They are more for your protection on the road than to keep an eye on you.” He clicked his heels smartly and saluted. The officers treated me with a kind of awed deference. They looked at Colonel Flashman and me as if we weren’t quite canny. I was too embarrassed to relate what I knew, and what Colonel Flashman had told me the night before, in a sober moment, that the whole thing had been a ghastly mistake. Cardigan had misinterpreted Raglan’s order, and we had launched our suicidal charge for no reason.

“How far is Count Vorontzoff’s estate?” I asked.

“Not far. It is in the Zaporizhzhia oblast. About two hundred of your English miles from here. Just north of the Crimea in southern Ukraine, south of the Dnieper. I hope you have an uneventful stay, Colonel Stewart.” I boarded the carriage. A light snow was beginning to fall, though it was only late October. As Praznikoff helped me into the coach and I settled back on its comfortable seat I turned to thank him, to find him regarding me strangely. He seemed torn as to whether or not to speak. He made a little sucking noise with his teeth, as though weighing his options. Finally, he sighed, and all he said to me in parting was “Be careful”. I didn’t answer, merely regarding him quizzically. He said nothing more and turned to go. The cabin of the little coach was draped with furs, and I arranged one of them about my knees as we pulled away from the camp.

The journey took about two days. We moved north at a good clip, through the flat and rather dull countryside of the Crimea and southern Ukraine. We stopped regularly at post stations to change horses and to present me for inspection to the myriad small bureaucrats and local officials we had to meet along the way, with their puffed-up airs and their ha’penny medals on their uniformed chests. Some of them were quite rude to me, as a representative of the national enemy, but others were hospitable enough. Eventually all the requisite papers were stamped, and I was sped on my way through the impenetrable thicket of Russian bureaucracy.

It was the end of October, but the landscape had that desolate quality that Britain doesn’t acquire until December. The rare trees were already stripped of their leaves, and the endless grassy fields were a dull slate-grey and brown. It snowed in little flurries here and there, and I was grateful for the furs that had been provided as the chill grew more pronounced as the days went by. Here and there we passed through a ragged little village, with serfs and other peasants regarding us dully from within the doors of their low-slung houses. As we passed through one village, my carriage was suddenly brought to a halt where a little crowd had assembled in the central square. My Cossack guards had not spoken to me once, but here one of them caught my eye and gestured that I should watch what was about to happen. He smiled as though to indicate it would be good sport.

The crowd was as silent as the crypt, and the only sound was the low moan of the north wind. A priest and an official stood on the steps of the onion-domed church that dominated the cramped square. A man was brought out from the church, in one of the dirty peasant smocks that had been the uniform clothing of every Russian serf I had seen. The man’s eyes were wild with terror, and he struggled against the two burly Cossacks holding each of his bound arms, wrists straining bloodily against their rope tethers. As they brought him towards a low block in the rough centre of the encircling crowd, I caught a glimpse of what it was that so terrified him.

The whip the third Cossack was uncoiling from around his body was the longest and most fiendish device of that kind that I had ever seen. It looked to be almost ten feet long and was as thick as a man’s arm at its base, tapering to an almost infinitesimal point. It writhed as it was unravelled like a jungle python, and as the Cossack gave it an experimental flick it seared through the air like a sword, giving an ear-splitting crack that struck my ears with a hammer blow. The Cossack leered horribly at what was plainly the condemned man, who struggled mightily as he was stretched across the block, his arms held out by his bonds at an acute angle from the ground, and his knees buckled under him. The silence took on a singularly deafening quality, and all eyes were on the official standing on the church steps next to the black-robed priest. He was a tall man, bald, with an evil little beard that tapered to a point at his chin. Expressionlessly, he lifted his left hand to indicate that it should begin. The Cossack reared his hand back for a full swing.

The crack of the first blow was followed by a deafening scream, and across the top of the man’s back, as if by magic, appeared a bright red laceration. The whip could barely be seen, though it could certainly be heard, as another thin red line appeared across the small of the man’s lower back. As the grisly punishment continued, more and more lines appeared, though after a few minutes they blurred into a single, crimson pulp as blood poured from the deep cuts and flowed like a torrent across the man’s back. The animal screams continued unabated for twenty strokes. I was horrified but am ashamed to admit that I was also deeply fascinated, and my eyes did not stray from the spectacle until I felt a nudge from one of the Cossacks at my shoulder, who gestured to the man who held the whip with a significant look, and drew his finger across his throat. Sure enough, the whip arm stretched back for one final blow, but rather than flicking the tip of the whip down, he brought his arm down flat, sending the middle of the whip into the pulped remnants of the poor soul’s back. This time there was no deafening crack from the whip, but an infinitely more horrible crunch that was the sound of the man’s spine snapping, loud enough to carry clear across the square. There were no more screams, only the sound of the whip slithering sickeningly through the fleshy remnants of what had once been a man.

I kept my face expressionless, my mind racing to wonder for what reason I had been shown this grisly spectacle. Was it a warning? A lesson? A moment’s cruel entertainment to break up a long and tedious journey? I couldn’t even be sure what crime the man had committed, or if he had committed a crime at all. None of that eerie company made a sound, and the snow began to fall in earnest, muffling even the echoes of that terrible whip. The flakes of snow vanished into the steam rising from the lacerated corpse.

Without a word, we started our journey again, the Cossacks and the coachman remaining silent as we quickly left that hamlet and headed back into the flat, desolate countryside. The snow now covered the ground entirely. The plains rolled away around us on either side, the horizon blurring as overcast sky and snowy ground made an infinite pearly mist extending in every direction around us. The silence of those desolate steppes must be heard to be understood in all its true power. It made the sound of the whip reverberate in my consciousness. I was so lost in my shock that I only dimly noticed that the expressions on the faces of my Cossack guards were getting darker and darker, even with a trace of fear. My coachman’s back was to me, but I noticed that he was having more and more trouble with the horses, which seemed skittish and frequently shook their heads as though to dislodge a persistent fly. Occasionally my coachman would glance around him, and then I did notice what appeared to be naked fear on his face. It puzzled me. The silence continued until a few hours later, when looming in the road ahead we saw a party of horsemen on black steeds, waiting for our approach. As we drew level with them, a leader rode forward to greet us. It began to snow lightly, large, damp flakes falling slowly through calm air.

“Colonel Stewart,” he hailed me in good French, “I am Count Evgeni Vissarionovich Vorontzoff, the son of your host, the Count Vorontzoff. Welcome to V [image: image]. If you will follow me, please, we will escort you from here.” He nodded to my Cossack guards, who gestured that I should descend. “Your coach will not be coming with you. It is a state conveyance and will be needed elsewhere. I’m sure a cavalryman of your stature will have no objections to riding the final mile.” I noticed a fifth, riderless black horse. I nodded my agreement. My escort was quick to turn and almost flee back down the road whence they had come, with the coachman working to turn the vehicle even before I had mounted the black stallion that had been provided for me. It was a beautiful creature, tall and dignified, with lustrous flanks of deep, jet-black. Black eyes, black lips, black mane, black hooves, black fur unbroken and magnificently rich. It was the first thing I noted to my host’s son.

“What a magnificent animal. What’s his name?”

“Azazello. He is only recently broken to saddle.” I noted as I swung into the saddle that all five of the other horses in our party were identical shades of deepest coal-black. They stood out in brilliant relief against the misty whiteness of the surrounding steppe. I turned my eyes to my host’s son for the first time.

He would have been younger than me, but not by much. Perhaps twenty-four or twenty-five. His skin was opalescent and pale, and his lips were ruby-red, possibly from the cold, though they seemed to stay that way for the time I knew him. His brown eyes were hooded, and surrounded by deep, feminine lashes. There seemed even then to be a touch of cruelty to them, though it was disguised at that first meeting by a lazy smile. His hair was black, and close-cropped in military fashion. He had no beard, and I would have guessed that he had little need to shave. He was dressed in the bottle-green tailcoat of the diplomatic service. Russia in those days was a nation of uniforms. Evgeni’s, which he wore with studied insouciance, a button open on the collar, was cut in a fine cloth, and marked him out as an aristocrat and a high-flier, with access to the most sensitive levels of policymaking. I nodded.

“Lead on, my lord.”

“You may call me Evgeni,” he said, this time in English, to my evident surprise. “I spent some years at Oxford, at Brasenose College.” He spurred his horse, I followed, and we began to move down the road. Evgeni’s Cossacks fell in behind us.

If this was the edge of the Count’s estate, it must have been very large, in the thousands of acres, for it was another hour or so of cantering before we arrived at any sign of human habitation. It was the first of two serf villages, along the pattern I had already seen. Cramped sod houses and a few wooden shops here and there. The streets were deserted of even the few straggling women in shawls and baskets that I had seen in earlier villages, and the silence in them was near total. As we passed through the second village, I was surprised to see that the church, larger and more impressive than the others I’d seen, was a smoke-blackened ruin. The golden domes of the roof remained, but the windows were broken and stained with soot, and the door hung inwards on a crazed angle. A curious gibbet was mounted above the door, with a hook trailing a small length of frayed rope. An unkindness of ravens cawed and danced on the upper beam of the gibbet. It seemed to be their regular haunt. I found myself wondering whether something had been hanging there recently enough to pique their interest.

“Are churches generally places of punishment in this country,” I asked Evgeni in English. He looked at me quizzically. I indicated the gibbet as we passed.

“Village squares, certainly. Though in this village Father prefers to be a little more direct. The Ukrainian serfs here are prone to sullen notions and radical, foreign ideas. Though it’s difficult to tell unless you speak their barbarous dialect. They require discipline more than most, to avoid rising against their betters.”

“How many villages does your father rule over?” It seemed the appropriate word. The mastery of these Russian lords over their serfs appeared to be near total. I felt as though I had been travelling backwards not just in space, but in time, these last few days, to a darker, crueller age.

“The surrounding six villages are under his direct administration. Father prefers to keep it at that number. It is manageable.” He smiled, “Others existed, but were razed at his direction, and the inhabitants clustered together, for easier governance.”

“Ah.” We rode in silence out of the village. “The village down the road from where you met me, then, would be under his care?”

“Yes.” He was silent for a moment, a considering expression on his face. “Ah, you mean K [image: image]. You must be wondering about the knouting.”

“The what?”

“Certain criminals in this country are condemned to the knout. It was made illegal by the Tsar fifteen years ago now, in a fit of reforming zeal. But my father, like other landowners, does not believe in indulging the serfs. Particularly these Ukrainians. They need a firm hand if order is to be maintained. He still uses the Great Knout; which I believe you had the pleasure to witness in K [image: image]?”

“I perhaps wouldn’t call it pleasure.”

“Oh, come now, Colonel Stewart, I wouldn’t have taken you for a sentimental man. Cruelty has its pleasures, as does anything else. And in this country, you may find it proves useful from time to time. In any case”, and here a sour cast moved over his pretty features, darkening the gleam that had appeared in his eyes, “the Superintendent of the Tsar was passing through this district, and insisted on supervising the execution. He is an old friend of Father’s from his Petersburg days.” I thought of the tight-lipped, skeletal official I had seen on the steps of the church.

“What was his crime? The prisoner?”

“Oh, murder.” He shrugged lazily. “He attacked one of my father’s overseers and killed him. The Great Knout is only for such cases. Twenty strokes usually suffices to kill a man.”

Immediately upon leaving the village we entered a forest, which came as a shock to my sensibilities after so much barren steppe. There had been isolated groves of poplar and pine along the journey, but this was another matter altogether. Tall, skeletal pines, oaks and maples pressed thickly together, and loomed over us as we approached and entered along a wide road well paved with good flagstones. The mist had seemed to grow thicker as we approached, and, though it was midday, those woods seemed to do their best to blot out the pale noon sun, and we entered a kind of slate-grey twilight under those trees. I was struck by a sense of malevolence in them, as though they would harm me if they were able. I am not generally a man for vague impressions and fancies, but the weight of the gloom pressed upon me, and I did not speak further.

The forest went on for what felt like at least another hour, and I had found my eyes hunting through the trees for any sign of life. Perhaps it was a game park, and the Count liked to keep it well stocked with deer. Perhaps partridges or pigeons would remain in the wood despite the descending winter chill and the new-fallen snow. But all that met my ears was the same deafening silence that somehow unnerved me more than all the thunder of the guns at Balaclava. Once in the distance I thought I heard the croak of a raven. And once I thought I heard a moan, deep and guttural; perhaps the roar of a bear, or the note of a basso profundo voice singing a low octave. But it was so faint it barely settled on me as more than an impression.

Abruptly as it began, the forest ended, and we rode out into a clearing, with dead sculpted hedges and bushes sailing out of the mist at us like ships in a heavy fog. The road wove down a little rise in the ground and skirted the edges of an ornamental pond, with a fountain in its centre surrounded by statues of horned satyrs and writhing nymphs. The fountain was as silent as everything else in that wintry landscape, with dustings of lawn grass peeking through the new-fallen snow here and there. Suddenly, the mist abruptly drew back and brilliant sunshine revealed a manor house before us. I gasped in wonder.

It was at least five storeys tall, with a perfectly symmetrical Italianate façade, as grand and striking as Chatsworth or Blenheim, if not quite on the same Olympian scale. A swirling white pediment surmounted the structure, and curling cornices descended past large, mullioned windows on each floor. There was a belvedere in one corner of the topmost floor, presumably designed to give a view of the gardens in summer. The impression of immense space within was given, and it was in immaculate condition, freshly painted and gleaming. But what made such an impression on me was the colour of the paint that descended like rivulets below the white cornices. It was the most extraordinary shade of crimson red that I had ever seen. The whole building seemed to be on fire with it, and the newly emerged sunlight made it leap out even more dramatically in its elaborate gardens, that we now rode through on our way to the front door, where a little knot of servants was arranged to greet us. As we entered the circular carriageway before the house, I noted a queer sundial in the middle of the lawn enclosed by the carriageway. It was of grey stone, and was as wide and flat as a table, with a spike emerging from it to catch the sun and tell the hour, which looked to be about three o’clock in the afternoon. Something about the stone seemed strange, as though it had melted like an iced sherbet left out in the sun.

We clattered to a halt and dismounted from our horses. At that moment, the master of the house descended from the stairwell to greet us, jauntily bouncing a cane against the steps of the front portico.

“Colonel Stewart,” he boomed in English, “Welcome to V [image: image]!”

I was surprised to see him, having been expecting a much older man. He was powerfully built, and stood well over six feet. His hair and trim beard were certainly grey, flecked with white, but it gave the impression of casual lupine strength, rather than age and desiccation. His skin was darkly tanned, and he was dressed impeccably, if in slightly older fashions than were current at that time, in a black frock coat and trousers. He worse a blood-red rose in his lapel. As I dismounted a groom appeared to grab my horse’s bridle, and as I reached the bottom step the Count bowed deeply, sweeping his top hat from his head in a graceful gesture. I returned the compliment with my lancer cap.

“Be welcome in my house, enemy, and forget the quarrel that brings you here for a season. I am Count Vorontzoff. While you are with us, you should treat V [image: image] as your home. These are my servants, who will attend you during your stay, which I imagine will be brief.” I glanced over at the neatly uniformed servants, who kept their faces blank and their eyes inclined to the ground. One of them, a bald, ageless man of medium height and nondescript appearance, stepped out from the ranks. “Stepa here will be your valet and will attend you in your chambers.” Stepa bowed, and I nodded in return.

“Thank you, Count.” I brushed the snow from my uniform coat and the Count returned his hat to his head. “I wish I had seen more of your beautiful estate, but the snow and the fog have been rather thick until now.”

“It often happens this time of year. We are not far from the Dnieper, and the fog often rolls in from the river until the real cold sets in. You may find our Russian winters a little more… brisk than you are used to in England.” He smiled broadly, revealing immaculate white teeth.

“Scotland, actually,” I replied.

“My apologies.” He gestured towards the house. “I am sure you must be tired from your journey. The servants have drawn a bath in your chambers. We dine at eight. I trust the hour is not too late?”

“No, not at all.”

“Good. Until then, feel free to explore the house. There is a large library, of which I am rather proud, where you will find books in English, and many other languages besides, living and dead. There is also a billiards room on the same floor, in case it amuses you. Stepa will show you to your quarters.” He turned and led me up the steps into the entrance hall.

The hall soared up above me for what must have been at least four storeys. Red porphyry columns loomed to the ceiling high above, and white balustrades overlooked the space from all sides. Above the third floor and across the ceiling were frescoes, though to my surprise these were dark and smoke-blackened with age and gave only an impression of shadowy shapes of men looming out of a dark gold background. They were in a Byzantine, medieval style which intrigued me. I had been expecting the cavorting rococo gods and goddesses that one sees in grand English houses. These were rather dour and drab by comparison, but nonetheless striking in their own way. A staircase swept up from the entrance hall and split in two at the second floor, leading to the third, and down these stairs descended a young woman.

She was stunning. I can think of no other word. Her hair, jet-black like her father’s and brother’s, descended well past her waist, and her skin was a rich cream which I found inexpressibly alluring. Her eyes, like her brother’s, were large and dark, with long, curling lashes, but where on her brother these lashes appeared to accentuate an inner cruelty, on her they gave the impression of wide-eyed innocence and guilelessness. She wore a black dress, the train of which swept up the stairs behind her, and she moved down them with a stately, slow elegance. She was older than Evgeni, perhaps twenty-eight.

“My daughter, Olga,” Vorontzoff said. I bowed to her, and she inclined her head in reply.

“Enchantée,” I said, and immediately regretted it. She smiled. It finally occurred to me to ask, “I beg your pardon, Count, but has someone died?” I thought perhaps that would explain the black.

He looked at me with surprise. “Oh, yes, Olga’s husband was killed at the Alma a few weeks ago.”

“I am sorry.”

“Thank you,” Olga replied for her father. She betrayed no trace of sadness and seemed to wear her mourning dress very naturally. Her father also seemed unperturbed. I began to feel uneasy. I told myself it was because I had perhaps committed a faux pas, though it ran deeper than that. “I look forward to making your acquaintance at dinner this evening, Colonel.” Olga bowed lightly and turned to her left to enter what appeared to be a large and comfortable drawing room, though the door was soon closed behind her.

“She is beautiful, is she not?” The Count’s face wore a thin, knowing smile.

“Yes, very.”

“You will get to know her better, I think.”

“I look forward to it, Count.”

“Dinner is at eight,” he repeated and turned and ascended the stairs. His cane tapped on the marble, though he seemed not to bear down particularly heavily on it. I took him for at most a man of sixty. I wondered if I was even remembering correctly that Praznikoff had told me he had served in the court of Tsar Alexander. That would already have been at least forty years ago. It was possible he could have served as a very young man, though it seemed unlikely. I began to imagine that I must have misheard Praznikoff. He must have meant the current Tsar, Nicholas, who was now an old man, in the twilight of his reign. Thinking this, I put it out of my mind and let Stepa show me to my rooms.

They were on the top floor, just across the hall from the belvedere I had noticed as I entered the property. My salon looked out over the rear gardens, and an ornamental lake was visible in the distance. I was pleasantly surprised to find it lavishly furnished in tasteful greens and blues, in very modern Second Empire style, with new French furniture, and, behind a door, a bedchamber in the same style with a large, four-poster bed hung with green damask. Stepa showed me a cigar box on the coffee table in the salon, asked if I would like a drink, poured me a whisky from an admiral bar in the corner, told me when the house usually took breakfast, luncheon and dinner, and then quietly withdrew.

You may wonder if I had thought of escape by this point. Even had I not given my word as an officer and gentleman not to escape until I was exchanged, where would I have gone? I was deep in the Ukrainian steppe, with winter coming on strong, and no very clear idea of where I was. It crossed my mind, but I knew an impossible task when I was presented with one and had no great objections to waiting out what I expected would be at most a few weeks in reasonable comfort. I’ll even confess that it was rather a nice change after the cholera-ridden camps on the banks of the Alma river.

A landscape painting above the mantelpiece drew my eye. It was an extraordinarily accomplished scene of a windswept lake on a stormy late summer’s day, clouds piled in the sky like ships of the line. The water was dark and rippling, and the trees seemed to sway and dance in the gale as the sky grew dark and a few flashes of lightning forked in the middle distance. I was admiring the lively skill with which it was rendered when I saw a little figure that had been set at the far end of the lake from where the artist was observing. I immediately stepped in for a closer look. The figure was very small, off in the distance, but appeared to be taller than the merely human. He was only a shadow, a suggestion of a presence, but his stance was oddly simian and the proportions of his arms and legs were alarming. Far too long to be human. There was even what appeared to be the suggestion of claws where a man would have hands. I shook my head. I must have been seeing it wrong. I leaned in for a closer look, eyes inches from the canvas.

Stepa knocked on the door then, interrupting my study, to ask if I required a bath. I became very aware that I had been on the road for two days and nodded my consent. Stepa opened a green panelled door in the far wall, and maids filed in through the room to the bathroom and filled a bronze tub with boiling water. I bathed in relative tranquillity, and then let Stepa dress me in my uniform coat. At around seven thirty, I descended to the drawing room and joined the Count’s family for an aperitif. Evgeni was there, as was Olga, and an older woman I had not yet met who turned out to be the Count’s sister, whom he introduced as Greta, the Countess of Sverdlovsk.

She was not old, but certainly in her middle forties. Her hair was dark red, with hints of grey beginning to show. She had a lithe, athletic figure, not at all inclined to stoutness, and startling green eyes. She smiled and bowed when we were introduced, and then asked:

“Do you play chess, Colonel?”

“Very badly.”

“I am glad to hear it. You will be easy pickings. All I can do here is play Evgeni and Vissarion,” she indicated the Count, “and I am hardly worth their trouble.” The Count laughed.

“You do yourself a disservice, dear Greta. I suspect the Colonel will be soundly beaten, but he will not mind it.” And he clapped me on the back. “We will send him home with his game much improved, and a tale to tell of Russian hospitality.” And then he pressed a glass of what turned out to be quite decent champagne into my hand. We made small talk for a few more minutes, and then proceeded to the elaborate, oak-panelled dining room, where a good dinner was waiting on silver plate. If I recall correctly, it was a haunch of venison, with oysters to start, and potatoes and asparagus and other good things to set off the meat. It was very rare, and my plate was bloody before I had even made a start on my portion. It paired nicely with a good French claret that filled the Waterford Crystal glasses. The conversation was lively and interesting, and mostly in English, for my benefit. I asked Evgeni about his time at Oxford.

“It was a wonderful time. I made many friends. Englishmen are rather pig-headed on the subject of foreigners, as you know, but there were plenty of men of quality there, and I got along well enough.”

“What did you study?”

“Oriental languages. Particularly Mongolian and Chinese. They are useful in our diplomatic service. And as you see, it has given me a command of your language. I trust I will return to London someday in a diplomatic capacity.”

“Did you go to Oxford, Colonel?” Olga asked, settling back in her chair.

“I did not. I bought my colours as a lieutenant as soon as I left school in Edinburgh. I have been in the army all my adult life.”

“And do you have any family awaiting your return in Britain? A wife? Parents?”

“I do have a wife. Her name is Clara, and I miss her very much. Obviously I cannot write under present circumstances, but I am eager to return to her, as you can imagine.” The Count and Evgeni smiled, and Olga and Greta questioned me closely about you, dear Clara. I wish now I had told them nothing and lied.

“You have no parents?” Olga asked, with wide eyes.

“No, I was raised by my grandfather. I’m afraid they were murdered when I was quite young.”

“Murdered!” Greta gasped.

“Yes.”

“How?”

“Greta!” The Count was stern. “You do not have to answer, Colonel.”

“No, it’s all right.” I grimaced. “It was rather a sensation. My father was brother to the heir to the Earldom of Orkney. One winter they were on the Mainland, which is what they call the largest of the Orkney Islands, and they went missing in a snowstorm. They were staying alone at a cottage on my grandfather’s estate, Kirkwall. The police say they found footprints in the snow leading from the cottage onto the moors, and then other footprints surrounded them and bore them to the Ring of Brodgar.”

“A ring of standing stones?” Evgeni had stopped eating and was regarding me steadily.

“Yes, actually. How did you know that?”

He dabbed his lips and looked away. “I saw Stonehenge when I was at Oxford. I became rather curious about the Neolithic stonework when I lived there.” There was an awkward pause. I wonder now whether any of their surprise, or indeed anything about the way they behaved around me those first weeks, was anything but dissimulation.

“Yes, well. It was at the Ring of Brodgar they found their bodies. They had been dismembered in the centre of the ring. It made the papers in Edinburgh and Glasgow, but not, for some reason, in London.”

There was a long silence.

“My God,” said the Count. “And who would do such a thing?”

“They hanged a group of crofters for the crime. They confessed. Said it had been a lark. But one of them had gone quite mad, and started telling some demented story of a pagan cult that was still active on the island, and said that they had been framed for the crime. But a doctor certified him insane, and he was committed to an asylum in Glasgow. As far as I know, he is still there.”

“One of your parents’ murderers is still alive?” Evgeni asked.

“Yes, I believe so.”

“We would not permit such a travesty here in Russia. He would be dead with the rest of them,” said the Count.

“Doubtless you are right. But truth be told, I am not much bothered by him,” I said.

“And do you miss your parents?” Greta asked.

“I do not remember them. I was still a babe in arms when they died. I do not like to think of it, or to tell the story. My brother, the present Earl, runs the family estates in Orkney these days. As a younger son, I made do with an army commission. I do not visit if I can help it.” There was a silence, and then skilfully Olga steered the conversation onto more neutral ground. Eventually we circled around to the war, and to my own military service.

“And where did you serve before all this recent unpleasantness?” The Count was energetically sawing at a venison rib.

“In India, in the Sikh War, and then in Ladakh province, for my sins.”

“Ladakh?” Greta sounded surprised, “I’ve never heard of such a place. Where might that be.”

“It is in the far north of Britain’s Indian territories, Auntie, beyond the Himalayas.” Olga answered for me. I was taken aback.

“Why, yes, it is. It’s the back of beyond, as far as Indian postings go. End of the line.”

“Did you find it so?”

“I did my duty, but only for so long as I had to. I was being punished, though to this day I’m not entirely clear why. I managed to offend Old Paddy Gough somehow during the Sikh War, and his revenge was to have me posted there.”

“How petulant,” said Evgeni.

“Is it very desolate?” Olga asked.

“Yes, very. Mountainous and cold and dry and deadly dull. There is not much to do. Men frequently turn to drink. And in the winters, one can hardly blame them.”

“And who are the natives in that part of the country?” asked the Count.

“It’s rather a mixed bag, in that part of India. Mostly Muslims, being close to Kashmir, but a fair number of Tibetan Buddhists as well. The hills are full of monasteries, crouched on hillsides like fortifications.”

“We have similar postings in our far east. Generally speaking, to be posted among the Mongols or the Yakuts is considered a punishment, though there are those who seek them out,” the Count said reflectively.

“Did you find them very troublesome, Colonel?” Olga asked.

“No, not particularly. They were a peaceful lot. Always praying and going on pilgrimage to Lhasa, which was somewhere over the mountains in Tibet. To tell the truth it was extraordinarily boring.” I don’t know what made me volunteer what I then told them, except perhaps a desire to impress Olga, and to see her dark eyes light up with astonishment. “Though there was a murder one winter, whose perpetrator we had to execute.”

“Oh?” Olga didn’t appear much interested. The Count and Evgeni and Greta continued sawing blandly at their meat. Of course, in a land where knoutings of the Ukrainian peasants were a regular feature of the local entertainment, I supposed a mere murder wouldn’t get people’s attention, so I volunteered the significant detail.

“Yes, the man had killed his brother. He claimed he had performed dark, forbidden magic, and, as a result, was turning into a Mahapreta.”

A queer sensation overtook me at that moment. It was as though the mirrors on the walls all shifted, and were reflecting from an entirely different direction, or as if the shadows had flickered and danced for a moment. Perhaps it was just a draught disturbing the room’s many candles. But I noticed I now had their undivided attention. The clink of knife on silver plate had ceased, and they were all watching me closely. Perhaps, for the first time in the conversation, I was telling them something that they did not already know.

“A Mahapreta, you say?” said Greta. “What could that be?”

“It is a sort of cannibal spirit in the Buddhist tradition, my dear,” the Count volunteered to my surprise. “Is that not so, Colonel?” he asked mildly.

“Well, to tell the truth, I can’t say for sure. I was told by some of the monks at the local monastery that a Preta is a sort of damned spirit; the soul of a dead man who lived a sinful life, usually one full of greed or gluttony or some such vice, or murderers and rapists and so forth. They’re condemned to wander the earth for all eternity, always hungry, always craving human flesh, which is the only thing that they think will satisfy their hunger, though it never does. The monks seemed rather unwilling to discuss the matter, but apparently these Pretas are unable to influence the human world, being ghosts, but a Mahapreta is another matter. It is an extremely rare manifestation of a Preta into the physical world. And when one arises, it has great power, and an overwhelming desire to wreak vengeance upon the living, and to satisfy its greed and hunger. Or so I’m told.” There was silence around the table.

“Fascinating,” Olga said.

“And did you see the man his brother killed?” Evgeni asked.

“Well, his body, when they buried it. It certainly didn’t appear out of the ordinary.” I’ve seen my fill of corpses, I didn’t add.

“But you were present at the execution of the murderer?” The Count asked. His finger was resting delicately on the side of his face, his food quite forgotten as he regarded me steadily.

“I was.” And I would never forget it. The memory came rushing back to me, across the years and the mountains and the endless steppes, and suddenly I could smell the sweet smoke of sandalwood incense and the cold, clear, empty smell of thick snow, and see the blue sky limitless above the frozen ramparts of the Himalayas and the Karakoram, and see the boundless, terrifying sameness of desolate rocky plains stretching away around me on all sides, conveying a dizzying impression of the infinite spaces they contained.

I had gone with my lieutenant, Turnbull, a pleasant, brown-haired lad of seventeen, and the local Anglican missionary, a stout, sour man named Blakeney, to collect the murderer after his trial and to escort him to the scaffold we had erected in the centre of the post’s square. The murderer was a Buddhist novice from Sikkim who had left the monastery and married into a local family some years ago, a man named Dhondup, though Blakeney insisted on calling him David, which was how he had baptised him two years before. Christian converts were rare in Ladakh.

“But, of course, it didn’t take. It never does with these damned Buddhists,” Blakeney grumbled at my shoulder. I wondered, not for the first time, what had possessed this man to come these many thousands of miles to preach the gospel to people whom he so clearly hated. But I never had the heart to ask him. I suspected the question would tug at a thread that would make the whole carpet unravel. He had been barred from the officers’ mess at the cantonment already, for drunken disorder.

The murderer, Dhondup, had indeed quickly lost interest in his new faith after a year or so. He had a reputation in the town as being a wastrel, drunken sort of fellow, given to passing fancies and imaginings. In recent months, however, he had returned to his devout Buddhist practice, and fallen into deep dispute with his brother over some point of theology that was not clear to me. When we arrived at the constabulary, Dhondup was waiting quietly in his cell, meditating on the floor, and he did not struggle when we came to collect him. He came willingly, head held high. The rough wooden scaffold was surrounded with spectators; Shia Muslims from Kashmir, some lamas from the Diskit Gompa monastery, and even a few officials from distant Tibet, whose presence surprised me. As Dhondup ascended the scaffold he looked me directly in the eye and spoke to me in his own Tibetan language, which I could not well understand. I did make out the word bdud, which I recognised as referring to some sort of demon. Lieutenant Turnbull, who understood the language better than I did, blanched visibly at the words and began to tremble. I turned to Blakeney, expecting a translation, and he grimaced and said:

“Some rubbish about protecting us all from an evil we do not understand.”

A bank of storm clouds rose in the distance towards the mountains, and a distant rumble of thunder was the only sound. The drums began to roll, the sergeant put a bag over Dhondup’s head, slipped the noose over his neck and then it was done. The assembled crowd, including Dhondup’s own family, watched in silence. In the distance the crows that perennially surrounded our little stone fort shrieked and cackled.

“I asked Turnbull, later, what Dhondup had really said.” I had the Count and his family hanging on every word now. The candles flickered in the mirrors set in niches around the room, and the servants discreetly removed our plates and brought out bottles of port and Madeira.

“And?” Olga was leaning forward slightly in her chair, hands tucked under her seat.

“He had told us that the man he killed was his own brother. That he had fallen under the sway of an ancient and accursed evil; a vicious and heretical doctrine, which we did not understand, being white men. But that he had called on the power of the Dharma, as a defender of the True Faith, and dispatched the spirit before it could destroy us all. He forgave us for what we were about to do, as our Jesus did, and hoped we would eventually learn to understand the hidden powers of the world and how to combat them, before it was too late.”

“A wise man,” the Count muttered, his fingers steepled and his eyes on his ruby glass of Madeira. “It is always prudent to respect the ancient powers.” I gazed at him sidelong but did not contradict him. I had learned long ago that he was right, if merely on a practical level. It doesn’t do to offend the gods in their own country, whatever our own God may say.

“Evgeni has also served on the frontier,” Greta volunteered. “In our far east, in the Tatar country.”

“They call themselves Mongols, where I was stationed, Aunt Greta.”

“Mongols? As in Genghis Khan’s people?” I was intrigued, as any cavalry soldier would be.

“Indeed.” He sipped his Madeira. “Steppe nomads. Little changed in their ways in the last thousand years. There is a certain freedom about their way of life that appeals to me. And fascinating traditions. They worship the sky, although the Lamas from Tibet have introduced Buddhism among them these last centuries.”

“Fascinating.”

“I brought back one of their sacred objects from a temple we burned on a punitive expedition. A seal of pure jade. Perhaps I will show you, Colonel. It is… impressive, for pagan art.” I was reminded again of the casual cruelty that seemed to underlie everything in this country; of the Viking barbarian clad loosely in the raiment of modern civilisation but awaiting only the opportunity to slough himself off and reveal his true nature.

The ladies excused themselves eventually, and talk turned to more mundane subjects. The progress of the war. The Tsar’s freeing of the serfs. “It will come to a bad end” was Evgeni’s glib comment. The Count sniffed disdainfully at the conduct of the Tsar’s generals.

“If this war has done anything, it has exposed how feeble the motherland has become. In the time of the old Tsar we threw back Napoleon himself. Now we cannot evict even such pitiful figures as Raglan and St Arnaud.”

“You worked for the old Tsar, I was told, Count.”

“I did. I served with Speransky, the fool. Sentimental talk of reform never kept anyone warm. Of course, he did not listen to me. I have not returned to Petersburg since 1816, though I occasionally visit court when the Tsar is in Moscow. My advice was sought on the Circassian question in recent years, and I was involved in orchestrating the current solution to that perennial problem, but I did not return to Moscow for the issue.”

“You were a minister then?” I was surprised, and perhaps did a bad job of concealing it.

“Yes, for my sins. The late Tsar was a good man, given to occasional fits of liberality, but at bottom a strong ruler. I was loyal to him but was perhaps a little too attached to the old ways for the Petersburg court in those days. You are too young to remember them, Colonel. We felt touched by the divine in our struggle against the French. I cannot explain it to you in the light of these sad modern days.” He finished his glass and rose, signalling the end of the meal. “We have much time, Colonel. There is no need to rush our acquaintance.”

As Stepa led me to my chambers, I tried to calculate in my head. He would have had to have been at least thirty to have been a minister in 1816, but he must have been considerably older by then if it was the close of his service to the Tsar. He must have been in his late seventies. But he didn’t look a day over fifty. I eventually concluded that I was being silly to be so fixated on the issue. Many men look younger than their years.

And so my confinement began. I was not much troubled by the rest of the household and had free rein across the house and grounds. No guard was assigned to me, and I was treated much as a guest would be in an English country home, left to my own devices unless I chose to engage with my hosts. Olga kept mainly to herself. I assumed this was because she was in mourning, although she didn’t seem particularly out of spirits on those occasions we did cross paths. I often saw her in the little morning room on the second floor, reading a French novel, or occasionally a larger, leather-bound volume that appeared inexpressibly old. That piqued my interest. But that room, it was tacitly understood, was reserved for the ladies of the house, and Olga and Greta seemed to spend much of their time in it, looking out over the garden at the rear of the house to the barren trees of the enclosing forest. Greta did follow through on her offer to play chess. She routinely beat me soundly, and did not press the point after I had failed to win the seventh game.

I took to exploring the house and grounds, in those first days, admiring the art in the halls and chambers, most of which was tasteful, elegant and conventional. Landscapes, portraits, some of elegant ladies and gentlemen in wigs and frock coats from the previous century, others of bearded boyars from centuries before that. I tried to get a better look at the smoke-damaged frescoes on the roof of the main entrance hall but they were too small to study properly from the ground floor, and from the balconies I could not get a clear line of sight. I had assumed they were religious images, in the Byzantine fashion, as they resembled the icons I had seen throughout the country, but couldn’t make out the features of the figures through the dark smudges that concealed them. They did not, however, appear to be wearing haloes, and neither the positions they occupied, nor their stances, radiated holiness.

The Count’s library was much as he had said, large and well-appointed and carefully curated. It rose to the same height as the entrance hall, and the shelves reached high up into the arching space, with long, rolling ladders to reach the highest perches. The bookshelves were dark red mahogany, and the furniture in the room, consisting mainly of comfortable leather chairs and two desks facing each other near the window, were made from the same wood. Porphyry columns ascended to the white vaulted roof. Busts of classical scholars were indented in alcoves along the walls. Upon closer inspection I realised that they were not merely of Socrates, Plato, Aristotle and the typical Greeks. There were busts of Avicenna and Averroes and Alpharabius, Mencius and Confucius, and others of men, and even a few women, whose names I did not recognise, including one slightly sinister bust of a man identified on his pediment as Alhasred. I chalked my ignorance up to the spotty nature of my education after I joined the military.

At my level, the books were mainly works of philosophy, history, biography and biology, tastefully bound in tan calf leather. One section was devoted to editions of the classics, and again I noticed that the authors included names that were entirely unfamiliar to me. Above me, on the higher shelves, were older books with tattered, dog-eared covers, mostly in Cyrillic script, and so closed to me. But there were more than enough books in Roman orthography to amuse me, and even a section of modern French and English novels for Olga and Greta. I confess that most of my reading material in those first weeks came from this section as well.

Also of note was a large and ornate Orthodox chapel, which I found on the third day of my confinement. It appeared to be much, much older than the rest of the house, and was reached through a door in the back of the main building, to which it was attached by a vestibule. The pews were chipped and stained, the altar, though large and golden, was tarnished and smoke-blackened, and, as in the entrance hall, the frescoes and icons appeared inexpressibly old and faded. Unlike the rest of the house, where they were modern beeswax, the candles in the chapel were guttering bowls of tallow that gave off a peculiar fleshy aroma, supplemented by oil lamps and braziers. The stone of the walls and naves, while impressive, was unpainted and yellowish-grey, and appeared to be crumbling under the weight of centuries of neglect and ill use. The iconostasis around the altar was notable for its black wood and its gnarled, curled frames for screens of wicker that were broken through in places.

The Count seemed very busy, even in retirement, and he was often receiving this or that visitor, to some of whom I was perfunctorily introduced. Some were military men, some were civil officials in their bottle-green uniforms, and some were in civilian garb. The Count always spoke to the various men who came to call on him in Russian, which precluded my understanding any of what they were saying. Only pleasantries and social news were ever exchanged in French, which I could understand. This, I assumed, was a deliberate delicacy to avoid putting me in an awkward position as a captive. On Sundays, deputations of serfs from the surrounding villages were received on the front step, and the Count would hold court from a little camp stool, staring sternly down upon the cringing peasants, while his major-domo read out edicts and commands in Ukrainian dialect, which after a while I began to be able to at least distinguish from Russian, which was all the Count and his major-domo ever spoke. A knot of Cossacks on black horses hovered menacingly in the background at these gatherings, their nagaika whips on their thighs.

I stood next to Evgeni one afternoon, at one of these little tribunals, and Evgeni translated the proceedings lazily for my benefit.

“This one has been stealing grain from the siloes Father reserves for military use. He’s pleading that his family was starving, but, of course, they all say that. Now Father is telling him there is plenty of grain from the last harvest in the village siloes, and the market is always full in V [image: image]. Now the man is claiming that the merchants won’t sell to him because… well, it’s not important why. Suffice it to say the man is a troublemaker. He’s disrupted some of Father’s hunts in the past.”

“Disrupted? How?” I asked.

“Oh, it’s not important. You’ll doubtless join us on a hunt someday soon, once winter has properly begun, and our particular quarry are at their most helpless. You will see what I mean.” He glanced with a cruel smile at the Ukrainian peasants, wringing their caps in their hands. “The sport in V [image: image] is unlike anywhere else in Russia.”

I was digesting this, and the Count had pronounced sentence, which I assumed was the usual twenty lashes, and the assembled peasantry were groaning and wailing, as they had done for each verdict before, when we suddenly heard hooves approaching down the road. Quickly the Cossacks cracked their nagaikas, and the major-domo dismissed the mob of peasants, who were ushered around the back of the house, presumably to be dispersed back to their villages from there. Two Cossacks hove into sight around the ornamental fountain, leading a handsome black coach drawn by four black horses, with a blue and yellow crest emblazoned on the door. The Count drew himself from his stool to greet it, and the servants hastily fell into line beside him, as Evgeni and I strolled over to stand beside the Count.

The carriage drew to a halt, the Cossacks dismounted to open the door and the skeletal official I had seen that day at the knouting emerged from within. Long, trousered legs and long, thin arms emerged first, conveying the impression of an immense, grey-suited spider. Then he descended and drew himself to his full height. He was bald, save for a little fringe of brown hair around the back of his head, had a sunken, cadaverous face, and a little goatee beard, but his eyes were piercing, grey and expressionless, and one could never forget them once seen. They were a void one could fall into, if one was not careful. He did not smile. A smile would have been completely alien on such a face, but he gave a little grimace that might have been a clumsy attempt as the Count boomed a welcome in French.

“Baron von Ungern-Sternberg, welcome to V [image: image]. Your visit is unexpected, but quite welcome.”

“Count Vorontzoff, I apologise for the intrusion, but am always glad to see you. Were you holding court?”

“Yes, but it is of no consequence.” He gestured towards us. “You remember my son, of course, but I do not believe you have had the pleasure of meeting our guest, Colonel Stewart.” The grey eyes were turned on me.

“Colonel Stewart, you say?” I wilted a little under the pitiless gaze. “And what is he doing here?”

“He is a prisoner, though we prefer to consider him a guest, who will leave us as soon as General Liprandi finds a suitable Russian prisoner to exchange. He is a pleasant young man, who has been a most agreeable companion these last few weeks.”

“Indeed.” He sniffed. “Well, if you have no objection, Count, we have some urgent business to discuss, which I believe would be best addressed in your study.”

“Of course, Baron. Please, this way.” And the Baron and the Count advanced up the steps of the house as the servants bowed. Evgeni and I followed a little behind. Certain we were out of earshot, I asked Evgeni about the Baron.

“Ungern-Sternberg is a surprisingly German name for an official of the Tsar.”

“Oh, yes, he is German. From an old Baltic family. But the Baltic Germans have been loyal subjects of the Tsar for centuries now. They are useful in keeping down the Estonian and Latvian peasantry. The Ungerns are an old warrior family, descended from the Teutonic Knights, and have had a reputation for bloodthirstiness for quite a few centuries now.”

“Indeed, I believe I saw that when I arrived here.” I grimaced at the memory. “What business does he have with your father?”

“Oh, who can say? It might be an administrative matter. Baron Ungern is responsible for criminal courts in the oblast this year. More likely it is to do with a society we are all members of.”

“What kind of society?”

Evgeni smiled. “The secret kind.”

“Oh, come now, you can’t possibly dangle that in front of me.” I attempted a smile and a laugh.

“Yes, actually, I can, for the moment.” He walked a little faster up the steps. “If we choose to inform you of it, we will, in due time. Once we’ve determined whether you are to be trusted with our… secrets.”

“I hope I can be.”

“Oh, I’m sure you can be, so far as it goes. But we must be certain. I know you’ll understand.” And he turned left into the drawing room, and I walked upstairs to the library, as the Count and the Baron’s deep voices boomed down the hall leading to the Count’s private study.

One afternoon, bright, clear and bitterly cold, I wandered into the library to return a novel I had finished and saw an ancient-looking book open on one of the desks in a gold reading stand. It looked like it might have been the one I had seen Olga reading in the women’s drawing room some time before. Someone was evidently copying from it, and there was pen, paper and a bottle of ink before it. The first thing that caught my eye was the script in the book itself. I had never seen anything like it. It was flowing and cursive, and though certainly oriental, had nothing of the harsh angles and jagged curves of Chinese or Japanese characters. It flowed like water trailing over a high cliff, falling endlessly further into the text. It was very beautiful. Then I noticed, and immediately became intrigued, that the letters on the paper copy that someone was writing were Roman. On closer inspection, it was being translated into clear, comprehensible English, written in a firm hand. I leaned over the desk, and began to read:

“O, child of Buddha Nature, through the expressive power of emptiness, the Buddha-body of Reality has arisen as the peaceful deities; recognise this! Through the expressive power of radiance, the Buddha-body of Perfect Resource has arisen as the wrathful deities. Recognise this!

“At this time, when the assembly of the fifty-eight blood-drinking deities manifests from within your brain, you should recognise all that arises as the naturally arising luminosity of your own awareness. Then, [if recognition occurs], you will immediately attain Buddhahood, inseparable from the blood-drinking deities!”

I shook my head. It was so inexpressibly strange, so alien to any other language I had encountered, that it jarred me out of my languid complacency. I sat down at the desk to read further.

“O, Child of Buddha Nature, if even now you do not recognise this reality, and become afraid and turn away from the [visionary appearances], you will go on to experience yet further suffering. If recognition does not occur, all the blood-drinking deities will be perceived as Yamma. You will be overwhelmed by fear, by awe, and by terror at the sight of all the blood-drinking deities; and you will faint. Those [visionary appearances], which are natural manifestations of [actual reality], will seem to have become demons, and you will continue to ream in cyclic existence. But even now, if you are not awed and not terrified, you will avoid the continued wandering within cyclic existence. O, Child of Buddha Nature, the largest—”

“What are you doing?”

I started and looked up to see that Olga had entered the library. She had her hands on her hips and wore a stern look. I stood up hurriedly from the desk.

“I – I’m sorry, I was just…” We stared at each other for a moment as I tried to think of a way to explain myself. Then she began to smile.

“I’m teasing, don’t worry, Colonel. You’re more than welcome to look.”

“I’ve interrupted your work.”

“Not at all, please. I just got up for a cup of tea. Do you recognise it?”

“No, I don’t.” I stammered. It was true. I had never encountered such language before, in any capacity. “What is it?”

“It is a work of Tibetan Buddhist scripture. The Great Liberation by Hearing in the Intermediate State. It is one of the canonical works of the Nyingma school of Tibetan Buddhism, from around the twelfth century. I’m transcribing it for a friend of ours. He lives in Oxford, actually. Though I doubt you’ve ever met him.”

“No, I shouldn’t think so.” My hands were unaccountably sweaty. I hadn’t been alone with Olga yet in our entire acquaintance. God, she was beautiful. Yet cold. Even here, as she gently mocked me and smiled with what was meant to be warmth, I could feel the ice in her. “What is the intermediate state?”

“Death.”

“Ah.” I paused. “And how does one… hear, in death.”

“If one is intelligent, Colonel, one has heard long before death. Of course, the lamas will chant beside the bedsides of the devout as they expire. But the truly adept will be prepared long before the fatal hour comes.”

“And what is the goal?”

“Liberation.”

“Liberation from what?”

“From life, Colonel. From suffering. A lasting bliss, and an end to cyclic existence. Nirvana.”

“Ah, reincarnation.” I was vaguely familiar with this as a concept from Eastern religion. “Must be a jolly comforting notion.”

She gave an exasperated little sigh. “Reincarnation is failure, Colonel. Success is true death.”

“Ah.” I didn’t really know what to say. After a moment, I ventured. “I didn’t realise you were the scholar in the family.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t call myself the scholar of the family,” she laughed. “Evgeni is much more adept than I. I merely help him and father with clerical tasks from time to time.”

“So you’re students of the Orient as a family then, are you?”

“Yes.”

“And who do you write to in England about such matters?”

“A professor, who is interested in our texts. Father agreed to send him the Liberation last year. It isn’t our usual line of work. We don’t have much interest in the Nyingma school. We follow older traditions. But we have a copy, and it is rare in Europe, and we’re willing to provide it for him. It is far too sensitive to be trusted to anyone’s hands but our own, so I am doing the copying for him. Like your Irish monks of old.”

“Indeed? Such dedication.”

“Of course, we do not tell him of our most valuable texts. The ones that reflect actual reality. The ones that lead to True Nirvana.”

“No?”

“No, indeed. He is not ready to hear of Vadakha.” She wandered over to the ladder and reached for a decrepit looking book on one of the higher shelves, below a scowling bust of a bald oriental man that I had never recognised. “The world will not be ready for Vadakha until—”

“Olga!” Evgeni was suddenly in the doorway, looking furious.

“What, brother?”

“Do not speak any further.”

“But perhaps the Colonel—”

“Father forbids it. If you speak another word, I will tell him what you have done.”

“Oh, very well.” She pouted prettily and turned to me with an ironical smile. “Perhaps another time, Colonel.” And she collected her papers and the text from the desk and prepared to leave the library. Evgeni watched her, and me, with a suspicious glare.

“I was sorry to hear of your husband’s death,” I said to Olga, wishing our conversation had not been interrupted.

“Oh, don’t be. He was a fool. I’m well rid of him. Father did not approve of him, in the end. His death was inevitable.”

“Ah, indeed.” It was hard to know what to say to such a thing. And she left the library, and we never spoke of the matter again. I was left alone with Evgeni.

“And who is this Vadakh—”

“I will not tell you, Colonel.” There was a pause. He sighed. “At least, not yet. Some things are not learned lightly. Perhaps later you will understand.”

“I hope so.” There was a pause, and then Evgeni seemed to decide that he would offer some sort of consolation.

“I told you when you arrived here that I would show you one of our more priceless family treasures.”

“Did you?”

“Yes, the seal which we took on a punitive expedition in the Mongol country, you remember?”

“Ah, indeed.” I swallowed. Evgeni turned and crossed the library, heading for a cabinet made of rosewood, which he unlocked with a key he produced from his uniform pocket. I followed him, and he opened the cabinet to reveal a collection of strange objects, chief of which, in pride of place, was a green jade cube, about eight inches across, topped with the head of a dragon, eyes inlaid with red stones. Evgeni drew some white gloves from a drawer within the cabinet and removed the seal with what I took to be a certain reverence. He showed it to me as one would a holy object, proffered with both hands.

“What is it?”

“It is a seal. Indeed, it is more than that. It is the Great Seal of Temüjin, whom you know better as Genghis Khan.”

“Surely not?” I was goggle-eyed, astonished.

“Surely yes,” he said with a smile.

“I say, that’s something to see.” He held it up, revealing the bottom of the stone, on which I saw three lines of script, running in vertical lines down the stone, and, at the centre, a face unlike any face I had ever seen. It was deepest black, and rather resembled the face of a bull with a wild mane like a lion’s, a third eye in the middle of its forehead and curved bull’s horns ascending on either side of a crown set with four skulls. All three eyes were set with the same red carnelian stone as the eyes of the dragon which made a sort of handle to the entire seal. I was unsettled. It was not the sort of thing you would be encouraged to see on an official seal.

“There appear to be three scripts. What are they?”

“Observant of you. The one to the left is the Soyombo script, which was developed by Zanabazar, the first Bogd Khan, in the seventeenth century to write the Mongolian language. The central script is classical Mongolian, and the one to the right is the Phagpa script, which was devised by Tibetan monks as a unified script capable of writing Tibetan, Chinese, Mongolian, the Uyghur language, Sanskrit and probably Persian as well. All the nations that owed their fealty to the Great Khan.”

“By right of conquest, if nothing else.”

“Indeed.”

“And what is the face in the middle?”

“He is Yama. The god of death.”

“Ah.” I didn’t quite know what to say to this. “May I touch it?”

“No,” said Evgeni. And he replaced the seal on its cushion in the centre of the cabinet, locked the doors and returned the key to his pocket. “I must leave you. I am required in Kiev. But I shall see you when I return in a few days?”

“Indeed, have a pleasant trip.”

“Thank you.” And Evgeni left the library, and I was alone with the books, and the cabinet that contained the seal, which I now regarded with a mixture of reverence and suspicion, and much more interest than I had before. My eyes were drawn to the volume Olga had been attempting to draw down, and knowing myself unobserved, I mounted the ladder and opened it. But, of course, as I had suspected, it was in the curious, flowing script, and utterly closed to me.

Winter continued to escalate on the steppes outside the house, and the days grew darker and darker. Though I occasionally went for rides to exercise myself around the grounds, soon it became far too cold and windy to be endured for long. One Thursday evening, after about two weeks had passed, a particularly fierce blizzard lasted all day and well into the evening. There was no moon that night in the sky above the garden, but I could dimly perceive a scene of lashing branches and gusts of blowing snow. My hosts were nowhere to be seen. I read for a while in the library and helped myself to a cup of tea from the large silver samovar full of strong black tea that was always kept boiling, and eventually began to pace restlessly around the house, past the rows of stony-faced servants and liveried footmen in the halls.

As I passed the chapel, I heard a low note of music. Intrigued, I peered into it and found it brilliantly lit but deserted save for faint, deep, echoing voices that seemed to come from behind the iconostasis. At first, I thought it was a basso profundo chant like the ones I had heard from the churches I had passed on my journey, gutturally low and uttered in ancient Church Slavonic. But there was something different about this droning voice. If anything, it sounded more in tune with the throat singing I had occasionally heard on nights in Ladakh when the Mongols of the barren steppes came to the fort to trade. It did not sound particularly Christian.

Some inner voice warned me against venturing into the chapel to investigate the source of the mysterious chanting. I wish to this day that I had heeded it, and simply gone to bed. But I ventured into the chapel, and the chanting voice grew louder; so loud I could begin to distinguish words among the droning, though none of them were in any language I recognised. Then it became many voices, all rasping that guttural droning note. The chapel was empty as a vacant tomb, but I noticed that the dripping tallow candles before the iconostasis were guttering in a breeze that appeared to come from beyond the altar, and I thought I could distinguish a passageway behind it.

I knew it would be taboo to venture beyond the iconostasis, but no one was there to see, and my Presbyterian upbringing left me with little respect for Orthodox superstitions. I stepped up through the iconostasis into the sanctum, and, sure enough, running behind the altar and the weathered faces of the statues of Orthodox saints on the rear wall, I saw there was a passageway. The chanting was deafening now. A deep and sinister roar of low male voices droning a bass note that seemed to resonate from the back of some enormous throat. At the end of the passageway, light seeped out from behind a red velvet curtain. Some instinct or delicacy prevented me from opening the curtain. Instead, I brought my face to it and peered hesitantly through the crack between the fabric and the crumbling stone wall.

Before me was another chapel altogether, if that word still has meaning when confronted with such devilry. A congregation sat cross-legged on the floor, droning their note in unison, draped in black robes. Many of the heads were shaven and unfamiliar, but many were not, and I recognised from behind several of the people who had been visiting the Count over the preceding few days, including the Baron von Ungern-Sternberg, and the heads of Evgeni, Olga and the Count himself. The language in which they were singing was like none that I had heard before. I suppose it could have been Mongolian or Tibetan, but it seemed to contain more guttural grunts and clicks than either of those languages possess. Four lamas in black robes and gold headdresses blew on large, resonant horns and clashed gongs and cymbals. I could not see faces because the worshippers, if that is the right word, were all facing a towering idol to which my attention was immediately and permanently diverted.

Flanked by two life-sized golden statues of the Buddha, but overpowering them, was a monumental statue of a demonic being. Naked to the waist, his blood-red skin was stretched taut over gnarled muscles rendered in an extremely lifelike manner. A green loincloth was spangled with white swastikas that I recognised from temples in Calcutta. He had six arms and four legs, and each of these legs was trampling an animal, except for the last one, which strode out from the centre and which trampled a man who looked alarmingly like Jesus Christ. The arms on the left each held a different weapon, and the arms on the right each held a different flower. The snarling, tusked face was split open with a crazed grin, and the eyes were rubies set deep within recessed eye sockets. His hair was silk the colour of orange flame, which rippled and danced in the firelight of an enormous red brazier which smoked and whistled behind the buddha on the creature’s left-hand side. As I looked more closely, it began to appear as though the demon’s head was an enormous skull, painted and festooned to conceal its true nature. But it couldn’t have been. If it was a human head, it was more akin in size and grandeur to the skull of an elephant or a whale. But those teeth. Those teeth did appear human, after a fashion.

I was frozen in shocked contemplation for a few minutes, and the basso profundo droning rose to a crescendo. I could not see the worshippers’ faces, nor did I wish to. I felt oddly awkward and guilty, as though I had stumbled upon a private, indecent scene. Which I suppose I had. Yet I dreaded their discovering me observing their rites, and I backed slowly away from the curtain, taking care to keep my footfalls light and quiet, though I doubt anything could have been heard over the droning cacophony. When I was back in the dilapidated, but familiarly Christian chapel, I turned and fled. In the hallway outside I almost ran into Stepa, who bowed politely, his face a mask.

“Do you require anything, sir?” he asked in French.

I could not speak, but merely shook my head, and headed for the stairs to my chambers. I could feel his eyes burning into the back of my head as I scrambled back to my rooms.

Once there, I locked the door behind me, and began pacing the living room frantically. I had no idea what to do. I was deeply unsettled, but gradually began to realise that there was nothing I could, or should, do. I had not been seen. Perhaps I could merely keep my peace and act as if I had seen nothing. It was chilling to know that Stepa would be sure to tell his master that I had been in that part of the house on this night. But then again, what would that signify? I might just have been pacing the halls, mightn’t I? He hadn’t seen me coming out of the chapel. Had he?

I flung myself down on a chair. I reached into my pocket for one of the cigars I sometimes smoked in those days. Only in moments of stress, like before a battle, or before an interview with Raglan or the other generals. Or that horrible moment as I pondered what I had seen, and what, if anything, I should do or say about it. I stayed frozen and smoking for some time, my mind oddly blank, even as I pretended to be reflecting on what to do. I looked at the clock eventually and saw that it was approaching one in the morning.

Then out of the silence I heard the unexpected drumming of hooves in the carriageway below me, and the bustle of what sounded to be a large party of men and horses. Dogs began to bark and bay. Downstairs I heard laughing voices, and the sounds of a crowd pouring through the entranceway and out into the snowy night. Curiosity got the better of me, and I stubbed out my cigar, flung my riding cape over my shoulders and sneaked out of my rooms and out onto the snowy belvedere overlooking the carriageway. I crouched low to the ground, pulled my collar tight against the blowing snow and peered through the balustrade into the moonless night and down into the carriageway below.

For all the world it looked like a fox-hunting party assembling at a Highland estate. There were perhaps thirty black horses, silhouetted against the falling snow, none of which appeared to be held by grooms, or restrained in any way. They were silent, still, saddled, and waiting for their riders without any restraint whatsoever. A pack of wolflike hounds barked and snarled and snapped at each other, as black as the horses. On the steps were the assembled guests, and presumably the Count and Evgeni, though the party were all dressed in black, and it was hard to tell who was who. The Baron Ungern was unmistakable, even at that distance, and I suspected that the tall, commanding figure at the top of the steps in conversation with him was the Count, but I couldn’t be sure.

As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I was transfixed with fear. Above every collar, on every man in the courtyard below I could see bright red eyes twinkling in the darkness with a hellish light. No faces, only black beards and black hunting caps, but below every cap, eyes aflame in the gloom flashed and danced as one by one they mounted their horses. As they did so, the horses’ eyes too flashed into bright crimson life, until the whole cavalcade appeared as denizens of hell, riding to ensnare souls and bring them to their doom. I was not far off the mark.

When the last of them were ready, the tall figure at the top of the stairs, who I was now certain was the Count, mounted his beast, the tallest and largest of them all, and unfurled a whip which he cracked loudly above his head. In response, each of that evil party did the same, and the courtyard echoed with the near unison cracking of loud whips. Then a horn sounded low and loud, and the party disappeared off the carriageway into the woods, galloping at incredible speeds for such a dark and moonless night. Eventually the sound of their hooves on stone and earth died away, and all that was left was the howling of the wind and the dusty sprinkling of the snow in my beard and in my fur collar.

I sat crouched there for some time, willing myself to unsee what I had seen. Eventually I became conscious that I could not huddle there indefinitely, and I jumped up with alarm at the thought that I might be leaving tracks in the snow. Tracks that might betray that I had seen something. For it was now crystal clear in my mind that I could not reveal that I had seen or heard anything to my hosts. I might be in mortal danger if I did. Somehow, I would have to continue as though everything was the same as it had been before, and that I had not seen anything untoward. I was unarmed, except for my cavalry sabre, which I had been allowed to keep, and a prisoner in a strange land, many thousands of miles from home, and many hundreds of miles even from my own countrymen in the camps at Sebastopol.

Sebastopol! With a guilty start I remembered the war, and that my army was now probably encamped before the walls of that city. The Count and his family had given me no news, but I often heard them refer to Sebastopol in Russian in a way that left me no doubt that it was the centre of the conflict. I will admit that I had felt some guilt at being housed in such comfort, indeed, luxury, while my comrades scraped and scrabbled in the mud of a siege. But now I envied the lowest private among them. At least he was among friends, and not stranded in an alien land on an alien estate, where something darker and more sinister than any war appeared to be at work. I could not erase the image of those hellish eyes leering at me through the snow and the gloom. It was not human. It was not natural.

I did not try to sleep. I smoked another cigar and paced back and forth in my chambers. I looked again at that landscape above my fireplace, where the fire was burning down to embers now. I threw another log on the flames from the copper basin to the left of the hearth and caught sight again of the painting above the mantelpiece and that awful figure on the far side of the lake. In the flickering fire and candlelight, it appeared even more simian, even less human, than before in the cold light of day. What was it doing there? Who, or what, was it?

I do not know how many hours passed, with my mind racing and my body taut and tense with stress and fear. At the clattering of hooves, I left my room, forsaking the belvedere, where I would be too easily seen, for the window of the dark parlour across the hall from my own chambers. I crouched in the dark and peered out of the window into the drive below.

The company’s fiery eyes came into view long before they did themselves, and the torchlit procession they formed recalled stories of corpse lights my nanny had told me of in my childhood days at Kirkwall, that lured sailors to their doom on stormy shores by pretending to be the familiar lights of ports and homes.

The riders clattered into the driveway, and they laughed and joked among themselves in Russian. I perceived that they had left a bloody trail through the snow behind them, and then eventually started with horror to see that they were dragging the corpses of three men. The flesh of the bodies, stripped of clothes by having been dragged across rough country by fast horses, showed grey in the dim scarlet light that I realised with a horrified lurch was emanating from the eyes of the hunting party. The flesh was scarred and torn, with ugly gashes all down the stripped, raw flesh, leaking black blood into the snow. The hunters laughed and chatted with each other in Russian and they dismounted. The horses silently filed away to the stables on their own accord, but they did not take the grisly quarry with them. The hunters grabbed the carcasses by the thongs that bound their ankles, and dragged them up the steps into the house behind them.

Shivering, I slunk into the dark corridor outside my room, where I could not see, but I could hear, and that was enough, what they did to those corpses in the entrance hall. Terrible thudding blows, as though joints of meat were being butchered, and with a thrill of horror I heard Olga and Greta’s voices mixed in with those of the men in happy banter. I listened for as long as I dared, about twenty minutes, until with a start of fear I realised someone was coming up the stairs to my corridor.

Not daring to re-enter my chambers, but wanting even less to be seen, I withdrew to the dark little parlour, cowering in fear behind an embroidered sofa. The clouds and snow had begun to clear outside, and though there was no moon, the stars were bright enough to illuminate the belvedere with its stone furniture. Through the window I glimpsed Olga steal out into the snow. She was dressed all in white, and her hair was hanging loose down her shoulders. Dark stains were on her arms and spattered across her dress, black in the dim starlight, though I knew what crimson they would have run in the brightness of day. Her eyes, too, were fiery, and flickered and glowed like rubies.

She swayed there on the balcony, as if drunk, and then before my eyes she threw her arms back, and let out an animal shriek of joy, clenching and unclenching her hands as she stood, and all but danced, her skin fully exposed to the cruel December cold. She swayed like that for a while, giggling madly to herself. I could not look away and could only trust to the darkness of the room around me to keep myself from being discovered. Eventually she dropped her arms and retreated into the house and did not see me. With a sickening lurch I saw my own footprints on the snowy ground of the belvedere, and realised with a visceral wave of relief that she had not seen them. I stayed trembling in the parlour another hour, rooted to where I was, clutching the arms of the sofa on which I crouched. Eventually, the silence in the house convinced me it was safe to go back to my chambers, though I did not think of sleep. Dawn found me sitting in a chair by the dying fire, my mind a blank, staring at the wall and trying to make any sense at all of the images, and above all the sounds, that continued to flood my brain.

I stayed like that for another hour, until I heard the bell ring to summon the house to breakfast. I had smoked all but one of the cigars in the little box on my bedside table, and my stomach lurched with panic that the box would be refilled by the servants, who might report to their masters that I had been up smoking in the dark. I realised that my room was heavy with the stink of it. But it was too late to worry about that now. All I could do was do my best to dissemble that I had seen or heard anything at all, and hope for the best, and for some sort of deliverance. The wild thought of escape had entered my mind in the night. But in the sober grey light of day, it occurred to me that perhaps exchange would not be far off. If I could just preserve the appearance of ignorance until the call came to exchange me for some Russian officer, perhaps I could leave peaceably, and without arousing suspicion in the hearts of these… fiends. I splashed water on my face, sprayed some cologne about me, adjusted my uniform collar, took a deep breath and went down to join the family for breakfast.

I found them peaceably working their way through their breakfast in silence, the only sound the clink of silver cutlery on ceramic. Olga enquired sweetly how I had slept. Oh, quite well, I assured her. Evgeni smiled at me.

“It is not good to be cooped up like this, day after day, Colonel. I’m sure our Russian winters must grate on a man used to milder climes.”

“Well, you know, a Highland winter is often not too far from the mark.”

“Perhaps we shall go hunting, then, in a few weeks’ time, if you feel you can bundle yourself against the cold. There is good sport in the woods in winter. Bears and wolves are most plentiful at this time of year, among other game.”

I swallowed. “I’d like that.”

“You look pale, Colonel,” the Count intoned. “You should try the pork sausages this morning, and some of our estate’s bacon. It will put some colour back in your cheeks.”

I looked down at the plate in front of me and saw that it was indeed piled high with eggs, blinis, cold cuts, smoked fish, cheese, sausages, and an extraordinarily streaky, crisp bacon. I felt a little spasm at the thought of eating it, after what I had heard last night, but realised with a sickening dread that I could not refuse to eat without arousing suspicion. I also got the sense that they were all watching me intently, Greta with her fork suspended halfway to her mouth. I cleared my throat, and with trembling hands cut myself a piece of one of the sausages.

Do you know, it was extraordinarily good? Rich and flavourful, and with a delightful savoury tang that I couldn’t quite place, but which reminded me of woodsmoke and fresh bread. The sausages certainly tasted like pork, and the bacon certainly tasted like bacon. Reassured, I fell to eating in earnest, avoiding eye contact with the family, who resumed their own polite repast. The rest of the breakfast passed in trivial chatter, to which I contributed, as necessary. As I ate, the memory of the previous night began to fade a little, and my suspicions about the meat died away entirely. They certainly wouldn’t have been able to make sausages in the time between three o’clock in the morning, when I estimated the butchery I heard had begun, and now, surely? And perhaps it had been a wild boar or a pig I had seen dragged behind the horses. It had been very dark, after all. But the eyes…

Feigning ignorance proved easier than I had anticipated. The family certainly made no allusions to what had passed the night before and took no more interest in me in the days that followed than they had before. Olga continued to read and transcribe her book and embroider and play chess with Aunt Greta, Evgeni continued to spend his days in the stables, or in his own private apartments on the second floor, and the Count continued to receive visitors and to hold court over his serfs in the carriageway, attended by his Cossack minions. I was more nervous than I had been, and certainly smoked a great deal more than I had before that evening, but perhaps I benefited greatly from my hosts’ relative lack of interest in me or my doings, or what I perceived as their lack of interest.

As the days went by, I began to develop something of an appetite. I was often impatient for meals and snatched opportunities to eat that presented themselves throughout the day, but nothing seemed to satisfy until every evening we sat down to dinner. The delicious pork I had tasted that morning seemed to feature increasingly frequently, and I did not complain. It seemed to be the only thing that would sate me, and allow me to rest, for sleep was becoming increasingly difficult. The strain of my silence, and of a long, slow captivity, meant that I was tossing and turning in my silk-sheeted bed most nights until well after midnight.

A week passed. Then another. The winter winds blew fiercer and fiercer, and the snow piled higher and higher in the gardens and on the lawns. The days grew shorter, and darkness became the normal state in which we lived. I took to pacing around the halls, my belly gnawing with the insistent hunger that I could not sate. The relief I obtained from the daily round of meals was not enough. Not anywhere near enough. I began to feel oddly numb, as though I was retreating into some place deep within myself and was barred by a pane of dirty grey glass from the world around me. My body’s movements no longer felt like my own. It is difficult to explain, and perhaps you will think, Clara, that I am merely trying to justify myself, in the light of my tale, but I felt as though some primal instinct was mastering me, and overriding my rational faculties, and even obscuring my soul. I was still there, somewhere, and my panic was increasing daily at whatever force seemed to be overpowering my mind and body, but I was not in control all of the time. Something dark and overpowering had the rule of me from within.

Then one evening Evgeni came into the library while I was reading a book of translated Latin poetry, to cure my boredom and fear and frustration, and to distract myself from the indescribable hunger. His hands were behind his back and he regarded me steadily. Then with a little click of his tongue and a turn of his head, he signalled for me to follow him. I went with him out of the rear door, and we turned towards the stables. Our boots crunched and squeaked on the densely packed snow of the mews. It was abominably cold.

As we entered the stable, a low fire blazing at its far end, in a little brazier, the horses turned to stare at us, blacker than night, blacker than sin, their silhouettes clear in the dim firelight. Just before we reached the end of the stables, we passed a kennel, where the black hounds I had glimpsed on the night of the hunt were quartered. But now I could see that they were not hounds. They were far too large, and their features far too lupine, their ears too devilishly pointed. They were wolves: their fur as black as the void. Their eyes glinted in the flickering firelight. Eyes of wolves and horses followed us in an unsettlingly intelligent matter all the length of the stables, where we passed the guttering fire, and through a door into an icy cold storeroom behind the stables. Evgeni lit a lamp and held it up for me as we entered.

Carcasses hung from iron hooks the entire length of the storeroom. They had been flayed and stripped and hacked beyond obvious recognition, but it was clear to some dull part of my human soul that they were the carcasses of men and women, and even children. A table at the far end of the storeroom was piled high with chops, joints and bones. Evgeni led me towards it. Red and unfrozen in the middle of the table was a heart, sheathed in a fatty coating. Evgeni took a knife that lay next to it, and quickly and expertly stripped the layer of fat with a practised hand. He picked up the heart, turned to me and offered it.

“It will quell your hunger until tomorrow.”

I didn’t think, I didn’t consider, I didn’t ask any questions. I grabbed it from his hand and began tearing at it ravenously with my teeth. Some dull part of me recoiled in horror and screamed internally, but it was in thrall now to something else; something entirely beyond me. It was delicious. Indescribable. Cold and slithery and tough as old leather, but no meat has ever tasted sweeter to me, before or since. Evgeni watched me impassively as I wolfed it down, and when the last bite was eaten, and I stood panting with my exertions in the middle of that charnel house, he smiled.

“Now you are ready. We ride tomorrow. It is the new moon. Father will lead the hunt.”

I gasped and fought for breath, partly from the haste with which I had wolfed down the heart, and partly from shuddering relief and ecstasy that my hunger, at last, was sated.

“Does it ever end?”

“The Black Hunger never ends, Colonel. It only grows.”

“Why have you done this?”

“Father has plans for you. I believe they involve Olga. After the hunt we will tell you all. We will even tell you of your parents, and how, and why they died. Now go and get some rest. You will need it.”

I staggered back through the ghastly abattoir, through the stables and out into the snowy night. I was unfathomably tired, my body shaking with relief. I stumbled up the stairs of the house, and back into my rooms and flopped into bed. But I did not sleep. I dreamed, certainly, and dark dreams they were. Full of unfamiliar faces and smouldering fiery eyes and the screams of women and children. Some part of me took fiendish delight in them, and some other part of me curled up in a dark corner within my mind and whimpered quietly to itself, its head in its hands. I had never felt quite so cut up before. Quite so many multiplicities of men and things other than men had never existed in my head at one time. I wondered if I was going mad. I found the thought oddly comforting; more consoling than the idea that any of what was happening to me was reality. Once I sat up and regarded a mirror on the dressing table next to my bed, to confirm what I already knew would be the case. My eyes were flaming red, burning with some strange inner light. I found I did not much care.

I lay there all the rest of that night, and all the next day, shaking and laughing and crying and eventually staring silently at the canopy of my bed. I turned my eyes to the window and saw that the sun was going down in a bloody crimson and orange dissolution, throwing the black, twisted shapes of the trees surrounding the house into sharp relief. The greed was overwhelming, the mad desire, the tortured craving for more. The heart had indeed quelled it somewhat, but it was also sharper now, more profound, more insistent. I thought of you, Clara, from time to time, and within me something screamed to be near you. You were a vision of hope, of normalcy. But I was now a prisoner within myself, and I could not reach you.

A few hours later, a low horn sounded, and I knew, without knowing how I knew, that I was required in the satanic chapel. I descended the stairs, and entered the chamber, and took my place among the congregation. Olga smiled at me and draped a black robe over my shoulders. She sat on my left, and turning to my right, I saw the Baron Ungern. He leered at me in a delighted way, and nodded approval. I sat in silence, not knowing the words to the dark, guttural chant. It was a new song, but pitched in the same low, menacing key. Close in now, the language it was chanted in seemed to contain a great deal of syllables quite unlike any I had heard before. Cths and qwyrths and snrgs and other horrible sounds. Yet whatever had taken over my body thrilled with delight and snarled and grunted and shrieked with twisted religious ecstasy. I knew all the words, without knowing how I knew them.

Then the chanting ceased, and the Count stood up, and strode forward to the altar, beneath the form of that hellish statue that seemed to loom over me like a juggernaut, fierce and terrible of aspect. We all fell silent, and one of the lamas approached the Count and offered him a goblet. I could not see what was in it, but that fiendish part of me that had been awoken knew instinctually that it was blood. The Count did not take the goblet. First, he signalled for Evgeni and Olga and Greta to join him on the dais, and he drew a dagger from beneath his black robe, sliced his hand with a dramatic flourish and let his blood run into the goblet, to mingle with what was there. Then Evgeni did the same, and so did Greta, and so did Olga, her face showing no more emotion than if she had been crocheting a sweater. Only when the blood of the entire family was mingling in the goblet did the Count raise it with both hands towards the slavering lips of the blood god, and then drink it in one draught.

As one, we threw off our robes, revealing our military uniforms, our civil insignia, and even a few priestly cassocks, and shouted our acclamation.

“Satya Nirvana! Satya Nirvana! Satya Nirvana!”

I knew, without knowing how I knew, what the words meant. True Nirvana. True release. The true extinction of suffering through the extinction of all things. The dousing of a fire in a torrent of blood.

The Count began to shudder, and Olga and Greta draped his arms over their shoulders and led him towards the entrance. Evgeni followed close behind, turning and catching me in the crowd and winking. We turned and filed out of the crypt behind them, our eyes afire, laughing and joking with each other in Russian. I did not speak the language, but found I was laughing, too, with some inner delight at the fiendish fun of it all. We filed down the hall, and through the atrium, out into the courtyard and the drive, where the black horses and the black hounds were assembled for us. They still had no minders, no grooms, no houndsmen. They waited for us alone, knowing in some infernal way what was expected of them, and what they were bound to do.

It was the night of the new moon, black as pitch and utterly dark. No star gleamed in the sky, hidden beneath lowering clouds. Yet I could see everything; see the black horses silhouetted against the snow, see the trees twisting in the frigid north wind, see my fellow huntsmen mounting their horses with sprightly bounds, see the wolves begin howling as one at our approach, see Evgeni fling himself onto a charger as I mounted the one beside him, see the laughing, maniacal grins on the faces of our entire party, and see Olga and Greta bearing the figure of the Count out past the horses, past the wolves, into the wide, semicircular lawn past the drive. They bore the Count to the strange sundial I had observed when I arrived at the mansion, and then they left him there, bowing low as they moved off to the left and right.

The Count writhed and twisted and suddenly screamed, an unearthly shriek that grew and grew as his suit began to split and tear, and he began to grow beneath it. He burst out of his clothes, growing long and straight, his flesh turning a luminous, glowing white, and his arms growing to simian lengths, the fingers tapering into razorlike claws. The bumps of his spine jumped out like plates, his hair disappeared and his legs grew long and thin. I had a vision of the strange creature I had seen in the painting above my mantelpiece; only now I was seeing it in the flesh, twenty feet tall at the least, and terrible to behold. It was his neck that was most inhuman. It had shot up to at least half the length of his body, like a thistle growing in a hedgerow. His head undulated on the long, snakelike neck as though it was swaying in the breeze.

He turned his gaze upon us, and his eyes were black voids in a skull-like, cadaverous, inhuman face. His mouth was infinitely small, barely a point in that grey, evil face. As I watched, panting with eagerness, his eyes erupted into flame, and guttered and smoked in the wind.

There was a long pause. The monster that had been the Count regarded us coolly, and examined its own hands and body. We watched it in return, in silence, breathless with anticipation.

Then the monster slowly smiled, and its face expanded. The small mouth grew and grew and grew as it smiled, until eventually it was an enormous wall of sharp and yellow teeth far too long for the face that contained them. It was a leer, a grimace, of unspeakable malice and ferocity. The creature turned to the sky and let loose a long, low howl that went on for what seemed like an eternity, and we cheered him to the echo, every voice chanting:

“Maha-preta, Maha-preta!”

Then he turned and dashed for the woods on all fours, his hands and feet drumming the earth like the feet of elephants at the gallop, and we followed behind him, our voices drowned by the thundering of hooves and the howling of wolves. The hunt was on.

We tore through the forest, the black horses somehow keeping pace with the simian thing that loped ahead of us on all fours with ungodly speed, and the wolves loping through the snow beside us. We cheered the monster on, dodging the tree branches that swung wildly in the howling wind, galloping at a pace I have never achieved on horseback, before or since. The wind screamed in my ears, the horse seemed to float beneath me, the thunderous beat of the hooves seemed to resonate in my very chest. The sensation was of flying, low over the ground. I had ridden into the guns at Balaclava, the shells exploding all around me, and I had felt only fear and grim determination. Here I felt wild ecstasy, and I think I cackled all the way through that hellish ride, and only dimly perceived when we burst out of the forest and saw the lights of a village winking in the distance.

I knew somehow, though I did not know how I knew, that the villagers would flee before us, scattering into the winter fields, and we would chase them, as our ancestors had done for centuries, and would find the victims by the strange mark they bore that only we could perceive, and would bring the quarry home to the honour of our Gods of Blood, so that they might grow strong, and hasten the end that we wished for, the great breaking of the world that we were destined to bring about. So the fold would be culled, forever and ever, unto the end.

But this time was different. Our monstrous leader reared up on his haunches, and we reined in behind him, the horses rearing and shrieking with the abrupt halt. We fell silent, and there was only the whistle of the cold wind and the drift of billowing snow. Through the snow we saw that the village square was afire with torchlight, and a barricade blocked our path. On the steps of the village church they were gathered, in their peasant smocks and their bast shoes, clutching swords, billhooks, axes, scythes, whatever poor weapons these peasants could lay to hand. They were on the steps of their church, and before the door, an enormous cross on his shoulder, was a priest. The priest held a sword aloft and intoned a hymn in basso profundo. His voice carried somehow in that empty square, and we all could hear it clearly, hear the note of defiance and faith.

Our hellish company hesitated, and for a long moment the living and the dead stared at each other across that snowy square, until the priest’s hymn was sung, his prayer made. Then our monstrous leader shrieked to the sky, and we yelled and charged across the square at the little phalanx of peasants, who screamed their defiance right back at us, and the battle was joined.

I had seen service in India against the Sikhs. I had led a charge at the Alma. I had been at the guns at Balaclava. They had all been desperate fights. But for wild, unhinged abandon I remember nothing like that little skirmish around the village church in V [image: image]. The crazed brutality of the hunters, and the desperate valour of the peasants defending their homes and their families from fiends, driven by raging hate for the masters who had oppressed them so cruelly for so many years, combined to create a perfect inferno of blood, screams and cackling laughter. I saw one fire-eyed hunter knock a scythe from the hands of a beardless peasant boy, who couldn’t have been older than seventeen, and then leap to tear at his throat with his teeth. I saw one hunter’s head cloven like an orange, falling away on either side, from an axe blow dealt by a wild-eyed serf, whose axe jammed in the stump so that he was quickly overwhelmed by other black-cloaked hunters. I saw Evgeni lashing about him with his sabre, eyes afire above a gaping grin. And above us all I saw the ghoulish, curved giant that had once been the Count Vorontzoff, laying about him with his claws, howling in a voice as low and thunderous as an alphorn, and once picking up a struggling villager and biting him in half with his yellow fangs. Blood and viscera spattered obscenely across the face of the towering beast.

I did not hold back. I was perhaps the only proper soldier in the mad melee, and whatever had taken me over was afire with bloodlust. I hacked and slashed with my cavalry sabre, disembowelling one man, decapitating another with a well-judged stroke, Azazello under me rearing and bucking and trampling villagers with his hooves. One grey-smocked villager waved his scythe in his face, and the great black beast reared too high, and began to topple over backwards. I rolled clear just as he fell and sprang up to my feet on the steps of the little church, Azazello righting himself and galloping off into the fray, where he reared up and began battering villagers with his hooves, as much a combatant in the battle as the humans. A younger man with a curly black beard screamed and charged me wildly, his fear stinking before him as he ran. I ran him through contemptuously, and laughed, catching the attention of a knot of five of them, better armed than the rest, who saw that I was between them and the church.

I looked behind me, and there was the priest, waving his cross and exhorting his congregation to fight on from the glowing golden doorway of the brilliantly lit church. I looked back to the five peasants, and they charged me. I fought them off, parrying their desperate thrusts with their billhooks and sickles, and backing up the steps towards the priest. One of them lunged across from my left, and I was able to grab the handle of his sickle and fling him into his companions with an unholy strength that I had never possessed before. They went sprawling like ninepins. I turned on the priest, licking my lips, and saw his face go pale with fear, and his mouth begin to work with a prayer or a curse. I advanced on him slowly, sabre low and at the ready, forcing him into the church. He dropped his tall cross in panic when it wouldn’t fit through the doors, and backed slowly, trembling, into the nave. I drew closer, preparing to run him through, just as he passed the silver baptismal font, and in a last, desperate gambit, he threw the bowl of the font at my face, missing me but dousing me in the water.

Whatever fire was raging within me died at that moment. Whatever evil energy had possessed me was quelled, and I found myself suddenly in my right mind, standing rather stupidly in the midst of the carnage with a bloody sabre dangling from my right hand. Even the hellish hunger that had not left me in weeks suddenly abated. Whatever part of me had been imprisoned within myself now suddenly found himself ejected from his cell and thrust back into mastery over limbs and a heart and a body that had obeyed another for some time. I blinked and gaped foolishly at the priest, who gaped back at me, his hands shaking.

At that moment, Evgeni rushed into the church, laughing maniacally, until he saw me. We looked at each other, and I believe he saw that the unholy fire burning in my eyes was extinguished. There was a moment’s pause, and then he lunged at me and I drew my sabre above my head and parried his furious blow. My arm jolted fearfully under the strain. I had not felt it before. We fought savagely. He hacked and cut at me like a madman, his eyes afire and his teeth bared in a snarl. It was all I could do to stay on the defensive, and to keep him at bay. The shock of finding myself master of myself again, and under such circumstances, probably dulled my skills. Surgically, he blocked the door and any escape, and beat me further and further down the nave of the church towards the altar. I made a wild overhead lunge. He beat it to one side, and then kicked me in the chest, sending me sprawling supine and knocking the wind from me. As I lay there, the sabre clutched desperately in my hand, gasping for breath, he laughed and raised his own sword above his head. Behind it I saw the image of Our Saviour appear for an instant. Then there was a thud and Evgeni fell forward onto me, limp and unconscious. The priest stood where he had been, his enormous cross in his hands, the face of Our Lord on the statue the cross bore smothered in Evgeni’s blood. He was breathing hard, but he hissed at me:

“Bezhat,” he panted. Run.

I obeyed. Screams and cries from the door signalled that the fight was spilling through the door into the church. I dashed wildly towards the iconostasis, rushed past it and found what I had hoped to find. A back door, leading from the chancel out into the cold. I was master of myself again, but I found to my immense relief that I could see as clearly in the dark and moonless night as I had when the unnatural fire was burning in my eyes. I have retained exceptionally keen night vision to this day. You have often remarked on it, Clara.

Before me was a carriage body mounted on iron sled runners instead of wheels, in the Russian winter fashion, and harnessed to two reassuringly grey, natural-looking horses, who skittered and whinnied with fright at the noise, mercifully quiet on this side of the church, of the ongoing battle. Perhaps the priest had it made ready to make his escape if the battle went ill, I do not know. It was in good condition, and well stocked with furs. Except for the runners, it was much like the one that had borne me here from Crimea all those long weeks ago.

Crimea! The army! Home!

I sprang onto the box of the little sled, took hold of the reins and cracked them for all I was worth. The sled was off like a scared rabbit, and the horses bounded with desperate fear away from that hellish place. I did not look back until we were cresting a hill about a mile from the town, and when I turned back, I saw the village illuminated in firelight. The church was burning. Bloody firelight made the wooden houses stand out in relief, like so many coffins in the snow. As I watched, the bell tower collapsed, and I heard the bell sound a deep and terrible knell as it crashed onto the stone floor below, echoing out across the steppe.

I did not slow, and I drove the horses unmercifully through the dark night. I stared straight ahead and felt the wind’s sandpaper rasp on my cheeks as it howled past my ears. I shook with fear and desperation, and not from the cold. As the countryside whipped past me, and I felt myself flying at such speed from the danger, after an hour or so I began to relax enough to move the reins to one side, and to reach back into the sled for one of the furs and drape it over my shoulders. My jaw ached from how I had clenched it. I did not slow my pace for an instant. I was covering ground that had taken almost three days to cover on wheels in a fraction of the time. The runners hissed beneath my feet on the ice below, and the horses and carriage flew at a speed that no wheeled conveyance could have achieved. Thank God for a Ukrainian winter.

I had only one thought: to reach the army. To reach my own people. To hear English and Scottish and Irish voices and to see the faces of my regiment again. To see the colours and to hear the marching band, and even to fight again, if that was the price of normalcy. If I died from a Russian musket or cannon, it would have at least the consolation of being a death in this world, for a reason that I could understand. It was certainly preferable to whatever demonic slavery I had fallen victim to on that ghastly estate. And if I survived, perhaps I would see you again, Clara. Perhaps I would walk the streets of London or Edinburgh, having sold my colours and taken up some quiet, respectable profession. I could be a grocer, perhaps, or a vicar. The Church, at that moment, appealed to me as a career as it never had before. Safe in the protection of the ordinary, the dull, the mundane, and perhaps even the protection of a Power that could keep those fiends from ever finding me again. Thinking of home, and with relief stealing over me, I passed the village of Armiansk and knew that I was on the isthmus where the Crimea began. I gave the village a wide berth and sped on through the night. I began to laugh with elation at being out of those clutches, and being on the way home; or at least to a version of home.

Then, over the hiss of the ice under the runners, and the drumming of the horses’ hooves, I heard it. In the distance, the howling of wolves.

I turned, hunched with fear and looked wildly to and fro behind the sled. At first I saw nothing. Just the tracks of my sled in the ice and snow of the road beneath me. But again, I heard the keening howl of a wolf, and now the drumming of other hooves, thunderous and gaining. And then, in the distance behind me, fiery eyes, twinkling foully in the gloom. First, I saw the shapes of black horses, their manes flying in the starlight. Then, beneath their feet, I saw the low running shapes of wolves.

Frantically, I lashed the horses, which must have caught the scent of the wolves on the breeze and began to whinny and scream with a terror that surpassed even my own. The low, loping stride of the wolves became distinguishable, and it was inconceivable that they were gaining on me, they moved so majestically, and so seemingly slowly, but gaining on me they were.

The first to catch me, though, were the horses. Suddenly there were four of them beside me, two to my left, and two to my right. They were riderless, saddleless. Their flaming eyes flickered and danced in the howling wind, searing past us as we careened at breakneck speed through the Russian night. I suspected that the first horse on my left was Azazello, but the black horses were indistinguishable in the darkness. They panted and snorted, and they seemed to fly through the snow on either side of my sled, but they did no more than watch us with sinister intent, keeping pace, but only watching, and waiting.

The wolves came closer, sniffing and panting and slavering, their open jaws gleaming in the light of their eyes. They growled and panted, and they were close enough now that I could hear them. I lashed behind me with my whip, screaming incoherently with rage and fear, but I missed them. Frantically I fumbled in my pocket for my Wembley revolver, desperately hoping against hope that it was there, though I knew it had been taken from me by Praznikoff when I surrendered.

In desperation, I grabbed a fur from the back of the sled and flung it at the nearest wolf. It enveloped him, and he tumbled into the snow, snarling and whining. I did the same to a second wolf. The last remaining pursuer followed a few minutes longer, and at any moment I expected to feel him lunge at me, and to feel his teeth in my neck. He only looked up at me, inquisitively, hungrily. But rather than lunge for me or for one of the horses, he suddenly stopped. The horses peeled away, and turned back down the road to Armiansk. The sole remaining wolf sat in the middle of the road, threw back his head and howled louder than I had ever heard a creature howl before. I seemed to hear the howl deep in my head. I seemed to hear it with my soul, and my trembling heart, not my ears. I heard it echo off the Sea of Azov to my left. It died away, and then suddenly I heard another answering; a low roar, guttural and fierce, far away in the distance behind me.

I realised then that they were scouts, outriders. The true pursuer was behind me, approaching at a run. And I knew who it would be. My heart froze in my chest as I realised that he had found me. That he had been hunting me. He would not let me escape. Not knowing what I knew.

Everything became eerily silent, and things seemed to move very slowly, as though I was submerged under dark water. Slowly, I turned my head and saw it in the far distance cresting a low ridge that formed the horizon. It was as though a grey stone church had assumed the form of a simian monster, somewhere between a bear and a gorilla, and it was tearing after me on all fours, its gait slow, but covering the distance between us at an unimaginable rate. Its grey skin appeared to glisten in my strangely heightened vision, unnatural muscles rippling beneath it, and the eyes were as fiery as they had ever been, glowing and flaring in the darkness. I could not conceive that this creature had once been my host, the Count Vorontzoff, yet I knew that it was.

I lashed the horses with the reins, I leaned forward, I willed the sledge to move. There was nothing I could do. The horses, which had been flagging, must have caught the thing’s scent in the breeze, for they screamed in an excruciating terror that outpaced even their fear of the wolves, and redoubled their pace to a desperate fury. Steam rose from their flanks in thick clouds. Away to my left was a black immensity that must have been the sea, yawning like a void as far as the eye could see. We tore along the coastal road, but eventually I could hear the thud of feet and claws galloping not fifty yards behind us. I turned and threw a horrified glance back at it, and as it reared up, I discerned something in its left claw: a knout whip, flaring out behind the creature in slithering coils. In the hands of that monstrosity it may as well have been a riding crop. He drew back, and I threw myself prone onto the box of the little sledge. I heard the whip cut through the tough leather and wood of the sled’s canopy like scissors through paper, and the deafening boom of the crack somewhere away to my left. Enraged that it had missed, the creature redoubled its pace. I lashed the horses again, willing them to somehow outpace this monster.

I was suddenly filled with a great rage. I thought of you, Clara, and an icy determination seized me that I was not going to die like this. Not disembowelled by some monster on the side of the road somewhere in the Ukraine. I was coming home. I was going to see you again. And I was going to let this… thing know it. I turned around in the sled, brandishing my own feeble, small whip, and I screamed my defiance in the face of the creature.

I saw its small mouth open again, wide as a chasm, as it grinned at me. A long, serpentine tongue flared out between its yellow teeth and licked the black lines that might have been tight lips. It galloped forward, until I could feel its foul, warm breath on my neck. It reeked of death and corruption, faintly sweet, but sickeningly rotten, like gamey meat long past its prime. Then it reared up, falling behind, but throwing its full height into the night sky, and drawing its arm back to throw its entire weight into its next assault.

Once more, the whip cracked out, this time cutting so close to my face that I felt, rather than heard the crack, as it seared through the air.

With a roar, the creature lunged forward and prepared to fall on me with its bare hands and claws. I was aware only of its eyes and its yellow teeth and the whiff of its fetid breath on the breeze that continued to race icily past my cheeks as the horses careened madly on. Without thinking, conscious only of terror and imminent death, I cut upwards with my sabre with all the force I could muster. I caught it in the neck, and the heavy cavalry sabre sliced through flesh, muscle and bone. I was doused in the creature’s hot blood, and saw its head roll away like a boulder, bounce once in the snow and then flop down, not far from where the body also collapsed, haemorrhaging from the neck. The snow was black where the blood had spilled. As it fell, the body knocked the sled sideways and it tumbled into the snow, knocking me from my perch onto the cold ground. The horses broke free from their harness and ran off wildly into the night. A silence fell, and I was left alone with the unholy corpse.

I do not remember what happened next. I only know what my brother officers told me, later, on the hospital ship back to England. The sled was found on what must have been the next day, without the horses, by a party of scouting hussars from the 11th. They saw it turned over, and were astonished to find me in it, soaked from head to foot in black blood and gibbering incoherently, wrapped in the furs, rocking myself backwards and forwards. My fingers and nose were rather frostbitten, but I kept them in the end, and other than that I was unharmed. My sword was gone, and I have never seen it since. I regret its loss to this day. A cavalry officer must never lose his sword.

They escorted me back to our lines, and apparently I was questioned by Raglan and Lucan and Canrobert and the rest of the generals, but I do not remember it, and my answers to their questions must not have been very useful. I was deemed insane and placed on a hospital ship bound for Britain. I remember vividly where I was when I was restored to myself and my right mind, and will do so until the day I die. I was in a deck chair on the hospital ship Eothen, somewhere off the Greek coast. An Aegean sun was shining, dazzlingly brilliant, and a warm blue sea stretched about me for as far as I could make out. For a moment I felt that I must have woken from a dream but could not for the life of me connect my present circumstances to any memory I possessed. When a nurse came to check on me, radiant in her long white dress and modest headpiece, I asked her if this was heaven. Apparently, they were the first words I’d spoken in any kind of coherent order since the ship left Crimea. Gradually my faculties and my strength returned, and by the time the ship docked in Portsmouth I had convinced them that I was sane, and I walked from the ship a free man, into your arms, Clara. We rode in your father’s carriage all the way through Hampshire to London, and by the time we arrived, three days later, we had still not said one part of all we had to say to one another. Some of it I have kept from you until this moment.

Years later, in the smoking room of the United Service Club, I bumped into George Mawhinney, who had been my subaltern in the 11th Hussars. He looked at me in a way that I have seen a few times since, from fellow Crimea veterans. As though he was unsure of me; as though, despite appearances, I was not quite sound. That night, over port, he told me what he remembered.

“You were in a bad way, old chap. The blood that soaked you was the queerest thing. Even in broad daylight, and even allowing for the time you were left lying there, it appeared blacker than Newcastle coal. I’m not even sure it was blood. It was thick as oil. Though I’ll own we never thought it was anything else, mainly from the smell of the stuff. We asked you where you had been, and how the devil you got through to our lines, and all you could say was how hungry you were. ‘So very hungry’, you kept saying, over and over again, muddled with some other nonsense about horses and demons and Tsar Alexander. You kept asking for your sword. You seemed to think it was terribly important, and flew into a rage when we told you it was gone. None of us could make head nor tail of it.” He tossed off his port with a grimace and regarded me warily. “But all better now, you say, eh? Well. Good.” And the subject hasn’t been addressed since.

All these long years, I have fought the hunger. There are years that I am almost the master of it. I have never succumbed to the wilder thoughts, of going to Whitechapel or Shoreditch and waylaying some urchin and satisfying the craving that never leaves me. But I have come close. And all the beef, mutton, veal, or venison in the world is as ashes in my mouth. I eat it, because I must, and it seems to nourish me, but I have never stopped hungering for what I tasted from the grounds of that estate. Not once. In almost twenty years. Thank God, the Eucharist provides some relief. Indeed, the respite is so indescribable that I secretly attend Catholic masses at a clandestine Jesuit prayer hall in Stepney. I know you would not approve, Clara, but the ritual of the mass seems to imbue the bread and the wine with a power that the Anglican service does not. After a Catholic service, and after the Host, it is as though a forty-pound weight has lifted from my shoulders. I can breathe again. I have not missed a church service in twenty years. The relief is tremendous, unspeakable. You think me devout, Clara, but you do not understand. It is quite possibly the only thing that has kept me from killing, all these years. Of stalking the streets of London as the very monster that I sought to destroy, and that even now, I still hope to escape. I hope you understand now.

Now you know, Clara. You know I have kept it under control. For you. For the children. For everyone’s sanity. And I wouldn’t speak of it at all, were it not for that crate that was delivered this evening, as you and the girls were leaving for dinner at Lady Eddington’s house. It was addressed to me, and you looked at me askance as you passed it on the stairs into your carriage. I told you I would open it and tell you later. And I would, darling. Only I cannot say all this to your face. I can only write it and hope that you will remember the good and let the bad die.

For when I opened the crate, having fortified myself with a glass of brandy, and poked the fire for as long as I could reasonably delay myself from opening it, with its Cyrillic markings, my darkest fears about what it contained were realised. Tucked within, carefully packed in straw, was the head of the thing. It had shrunk somewhat, and the skin was wizened and puckered as though it had been somehow mummified or preserved. Some of the teeth were missing, and the eyes were empty sockets now, but it was the same terrible face. I had to hold it at arm’s length to contain it in my hands, and it was heavier than a cast-iron pot. And as I beheld it, I felt the dead flesh move beneath my hands, and saw the face curl into an evil smile. And though it had no eyes to see, and no lungs to give it voice, I knew from the way it moved that the empty sockets saw me clearly, and the evil smiling mouth was laughing at me, as though jubilant that it had found me again. As I held it, a note fluttered out of the base of the skull. I put it back in the crate, where I could hear the sickening thud of the thing’s jaw bouncing up and down on the packing straw. It was a cream-coloured envelope, addressed to me. I tore it open, and read this:


Did you think we would forget? That we would let you live? We have finally found you. And we will be with you very soon. My father will be avenged, and I have sent him to you to witness your fear for himself. Prepare yourself, General Stewart.

Satya Nirvana



The note was unsigned. But it didn’t need to be. The time had come.

I threw both note and skull in the fire, Clara, and I smashed it with a poker until the skull cracked and crumbled, and I let it burn and stoked the flames higher until the room was heavy with smoke, and all the wood was gone. And then I doused the flames and swept the ashes into the dustbin. You remarked on the foul smell when you came home that night, but I sent you to bed with a kiss and told you not to worry.

And I hope you never have to, Clara. I hope they spare you and the girls whatever fate they have in store for me. You don’t deserve it, though you know by now that I probably do. Just know that I love you, and that I did what I could to keep these things from you, and I will not let them dishonour you now. I do not intend to go down without a fight. You are armed now with all the information I can give you. You can find a way to keep it out of the papers. I love you, dearest. I always will. Think well of me, if you can.

(This envelope was found on General Stewart’s desk the next morning, covered in blood, and sealed hastily with wax. It is recommended that the police investigation be suspended, and all documents pertaining to it be sent to the secret archives of the Home Office.)
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DIARY OF DR SAMUEL ABRAVANEL, 30 SEPTEMBER 1876

I was startled from my horrified reverie, as I finished reading the letter, and sat mentally processing the enormity, the horror, of what I’d just read, and all its implications. I remembered hearing of Ian Stewart’s death. Reading about it in the London papers. I racked my brain to remember how the murder had been explained away. Had they said it was a robbery? A simple mugging? A breaking and entering gone wrong? For the life of me I couldn’t recall. But it was obviously from General Stewart himself. It was too incredible to believe. Preposterous, even. But I had no doubt that the relation was what he believed to have happened. And then there was the dinner we had just had. The younger Count Vorontzoff’s cryptic remarks. The allusion to my own death.

I got up and paced the room. Why had this cult, if they were indeed real, targeted General Stewart all those years later? Surely it wouldn’t have been hard for them to find him? He had not lived in hiding, or changed his name. Why had they sent him the skull? And what had been their purpose in killing him? Was it simple revenge? It seemed the simplest explanation. But it seemed that there might have been more afoot.

I shuddered involuntarily when I recalled the pork that had been laid out so lovingly on Evgeni Vorontzoff’s table aboard the Severnoye Siyaniye. A wave of visceral disgust passed through me, and I crossed to the decanter and poured myself a tot of brandy, which I sank in one go to settle my stomach. Surely not. Surely it hadn’t been the meat of a human being? With a flash, I realised something. Lord Stewart had partaken of the pork. Liberally.

As though in answer to my thoughts, suddenly I heard someone pounding on the door, hard, shouting my name. I threw it open and Angus was there, his face white as a sheet. I could hear screaming from down the hall. Daphne and Melissa’s voices, and what sounded like the servants’ as well.

“Come quickly sir, ’tis Lord Stewart, he’s gone insane!”

I raced past him, and down the hall, and down the stairs, towards the sound of the screaming. I dashed past a knot of terrified servants into the drawing room and beheld a horrible sight.

Lord Orkney was poised above his niece like some kind of bird of prey. Daphne lay on the floor, her throat bloody, her face pale, her eyes closed. Melissa was shrieking on the other side of the room, clutching a fire poker with trembling hands. Lord Orkney was transformed. Unrecognisable.

He wore the same clothes as before, but they were bursting on him. His face was mottled, discoloured, his neck was lengthening, undulating, before our eyes. And when he turned his face, ruddy with the gore of his own flesh and blood, towards us, and bared his lengthening teeth, the true horror was revealed. There were pits of orange flame where once his eyes had been. He looked at us, and in a voice like gravel churning in a pit, he said one word.

“Reku.” I had not a clue what it meant. Then he lunged for us.

“Down!” A voice shouted behind us. It was a command, not a request. In an unfamiliar voice.

Angus and I ducked, and in an instant Lord Orkney’s head exploded, spraying Angus and I with blood. The thing, for it was surely not Lord Orkney any more, flew backwards, its arms flailing limply and it collapsed in a heap before the body of Daphne, sprawled on the floor, now on her side, shaking, blood flowing from her mouth. Melissa’s screams grew louder and louder. Suddenly the room was full of men, some in police uniform, some in black suits. Some rushed to attend to Daphne. Some rushed to restrain Melissa, who had dropped the poker and was keening horribly. One man, shorter and portlier than the rest, with a fringe of auburn hair, but with an unmistakable air of command, held a smoking pistol in his hand. With a start, I realised the pistol was made of solid gold. He was reloading with what looked like a golden bullet.

“Clear the house!” he shouted. “Kill anyone who isn’t supposed to be here.”

I stood up slowly. I heard Angus retching beside me. The portly man stared down at the corpse.

“It took him less than twelve hours to turn. He must have been worse than we thought.” He tutted. “Good riddance to bad rubbish.” Then he turned to me.

“Dr Abravanel, where is she?”

I froze with horror, and turned and sprinted up the stairs.

Clara.

I have never moved faster in my life than when I took those stairs three at a time. I could hear running feet behind me. I did not care. I grabbed the handle, and found it locked, and without a second’s hesitation threw myself against the door with all my strength. I heard it splinter. I heaved again, and it crashed into the room. I sprinted in behind it.

A woman lay in the bed, her face turned to the wall. I dashed to the bed and grabbed her by the shoulders, turning her face to me. It was not Clara. It was a woman I did not recognise. Her throat had been slashed, and her dead eyes were staring wildly. My heart fell to the bottom of my chest.

“My God, it’s old Morag Gwynn, the drunkard!” Angus shouted.

I fell to my knees and screamed. Men ran past me into the room, checking every cranny, every nook. The window was shattered, and cold air was flooding the room, making the coal fire sputter in its grate. I heard the portly man behind me.

“Damn. Twenty minutes too late, by the look of things.” He turned to one of the police officers and snapped, “How is she here? I told you to send her to London.”

“We did, sir! I sent her myself yesterday. I personally put her on the boat. I have no idea how she got here.” The local policeman’s face was like ash, as he beheld the corpse.

“Where is she!?” I screamed.

“They’ll have taken her to the ring. The ritual will be tonight.” I didn’t ask. I somehow already knew. “Can you shoot?” the portly man asked.

I gritted my teeth. “Yes.”

He shoved a golden pistol into my hand. “Then come with me, now.”

We rushed downstairs through the house, which was full of men in black suits, interrogating the servants, ministering to Melissa, performing what looked alarmingly like incantations over the bodies of Daphne and Lord Orkney. I caught a glimpse of Angus’s terrified, pale face. I blew past him, asking no questions, considering nothing. I needed Clara back. I needed her now.

We ran into the driveway, and I leapt into one of five black carriages, including a police Black Maria, with four whinnying horses in each harness. The portly man came after me, and slammed the door.

“Brodgar! Now, man!” The whips were cracked, and we flew away, the horses at full gallop. I was alone in the carriage with the strange man. He lit a cigar, and we both drew breath for a long five minutes before either of us spoke.

“How long do we have?” I asked, panting.

“I don’t know. But we’ll probably be there in time.”

“For what?”

“For the reason they came here. For the ritual.”

“What ritual?”

“You are about to find out.”

“How do you know it hasn’t happened already?”

For answer, he lowered the window and pointed to the aurora, which continued to undulate in the sky above us.

“It’s still green.”

“So it isn’t a coincidence, then. It’s to do with their coming here.”

“Yes, it is.” He didn’t question how I knew who “they” were. It was obvious now. The assembled aristocrats from the Continent. Evgeni’s sudden arrival. Something horrific was going to happen at the Ring of Brodgar.

“Who are you?” I demanded.

“L.”

“L?”

“Yes,” he snapped. “And that’s all you’ll be getting from me. That’s all you need from me. If we survive this, there’ll be time for explanations later.”

“What are they going to do to her?”

“I told you. They’re going to sacrifice her, in a ritual.”

“A ritual designed to do what?”

“Let’s hope you never need to find out.”

And we drove the rest of the way in silence. The horses’ clattering hooves and the crack of the coachman’s whip and the mad thunder of the wheels spinning on the gravel road were the only sounds. I clenched and unclenched my jaw, and toyed with the golden pistol in my hands, checking repeatedly that it was fully loaded.

We clattered to a halt on the road, and L roughly pushed me out of the carriage.

“We walk from here.”

The other carriages disembarked, and about fifty of us, clad in black, began to advance on foot. We passed the Ring of Stenness, the dark stones stark against the glowing green sky, and crossed the bridge over the passage joining the Loch of Stenness and the Loch of Harray. We advanced at a quick, silent trot over the narrow spit of land leading to the Ring of Brodgar. At one point there was a muffled shout, and L’s comrades, whoever they were, quickly and silently slit the throats of some men who had been standing guard. I stepped over the corpses without looking down on them. My teeth were clenched. I thought only of Clara.

Above us, the aurora suddenly changed. It was no longer an eerie green. It was a crimson red. Waving in the air above us like flowing blood.

We approached the ring. Within about a hundred yards, on a lip of high ground providing a clear view of the circle, L motioned to me to stay with him. We crouched low, and stared down into the night. The men L had brought, armed with rifles with stocks of wood and barrels of gold, fanned out in a practised semicircle, keeping low to the ground, and pointing their rifles towards the ring, which we could see faintly in the distance. In a few minutes, all was silent, and we caught our breath and watched the ring eagerly, trying to see through the dark.

In the distance, I became aware of voices. Voices which began intoning a low, droning chant, the likes of which I had never heard before. It was darkness-given sound. Low, ululating, pulsing and sinister like no music I had ever heard. I will never forget the sound of it for as long as I live.

Then the stones themselves came to life. They began to glow red, brighter and brighter until they were shimmering like flames. As they began to glow, they began to grow what looked like cases of gleaming ruby. The ruby-like material, and I can’t be sure it was material, and not light itself, filled in the gaps and the weathering in the stones, until they restored them to the shape and size they must have been thousands of years ago, when they were first erected. The light spread and sank into the earth, revealing the depths of the stones beneath the ground. Inscriptions began to grow and spread across their surfaces, in Norse runes, Brahmic script, Latin characters. Swastikas blossomed on the surface of every stone, blazing like glowing coals. After a moment, the swastikas burst into flames of hellfire.

Soon the circle was as it had been thousands of years before. An incandescent ring of fire, glowing like the embers of a roaring blaze and sparkling with fiery swastikas.

We could see them now. There were at least a hundred of them. Figures shrouded in black robes, swaying back and forth as they chanted. They formed an inner ring within the circle of flaming stones. And at the centre of the ring they formed was an altar. In the same ruby blaze as the stones around it. Around the altar I could make out Count Evgeni Vorontzoff, Stepa, and, twisting and screaming in her night clothes, Clara herself.

Two men held her, and she struggled mightily against them. Getting an arm loose, she struck one of them full in the face and yanked her arm from the other’s grasp. She attempted to run away, but suddenly tripped, and the men were on her again. She struggled, and then Evgeni walked to her and spoke. She stood stock still, and I could see her face set in grim determination, eyes blazing with hate. With a shock, I realised that there was as much light on her face as there would be if she were standing before a blazing fire. As Count Evgeni turned, her face faded and I saw that his eyes were ablaze, just as Lord Orkney’s had been.

One of the men took her arms, another her legs, and they spread her across the altar. She struggled mightily, screaming her defiance at them. Stepa offered Evgeni a sword, and I saw him draw it from its sheath and raise it in the air above his head. I would have known the blade no matter what, but I was doubly sure because the oily patterns I had seen on it before were now ablaze. The flaming sword stood stark against the red aurora. He held it there a long while. The chanting died away, and the only sounds were Clara’s screams.

Then we saw them. Like moths to a flame they were being drawn to the circle from all over the island. Thousands of them. Glowing brighter and brighter red as they advanced towards the fire. They passed over us, and through us, where we lay upon the turf, but they did not seem to see us. L whispered to me.

“Don’t move a muscle. They won’t see you.”

They were dead men. Some dressed in Norse helmets and cloaks. Some in the uniforms of Roman legionaries. Some in the armour of medieval knights. Some few, fresher than the rest, in the uniforms of British soldiers from the turn of the century. Some, vastly the majority, were in furs and crude leather armour, and were from the countless ages before we began to record our history. All were dead, their faces masks of skulls and withered flesh, their eyes pits of flame.

And between them walked the Pretas.

There were hundreds of them. As they drew closer and closer to the circle, they grew larger and larger and larger, and their massive heads on their undulating necks rose higher and higher above the throngs of dead men surrounding them. Their gait grew longer and longer, and their limbs stretched and stretched, until the ones closest to the circle were twenty feet tall. All of the bodies, of dead men and hungry ghosts alike, grew brighter and brighter and redder and redder the closer they advanced towards that hellish circle. They were on land, they were on the surface of the loch, the surface of the sea. They seemed to spread towards the horizon. They were legion. And they were assuming form.

As one, they stopped, and for a breathless moment the scene was entirely still. Even Clara had fallen silent.

“Now!” L screamed.

I squeezed the trigger of my pistol and heard dozens of rifles spring to crackling life around me. Far away, on the other side of the circle, I saw pins of flame where a hundred other rifles of men I hadn’t seen sprang to life as well. The hooded human figures within the stone circle began to fall, and scatter. I saw the flame of Evgeni’s sword wink out. The hellish red light of the circle flickered once, like an electric light bulb I remember seeing as a younger man at the Crystal Palace exhibition in London, and then began to fade. The Pretas and the dead men howled and began to dematerialise.

“Kill them all, save Vorontzoff. I want that bastard alive!” L shouted, brandishing his pistol.

Men began to charge the circle. I joined them, rushing it with a scream.

Some of the hooded figures fought back, others turned and ran. A large man in a black robe charged me shrieking, and I fired a golden bullet into his face point-blank. He crumpled. Another tried to stop me, and I whipped him in the face with the butt of the pistol. L fired behind me, and to my left I saw another hooded figure fall to the turf. I had only one thought. To get to the centre. To get to Clara. And if I could, to kill Evgeni. Damn what L had said.

The cultists had begun to scatter, fleeing in all directions. Some of them began to disappear into clouds of black smoke, and I could hear a hissing, zipping sound, like steam hitting a hot stove. When the smoke cleared, many of them had disappeared. Bodies were scattered across the turf where the bullets had hit home. I charged through the clouds of smoke, and broke through to the centre of the circle. Evgeni and Stepa were still there. Evgeni had hold of Clara’s throat, and I saw her stare into his fiery eyes, her nightdress torn and bloody, and she reared back and spat in his face.

“I will find you again,” I heard him hiss, in a voice sibilant with repressed rage.

“Not if I find you first,” she snapped back.

“You bastard!” I screamed. I raised my gun and fired. Vorontzoff whipped round with alacrity, put out a hand, and a wave of unnatural force that made me stagger back forced the bullet to the right, slamming into Stepa’s head. The servant pitched backwards and lay still on the turf. Vorontzoff turned to me and snarled, lips drawn back, fire in his eyes:

“This isn’t over, Jew.”

“Damn you, you monster, die!” I unloaded the rest of the magazine, but before the first bullet had left the gun, he had disappeared with a hiss, and a puff of black smoke that drifted away in the rising wind.

The red light was lingering like demonic phosphorescence on the sea, and by its light I saw that Evgeni was gone, Stepa’s body was twitching by the altar, but Clara remained, sprawled on the altar in her torn nightgown. She sat up. I ran to her. I pulled her from the stone and embraced her, and felt her shivering in my arms. She didn’t make a sound, and when I pulled her back to look her in the face, and brush a strand of hair from her eyes, her face was hard and set. The sounds of battle were all around us, fading and rising, but mostly fading. I held her close and repeated over and over into her ear,

“It’s all right, it’s all right, it’s over now, I’m here.” After a moment or two, her shock faded, and all she could do was heave racking sobs and clutch me close, as if she would never let me go. The last of the demonic light flickered away, and the sounds of battle ceased, as the last of the cultists either fled into the night, were arrested and wrestled to the ground, or lay motionless, bleeding their foul blood into the wet turf.

“I should have known, I should have known,” Clara kept repeating. I soothed her as best I could, and eventually she began to calm. She drew back, she looked me deep in the eyes and she said the words I had waited thirty years to hear.

“I love you, Sam.” And we kissed. Gently, delicately. It was only a moment, and then she drew away again, trembling. I didn’t press the point. I removed my coat from my shoulders, draped it around her own and held her close on the bloodstained sod.

Eventually, L found us, and, with surprising gentleness, he led us away to the carriages and we rode back to Kirkwall Castle. Clara fell asleep in my arms, exhausted from the shock and terror of it all, and we rode in silence with L back across the moors, now blessedly dark and silent. There was no wind. The unnatural aurora was gone. As we set down from the carriages and filed across the driveway of Lord Orkney’s former home, I looked up and beheld with infinite relief a riot of stars such as I had never seen before, cascading like diamonds thrown across the black silk of a jeweller’s table.

Clara and I waited in the living room, now blessedly free of any of the evidence of the night’s bloodshed, as men scurried to and fro. The house now resembled a military camp, full of shouted orders and low, urgent conversations. Eventually, the general of this strange, secret army entered, handed his coat to an orderly and sat down in an armchair across from the couch where Clara and I sat. Another man brought L a glass of whisky and offered one to me as well, which I declined, and he sighed and addressed us directly.

“First and foremost, Mrs Stewart, I must report to you that your daughters are alive, and well.”

“What? What happened to them?” Clara’s grip on my hand was like iron.

“Your brother-in-law attacked Daphne as he was transforming into a Mahapreta. She has lost a lot of blood, but we got here in time. We have said the appropriate spells, and bound her wounds and she is recovering in her chambers.” Clara let out a little moan, and closed her eyes.

“What about Melissa?” I asked.

“Obviously she is very upset, but she is well. My men are questioning her about what happened here tonight. But apart from Daphne, everyone in the house is well, and has survived the ordeal without injury.” Clara’s grip relaxed a little.

“Thank God.” She looked up. “I need to see Daphne.”

“You should wait. The doctors and the mages are doing their work. She will be all right, but she will be better able to see you in an hour or so.”

He took a pull of his whisky. “I congratulate you on your friends, Mrs Stewart. Dr Abravanel here did not hesitate for a moment to put himself in harm’s way to save you.”

“I would do it again.” I meant it.

“I am making myself available to you to answer, to the best of my ability, any questions you may have. Consonant with political and spiritual security.”

“What were they trying to do to me?” she asked, her voice shaking.

“To sacrifice you. I would think that much was obvious.”

“To whom?”

“Not to any god in particular, but to what for lack of a better word I shall call The Void. There is much I cannot tell you. Much that is beyond even official secrecy. I cannot even tell you who we, or they, are. But I can tell you that our operation here tonight was successful, and the worst of what might happen has been avoided.”

“What was supposed to happen?”

“Again, I cannot tell you.”

I knew then. They were the Dhaumri Karoti. They were real, and they yet lived. I said nothing.

“You mentioned a Mahapreta. How is that different from a Preta?” I intended to catch him off guard and did so.

He arched his eyebrows. “You know what they were, then?”

“I think so.” I explained in brief what Dacre had told me about Pretas, and, because it seemed relevant, about the excavations that had been so abruptly halted.

“Make a note of it,” he snapped to his orderly. “Yes, we were the reason Dr Winslow and his friends couldn’t fund their excavations. The less that is known about the true function of the Ring of Brodgar the better.”

“You won’t harm him, will you?” I had grown fond of the young man.

“No. He’ll be monitored for a while, to make sure he knows nothing of what was going on here. And his tutor will gently explain to him that he would be better off pursuing some other line of research. He’s a sound man, he can be relied upon. I’m sure Dr Winslow will find some other subject for his thesis.”

“Is that what the circle is for, then?”

“Not originally. Obviously the Ring of Brodgar, and the other stone circles on the British Isles, are of quite immense antiquity. None of them were originally consecrated to this… cult.” He caught himself, before he revealed anything more. “But some of them have been, for at least a few thousand years now. And as you saw tonight, they have great power.”

“Power to do what, exactly?” Clara was exasperated, her strength clearly returning.

“Again, it is best that you do not know. But I think your friend knows the answer.” I nodded. I suspected. An army of the dead of that size would have had power. And I think I know what it would have been used for.

“And Mahapretas?” I pressed.

“Yes.” He coughed. And he produced a cigar and lit it, which to this point he had avoided, presumably for Clara’s sake. “Again, there is much I cannot say, but as Dr Winslow clearly explained the idea of a Preta to you, I can tell you that the ritual would have allowed the Pretas not merely to materialise into the world in physical form, which is what they most desire, but also given them power. Horrible power. They would have been generals in that army of the dead. Powerful generals. Deadly, remorseless, implacable enemies of mankind, driven by thousands of years of accumulated hatred, and an overwhelming desire for vengeance upon the world. Do you need to know more?”

“No.” Clara started to speak, but I squeezed her hand and shook my head. She caught my drift. We would speak later.

“A wise man.”

“Why are all of the weapons you deployed made of gold?” I asked. L looked at me in an appraising sort of way.

“That, I suppose, I can tell you.” He sighed. “As much as we understand it ourselves, at any rate.” He looked at his own pistol. “Gold, as you no doubt know, has had profound religious significance in most cultures for most of human history. Its malleability, its indestructibility, its imperviousness to tarnish, its scarcity, all of its many properties have made it a fitting stand in, vessel, what have you, for the divine. There is a reason that the shrines and ritual implements of nearly every religion, from the instruments for worship of the ancient pagan gods to the liturgical equipment of the modern Christian church, have largely been gold.” He looked up from his gun. “Our department, over the centuries, has discovered that many of our enemies, despite the unholy power of their various necromancies and sorceries, are vulnerable to gold weapons. Whatever Power it is that is aiding us in our struggle against the darkness, appears to have given gold to us as a weapon. The ancient alchemists, the hermeticists, the disciples of Hermes Trismegistos – who ultimately derives from Thoth, the Egyptian god of wisdom – much of their work was of great value to my forebears in the Department in the seventeenth century, when much of the relevant information extant in alchemical literature was synthesised for our purposes.” I was silent. He paused for a moment. “It is not a coincidence that those dates overlapped with the most iconoclastic period of the Protestant Reformation. When the Protestants were ransacking the Catholic churches, stripping them of their popish baubles, their communion chalices, their crosses, their artwork, my predecessor, Sir Josiah Lovelace, was there quietly requisitioning it for the use of the state. We seized about eighteen tons’ worth of Church property, most of it gold, and imbued with the sacred over long holy use. It was melted down, and we keep what we are not actively using in various weapons and devices in ingot form in a secure vault at the Bank of England’s offices at Threadneedle Street. We rarely acquire anything of similar potency, so we guard our stock zealously. When a weapon is decommissioned, it is consigned back to us and we melt it down and return the metal to storage there. None of it is ever wasted or lost, on pain of imprisonment, or death in case of theft.” He put his pistol back in its holster in his breast. “It is imbued with great power. We do not know precisely why, but it works where other weapons would fail. You say you shot Evgeni – the Count Vorontzoff, I mean, at point-blank?”

“I did. He deflected the shot somehow.”

“Then his power has grown beyond what I suspected. Make a note of it,” he snapped. An orderly clicked his heels and ripped open a black notebook, where he began scribbling. “I will ask that you make yourself available for extensive debriefing, Dr Abravanel.”

“Naturally.” Clara squeezed my hand. “Gold is a remarkably soft metal, as you say,” I reflected. I looked down at the pistol in my own hands. I felt its barrel. It was still warm, though it had been over an hour since it was last shot. “In order to function as a weapon, it must be an alloy of some kind.”

“Correct. We use a gold and platinum alloy. It renders it one hundred times stronger than high-tensile steel.”

“That must be phenomenally expensive!” I was aghast.

“Our financial resources are nearly limitless. If we require something, we receive it, no questions asked. Naturally that is one of the reasons we manage the use of this resource so closely. Which reminds me, I will require that back from you.” I looked up. His hand was outstretched.

“Oh, yes, of course,” I said. I handed the pistol back to him. He handed it to another aide, who quickly removed it from the room. “Speaking of weapons of great power…”

“Yes, of course, the sword,” L sighed. “You must be wondering about its significance.”

“The Count placed great store by it when we met on the yacht.”

“It is one of their most powerful profane relics.”

“Do we know why?”

“We know some things. We don’t know others.”

“The curious substance on it, I assume it is the blood of the elder Count Vorontzoff?”

“Yes. Your husband, madam,” he gave Clara a little nod, “was present at one of the Dhau… forgive me, one of the cultists’ most innovative rituals. Preta are usually not created through any means except the death of notorious sinners. The cult have long been attempting to bring them back onto the physical plane, so they may join them in wreaking vengeance on the world, but they have had almost no success, until now. Back in 1854, when your husband was a prisoner, the elder Count Vorontzoff and the Baron von Ungern-Sternberg had made a breakthrough. Through intensive work in their particular tantra, by which word I mean a devotional system, a method, a practice of meditation and religious observance, the current Count Vorontzoff’s father had harnessed enough demonic power to physically transform himself into a Mahapreta, or great Preta. This was a test run for a larger raising of these spirits. Your husband witnessed the ritual, which you saw described in his letter. But of course Ian Stewart’s recovering of himself and his escape from V [image: image] was a dramatic breach of security for the cult. The elder Count immediately set forth to stop him from returning to the British Army. But your husband, as you read, was a match for him in the end.” He smiled.

“He was a brave man,” I said to Clara, squeezing her hand. She turned to me, her eyes teary. “I read the letter.” I smiled at her. She squeezed back, a single tear on her cheek.

“So why did they come for him? And why couldn’t you protect him?” Clara asked.

“You are right to reproach me, madam. If we had learned of what your husband had been through, we might have been able to protect him. But it was wartime, and many of our processes and networks were heavily disrupted. And your husband, understandably, did his level best to forget that what had happened to him had happened at all, let alone broadcast his experience in a way we might have got wind of.” He looked inexpressibly weary. “It was a mistake. One for which I owe you an apology.” Clara looked down and did not answer. He continued. “I warn you that the answer to your question may be distressing for you. Do you truly wish to know?”

“Yes,” she said, after a moment’s hesitation.

“Very well. For the younger Count Vorontzoff, after the death of his father, it was back to the drawing board, so to speak. It took him and his associates many years of deep tantric meditation and blood sacrifice to attain the necessary insight. When it came, it was nearly twenty years later. But the Count does not age as normal men do. He is in league with too many unnatural powers. They aid him in many ways, not least prolonging his life beyond the span allotted to us by God. When he learned what he must do next, he was easily able to track down your husband. The blood of the old Count had imbued the blade with certain… properties. Properties we do not yet fully understand. But the blood, unnatural, vile stuff, as you saw, doctor, is capable of many things. It can bring on the insatiable hunger from which your husband suffered so cruelly. It can turn a man infected with it who dies into… an abomination, about which I will not speak further. And in the right ritual context, as you both witnessed tonight, it can now be used to bring back not just one, but hundreds of thousands, of souls back from the netherworld and into the physical realm, and endow them with unholy power.”

“So why was my husband killed?”

“And why did they try to sacrifice Clara tonight?”

“Your husband was killed because his blood, when added to the blood of the old Count, whose killer your husband was, intensified the occult power of the blade by an order of magnitude. He was beheaded with it.” Clara groaned. L pressed on. “At that point the blade was powerful enough to be used in a ritual like the one you were an unwilling participant in tonight. If they had been able to use you for their wicked purposes, as they intended, your blood, as the woman General Stewart had loved, would have magnified the power of the blade yet again, and their nefarious goal would have been well on its way to being achieved. The power of your love would have raised an army of the dead, which they would have directed to – well, I believe I don’t need to say so out loud. Love, they have discovered, is a powerful amplifier of both the darkest and the lightest forms of magic.” He paused. “You see, madam, why there might be things you prefer not to know.” Clara buried her head in my shoulder. With haggard eyes I glanced out of the window. The faint grey light of the approach of dawn was arriving outside.

“One last question,” I cleared my throat. My voice was hoarse and weak.

“Yes?”

“What is a Tzadik Nistar.”

“Ah.” He looked uncomfortable. “I would have thought you knew.”

“Why would I know?”

“Because, well, you’re a Jew.”

The memory finally returned, from shul all those decades ago when I was a child. I gasped. “Lamed vav!”

“Yes. The thirty-six righteous ones. The secret righteous men for the sake of whose existence God suffers the world to exist, with all its sins. You are one of them.”

I gaped stupidly. “But… but the Lamed Vavniks are unaware—”

“Yes, they are unaware of each other’s existence, let alone aware that they themselves are one of the Tzadikim Nistarim. By killing you, they hoped…”

I instantly grasped the true import of the ritual, and what it was meant to achieve. “To end the world.”

“Yes.”

“Am I still? I remember being taught that they could not know that they… we… I…”

“We don’t know. Possibly yes, possibly no. We will return to that point, and explore it further, after we have left here.”

“Why didn’t Count Vorontzoff kill me when he had the chance? I was completely in his power on the yacht.”

“Again, we don’t know. We have theories, but we don’t know. We suspect that he needed you to witness what he intended to do to Clara. We suspect they knew about the love you two once shared. But, again, that is mere speculation. There is much we don’t understand about their… doctrine.”

“So you know who they are,” said Clara.

“Yes.”

“But you won’t tell us?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Believe me, Mrs Stewart, there are things it is better for you not to know.” But I knew. I also knew then it was best not to admit that I did. He stubbed out his cigar and stood up. “There are a number of things we need from you now.”

“Name them.”

“First, of course, assurance that none of you will speak of this again, on pain of death.”

“You have it.”

“Second, to remove you from the country.”

“What?”

“While I’m sure your word of honour as a gentleman, and as a current or former Tzadik Nistar,” he bowed lightly, “is enough, we must be sure. You and Mrs Stewart will need to sell all your property. We will be burning down this house later tonight, and you will be declared dead, casualties of the fire. But the rest of the Stewart family assets, as well as the insurance settlement, will be made available for you for cash disposal.”

“What!?”

“It is the only way to ensure that none of you will be contacted by any prying members of the public, or worse, found by your enemies. And you have powerful enemies now.”

“I suppose we have.”

“We can offer you protection. We’ll take care of the legal matters, and the disposal of your property. We will need you to leave the country.”

“America?”

“No. We won’t be able to protect you there. It will have to be somewhere under Crown sovereignty. Either Canada, Australia, South Africa, or New Zealand. We would prefer New Zealand, but we can leave that decision up to you. We would also appreciate it if you were to remain together, so that we can more easily guard and protect you, if the need arises. You will be living under different names, and you will never be able to see anyone from your old lives ever again, but you will be wealthy, and you will be safe. And we will ask that you never speak of this, or return to Britain, ever again.”

Clara and I looked at each other for a long moment. I was suddenly aware of her hand in mine, and a smile entered her eyes for the first time since I had seen her again. That genuine, warm smile that seemed to bubble up from the depths of her soul, that I had not seen in thirty years. I smiled back, and pressed my hand into hers.

“Are you willing?”

She looked at him. “Yes, of course.”

“And would you like some time to think before you choose where to go?”

We looked back at each other, and then back at L, and we said, without hesitation:

“Canada.”

(Dr Abravanel’s diary ends abruptly here. Dr Abravanel, Clara Stewart and Daphne and Melissa Stewart are now in the protection of the Department. They are well, and thriving, and have volunteered to assist the Department in our current troubles. Their new names and identities are top secret, and known only to L and his immediate circle. No further incident involving them has been reported.)
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Before dawn, the Sikh guardsmen returned. They had been to my bungalow, and they had brought my travelling clothes, a pack with travelling rations and a compass and cooking equipment and flints for starting fires and other such useful things, none of which I had the faintest idea how to use, a map of north Sikkim, and some rough, incomplete maps of Tibet that I recognised from the archives of the Younghusband expedition, a .303 Lee-Enfield Mk III rifle, which at the very least I did know how to use, wrapped in a burlap sack, 300 rounds of ammunition in a bandolier, a pup tent and three sealed envelopes that they showed me before burying deep in my pack. One contained the diplomatic passport, another contained the letter from Mr Bell to the Dalai Lama and the third contained further briefing and guidance materials for me. I was told not to open any of them until I reached Lhasa. There were a pair of leather goggles with slits in their eyes to ward off snow blindness, an alcohol-burning camp stove and three bottles of fuel, which I was admonished to use sparingly, fur overgarments in the Tibetan style, presumably to help me blend in with the locals somehow, and a walking staff. One of the Sikhs dislodged the burlap covering the rifle for a moment, as he handed it to me, and my suspicion was confirmed: that the barrel of the rifle was pure gold. Doubtless the ammunition in the bandolier was gold as well. He saw my eye go to the rifle.

“Do not let anyone see the barrel unless it is absolutely necessary,” he snapped. “Get dressed. It is time to leave.”

“Can I speak to L one last time? I have many questions about what was in the briefing material.”

“There isn’t time,” said the guardsman. “L assured us that everything you need to know is in the package.” Briskly, he took the briefing package from my desk, and secreted it into a leather messenger bag. I gazed at it, horrified. It had not occurred to me that I wouldn’t be able to review its contents at my leisure while I was travelling. Was I just supposed to accept the lunacy the briefing contained? Accept that the faded stains on General Stewart’s letter really came from his own blood? Accept that my rifle was the melted-down altarpiece of a medieval English church? Accept that Sidkeong was now part of a cult of demented Buddhist heretics bent on precipitating the apocalypse by any means necessary? That my old tutor, of all people, had nearly discovered the existence of this cult when he was younger than I am now? That I had met the leader of this insane group myself when I had been a student at Pembroke? I stiffened. Had Evgeni’s advice, all those years ago, in the office of the Union President, been designed to lead to precisely this result? Had I been set on this path by none other that the younger Count Vorontzoff?

“Really, I insist on seeing L. I have information for him that may be germane to this mission. I need to be debriefed on what I’ve read.” The guardsmen ignored me and carried on packing my things.

“He said you would say that,” one of them answered. “He said to remind you that they were watching you the entire time you were at Oxford, and you have no information that he does not already have.” He looked up at me, dead in the eyes. “He said to tell you that you’re a sharp fellow, and therefore perhaps now you understand why it has to be you, and no one else, that goes on this mission.” My jaw slackened. All had been foreseen. I closed my mouth, swallowed and said no more. The guardsman removed the messenger bag containing the briefing package, but, as he did, the other handed me a different bag, which I opened. I heaved a sigh of relief. It contained a copy of the briefing package, mimeographed, and far easier to read. Of course they couldn’t let me have the original, but at least I would have something to refer back to, even if there was to be no one I could ask any questions who would understand them in the least. With a stab of agony, I thought of Garrett. I thought of demanding information from the guardsmen, but I did not know what they knew, and I dreaded somehow causing him further harm.

As though in a dream, I took one last look at myself in my linen suit and red cravat in the bedroom mirror, wistfully fixing an image of myself and of a time in my life that I knew was now over for good. Then I removed the clothes and dressed in the rough woollens and furs that I had been provided with. It was not yet dawn as we left the Chogyal’s palace, and the snow crunched under our boots as the Sikh guardsmen escorted me through a light snow to the edge of town.

We walked north in silence, until we were well outside the city. As we walked, I turned over in my mind everything that had been revealed to me in L’s briefing package, and tried to stop my hands from shaking. It was too horrible to believe, too utterly outlandish for my mind to process it. That there was magic in the world at all, occult powers beyond my comprehension, was strange enough, but to be told that this magic was being used in the service of a death-worshipping cult, determined to wipe out existence in all its forms, was beyond the pale altogether. I reflected with a certain bitter amusement that there was a soundness to the line of their theological reasoning. Surely without life, there could indeed be no suffering?

My hands shook as I realised that I had already somehow played a small part in fulfilling their plans, when I had spoken to the Abbot at Karthok, though why that would be of any significance was beyond me; it had been a simple, innocent question. Perhaps the damage had been done all those years ago at the Union. I recalled Evgeni Vorontzoff’s mismatched eyes then with a shudder. There was much here that I did not understand. As I walked, I felt a grim determination well up in me, not quite mastering my fear, but certainly restraining it. If there was indeed anything I could do to stop these fiends, I would do it.

We followed the road down to the Dik Chu River, and then to my surprise the Sikhs turned and left, heading back towards Gangtok without a word. I stood there in despair for what felt like an hour, the enormity of the task in front of me bringing tears to my eyes. I had to cross the better part of Asia, across some of the most difficult terrain imaginable, and what had been a safe and comfortable life of privilege and security had been utterly destroyed in an evening. Believing myself alone, I did eventually break down, sit on my pack and begin to weep to myself as the grey light of dawn began to glow around me.

“John!” A voice hissed from across the river. I started. “Enough of that now, get over here.”

It was Garrett’s voice.

I leapt to my feet and ran down to the water’s edge. In the gloom of the pre-dawn light I could make out his unmistakable silhouette. I couldn’t see his face, but he was waving at me.

“How?”

“There’s a bridge, about a hundred yards to the north. I’ll meet you there.”

I picked up my pack and ran as fast as I could, seeing Garrett keep pace with me out of the corner of my eye. Sure enough, there was a bridge stretching across a narrow ravine, and Garrett and I met halfway across it. I threw myself into his arms and he kissed me full on the mouth. There was no one around to see. I was crying still, but they were tears of relief.

“How did you escape?”

He grinned. “I didn’t.” He reached into his breast pocket and retrieved a letter. “I was in the Gangtok clink, with the local rowdies, thinking I was right and proper fucked, when suddenly they tell me I’ve been given bail. Mr Bell was waiting outside the station. He gave me a pack and a rifle,” he indicated the gun slung across his back, also wrapped in burlap, “and told me to run, and to meet you here at the bridge. I tried to thank him, but there was no time, he said. I had to get going, and he said you would tell me what the bloody hell is going on.” He handed me the letter, and I saw it was addressed to me. I tore it open.


Dear John,

I’m sorry this is happening to you. It seems monstrously unjust, but the law is the law, and L is not to be crossed. He has powerful friends. I know you have a long, dangerous journey ahead of you, but I feel you and Garrett may have a better chance if you make it together. I will tell L that I’ve sent him to the prison in Calcutta. He’ll consider him dead, which effectively he would be.

Please do not underestimate the importance of your mission. L is not wrong when he says the fate of the world may turn on it. Do not fail.

I offer you this chance. Take it, and if you want my advice, when you get to Mongolia, keep going. Don’t come back to India.

With regret,

Charles Alfred Bell



I looked up. Garrett was looking at me eagerly. “Well?”

“He released you to come with me. And frankly I wish he hadn’t. You might have been safer in prison.” I reached behind him and tugged at the burlap around his rifle, revealing the golden barrel. His jaw dropped in shock. I explained what L and Mr Bell had told me about our mission, and gave a brief precis of what I had read in L’s briefing package, which I would give him to read later. I explained the journey ahead of us, and what we were expected to do. I explained that years ago, in Gangtok, or possibly as long ago as Oxford, I had inadvertently set events in motion that now threatened the apocalypse. That a cult of heretic Buddhist Russian aristocrats had harnessed cannibalism and black magic to summon the dead from beyond the veil, and to wreak vengeance upon the living. That they had murdered a British general fifty years ago, and then tried to murder his wife in a satanic ritual in Scotland four years later. That somehow these murders were linked to Sidkeong’s own death, and the letter we had received from him might well have been from him, now an acolyte of this cult. That somewhere in the Central Asian steppe there was a sword, a former British cavalry sabre, that held within itself the power to turn men into cannibals, or worse, and that might now be used to end the world. It sounded ludicrous as I said it all out loud. I kept reassuring him that he could read the briefing package I had been given himself, once we were well clear of Gangtok. Garrett’s jaw fell to the floor when he understood that we were heading to Mongolia, across thousands of miles of the steppes of Central Asia, on foot. But after I’d finished, and silence fell again, it snapped back up and he was all business.

“Right, well, first order of business is to get a few sturdy horses under us. Two for riding, two for remounts and one for the packs. I expect we can get them before we reach the border.” He pulled a fifty-pound note from his pocket. “Mr Bell gave me this as I was leaving. Didn’t have the heart to tell him I already had two sewn in my boot heel. For emergencies.” He grinned.

I laughed. It was a fortune in this part of the world if we could find somewhere to exchange it. “Well, I think we’d better keep those for safekeeping.” I pulled a silver pocket watch my father had given me out of my jacket. “This will be easier to pawn, I would think, in the markets where we’re going.”

“Righto. I’ve got a few rings and a watch myself. We’ll be all right, John, you’ll see. What’s the saying, the journey of a thousand miles and all that?”

I laughed and sniffled, wiping my eyes. It didn’t seem so terrifying now that Garrett was coming with me.

“What about your plantation?”

He shrugged. “It runs itself these days. I’ll still be the owner on paper. I can come back to it.” I didn’t have the heart to tell him that he probably couldn’t. But he went on. “If I want to go back. We always talked of Shanghai, didn’t we? I think I might fancy that if we get through this. So we’ll see. Now then, one step.”

And we were off.

The journey was as hard and difficult as I had imagined, and I have no more desire to recount its endless sameness here than you would to read about it. It was hard, cold, wet, uncomfortable work. We did manage to pawn the watch at a travellers’ market and get some horses from a farmer in the valley on the border with Tibet, and after that we made decent time. But it was abominably cold, and it seemed to snow blindingly hard every other day. All around us were the high peaks of the Himalayas, far in the distance, and yet so massive that it felt as though we were in a smothering embrace of rock and snow. They loomed above us so high that much of the morning and afternoon was spent in shadow, no matter how blue the

sky was above us on the clear days. The sunlight, when it fell, was harsh and glaring, and burned our skin when it was exposed. The air was thin and unsatisfying, and often we found ourselves gasping for breath in the first days, though our lungs seemed to acclimatise as we advanced further.

The horses, sturdy little mountain ponies, bore up as well as could be expected, but about three weeks after crossing the border, one of them died in the night. Garrett did not get sentimental, but immediately set about butchering the animal, while I helped as best I could. We had horse steaks that night, and crudely smoked the rest of the meat over a fire we built large for the purpose, but most of it spoiled anyway, which felt like a terrible waste. In retrospect, we would have been better off desiccating it in the sun and the dry mountain air. But time was of the essence, and we ploughed on.

One night, as a howling blizzard raged outside our tent, Garrett finished reading the mimeograph of the documents I had received from L. I sat by our primus stove, warming my hands by the flame, watching the canvas of the tent shudder and breathe in the rising gale. When he had finished he put the documents back in the messenger bag, and stared into space for quite a while.

“The dead things that the doctor talks about in Scotland…”

“What about them?”

“They were trying to raise an army.”

“It appears so, yes.”

“This Stewart feller, it’s strange that his sword would be the key to all of it, isn’t it?”

“I suppose it became so because of the blood.”

“It just doesn’t make sense, after all these thousands of years, that the time would be now, because some Scottish colonel killed… whatever that thing was.”

“Don’t the times feel apocalyptic to you? Four years of war, the total collapse of China, now Russia, communists and reactionaries fighting it out over huge swathes of the world?”

“But again, why now? Times always feel bad. Weren’t a family in Dalwood didn’t insist the country was going to hell in a handbasket, or anywhere else in the country, I’d wager.”

“What do you think?” I asked.

“Well, if you’re asking, I think the key is this Baron fellow. I think he’s what they’ve been missing. You say it’s his father that appears in that letter from the Scottish feller.”

“That’s what L said.”

“Well, maybe he’s their messiah, or I guess antichrist would be the better word, wouldn’t it?”

“From everything I’ve heard, it’s as good a word as any.” I blew into my hands, still trying to warm them.

“And we’re going to find him.”

“Yes.”

Garrett reached across the tent and took my hands. “And find him we will.”

“How do you know?”

“I don’t. But these things have a way of working out the way they’re supposed to. You say you think this Vorontzoff chap chose you for this? That it was fated from the moment you met him in Oxford?”

“You don’t think it is?”

“Maybe it’s fated, sure,” he said, eyes on the flame of the stove, “but maybe not by him. Maybe by something else. Maybe by the Power they all talk about, which we may as well call God. Maybe you’re fated to be the one that stops this.” I welled up.

“Do you really believe that?”

He squeezed my hand. “I do.” It was a comfort to me, at that moment. I hadn’t thought of it that way before. He looked into my eyes, and then looked away. “The thing about the army, though.”

“What about it?”

“I’ve been thinking where in Asia there might be an army of the dead that could be raised, if this foolishness is all real…”

“Have you?”

“The first emperor of China was supposedly buried with thousands of his servants, his slaves, his soldiers.”

“But we don’t know where that would be, and in any case, we’re not going to China.”

“True, but there was another emperor who was buried somewhere on the steppe, in a place nobody knows where, with all of those who knew where the tomb was buried alongside him. You’d hear stories of it around Gangtok town, especially when those Mongol trader fellows were in town.”

“Who?”

“Genghis Khan.” I was silent for a moment.

“So you think it’s the tomb of Genghis they’re looking for, so they can perform the ritual again?”

“It would make sense, wouldn’t it?” I had to admit it would.

“It’s something you should ask the Dalai Lama, when we get to see him,” he said to me.

“You mean if,” I said, a tremor in my voice.

“No, I mean when. It’ll all come right, John, you’ll see.” He kissed me. “Now let’s get some sleep. Long ways to go yet.”

After a time threading those mountain passes, we eventually crossed the invisible threshold of the continental divide, and we were headed downhill into the Tibetan Plateau. Gradually the mountains began to pull away behind us, and the sun came out, and our faces began to burn and blister under its unrelenting light. By March, the snow was pulling back the further we descended, and we began to need our snow goggles less and less during the day. We discovered that they had left the skin under them pale as milk, and we laughed a bit at these little islands in the middle of our browned, blistered faces. Garrett’s beard grew larger, more unkempt and unruly, and even I grew about an inch of curly brown beard, which was the most I was ever capable of growing. In the nights we shared the pup tent, and occasionally made love, though we were both too exhausted most of the time to do more than hold each other. Strangely, after a time, when I left off thinking of our strange mission, which seemed very far away those endless days and nights, I was happy much of the time. I was alone in the wilderness with Garrett, and we were moving farther and farther away from the civilisation that had made us hide in the shadows all those long years, towards a great unknown.

One morning in mid-March, we were moving north-east, over an endless plain of broken grey rock and brown earth, the Himalayas far in the distance behind us, and not a cloud in the sky. The air was cold and crisp, and it felt like the jingle of our ponies’ bridles travelled for miles and miles over that endless, rolling void. Gradually, and very faintly, we heard a dull, droning chant on the breeze. We looked at each other and raised puzzled eyebrows. We had not seen another soul for months, but this sounded like hundreds of voices droning a bass note. I was reminded of the droning chants from the briefing material, but this didn’t sound sinister in the same way. It sounded joyous, free. It seemed to be coming from over a ridge to the east, so we spurred our ponies towards it. The voices grew louder and louder as we rode for about a mile over to the ridge. Within fifty yards of it, Garrett raised his fist and we reared up. He motioned silently that we should dismount, and we left our ponies and crawled the last few feet over the ridge until we could get a good look over it.

Below us was one of the most incredible sights in Asia. A road stretched over the hills into the distance, winding under the clear blue sky, and all down its length it was thronged with people. Many were in blue, white, yellow and red silk tunics and leggings, but most were in various shades of taupe, grey and brown. Here and there a litter skirted the main throng, and riders moved up and down the sides of the column. A very few people walked upright and with purpose. The vast majority were bobbing up and down in what appeared a kind of drunken, choreographed dance, and the crowd appeared to roil and undulate like a vast, coiling snake. As our eyes adjusted to the unfamiliar sight, we saw why. Most of the people on that road were taking a step, sinking to their knees, placing their hands upon the ground, prostrating themselves, raising themselves back to their feet, taking another step and then repeating the operation. It was the kowtow, the ritual prostration. They intoned a deep, droning mantra as they did so. They moved at a snail’s pace, but that was the point. Garrett said what we both knew.

“Pilgrims. On the way to Lhasa, I expect. The Holy City.”

There is great merit in a pilgrimage to Lhasa done in this way. The repetition of the prayer and the kowtow wins the suffering pilgrim release in this and in future lives. Tibetan Buddhism is a religion that deals in nice, round, unthinkable numbers. One hundred thousand repetitions of a mantra is a good start. One hundred thousand thousand an aspiration. I do not know how many times these pilgrims would have repeated their mantras by the time they reached Lhasa, but I hope it did the trick.

We looked at each other.

“If they are heading for Lhasa, then really all we need to do is follow them, don’t we?” I asked.

“I suspect so. If only we could know for sure.” Garrett stroked his beard.

“Ask them.”

“I could.” He hesitated.

“Why not?”

“They’ll get a good look at us. And Tibet is closed to foreigners.”

“We’ll wear our scarves,” I reasoned. “And if we attract attention from officials, perhaps it’s for the best. We have the letter from Mr Bell after all. Can you explain to them that we need to be taken to the Dalai Lama?”

“I can try.”

“Well, what have we got to lose?”

Reluctantly, Garrett agreed. We went back for our horses and rode them over the ridge and towards the undulating line of pilgrims. They did not react in any way to our approach. Garrett hailed one of the other riders, and pointed in the direction the pilgrims were travelling.

“Lhasa?” he asked. The rider did not stop, to my relief, he just nodded, and did not appear to give us a moment’s more thought. We were lucky. Even a cursory glance probably would have revealed us, even in our Tibetan clothes. Then we were on the road and on our way.

We made good time along the flats along the road, which we could not traverse, as it seemed to be reserved for the pilgrims and the aristocrats in their litters. After a day, we changed into our Tibetan furs and found we blended in rather well, and no one paid us any mind at all. It appeared it would be easier to get into Tibet than we had thought.

After four days of riding, we arrived on the outskirts of Lhasa, and drawing our scarves tightly around our faces we entered the Holy City. It was a warren of houses of pale-yellow stone, with winding cobbled streets. The bustle and hum of a lively city mingled sweetly with the smell of incense and the chanting of prayers from the pilgrims and the temples and the mendicant monks holding out their alms bowls on every corner. It felt as though every third person we passed was a monk, in robes of red and saffron; students from the great monasteries, abbots in palanquins, lamas in yellow and red and black hats, all mingling with the population at large. We passed through a bustling market where peddlers hawked wares alongside millet and barley and tobacco and incense stalls. Many of the wares, I saw, came from Calcutta, but the clothing, the flaming silks that glistened and gleamed from the milliners’ stalls, that was all Tibetan. And probably couldn’t have been duplicated anywhere else. As we passed through the cloth market, we rounded a corner and suddenly we were in an enormous square, and across it, looming over the scene from a mountain it seemed to grow from, naturally and inevitably, was the Potala Palace.

It must be seen to be truly believed. It towers over the city, square and squat, but more imposing than the Eiffel Tower. It dominates the entire landscape. You can never cease to be aware of it once you have seen it there. Its sheer stone walls, white at the base, dark crimson-red above a fixed point, were perforated throughout with enormous square windows. An immense stone pathway doubled back on itself again and again, forming a gentle road to the palace gates. Tier upon tier of painted stone rose and folded on itself until eventually it reached the roof, peaked with pagodas. Here and there a gatehouse or some other structure was painted a blazing yellow, that caught the sun and held it, until the whole structure appeared to be shimmering like gold. Garrett and I stared in awe, and our scarves fell from our faces as we crossed the square, heedless that we were now exposed. I turned to Garrett and readjusted the scarf over his face. How were we to get into it?

“What was the name of the noble we’re supposed to make contact with?” Garrett asked.

“Jamyang Tethong.”

“How the devil are we to find him?”

“I don’t know,” I said, frustrated and racking my brain for an answer.

“Do we know anything about this fellow, other than his name?”

“Maybe that’s enough.”

“How do you mean?”

“Do you think you can ask anyone?”

“Not without giving myself away. It’s a wonder we haven’t been spotted already, sir.” I realised how exposed we were, out in the square, our beards poking out beyond our scarves.

As if I had been broadcasting my thoughts, there was suddenly a shout, then a shrill whistle, and six burly monks in yellow robes, wielding cudgels, pulled us from our horses and stripped our hats and scarves from us.

“No foreigner!” The biggest of them yelled at my face in English. Two of them each grabbed Garrett and me, while the remaining two grabbed the bridles of our rearing horses. The remounts ran, and soon disappeared down the alleyways. Other monks ran to chase them down.

“You are under arrest.” That was in Tibetan, and that much I understood. Garrett tried to shrug off the monks, and they subdued him quickly, despite his size. I didn’t struggle, but I shouted in vain, and in bad Tibetan, that I had a diplomatic passport, and that I demanded to see the Dalai Lama. At the words Dalai Lama they chuckled, and one of them pointed with his cudgel to the Potala and said, in Tibetan:

“He won’t be seeing you today.”

The commotion had attracted the notice of many in the square, who began to crowd around us, pointing and staring at our beards, our white faces. A group of children began to chant Phyi mi, Phyi mi! I recognised the Tibetan word for foreigner, and the crowd gathered around us grew larger. A short, but imposing man with a shock of grey hair and a square face rutted with deep lines, fought his way to the front. He was dressed in the robe of an official and wore the cap that denoted his high rank. Garrett translated the dialogue for me after the fact, as we waited in the dungeons of the Potala.

“What is this? What are you doing? Who are these men?”

“Foreigners, my lord, who have dared to enter the Holy City.”

“I see. And what are you doing with them?”

“We are arresting them, my lord, and taking them to the Potala dungeon.”

“Indeed? That seems a disrespectful way to treat guests in our country. And why are you arresting them?”

“Because… because Lhasa is closed to foreigners, my lord.”

“I see. And by whose authority is Lhasa closed to foreigners?”

“By the authority of the Great Fifth Dalai Lama, my lord.”

“Indeed. Now tell me, who is the Great Fifth Dalai Lama?” There was a long, heavy silence. I smiled inwardly as I awaited the inevitable response.

“His Holiness the Thirteenth Dalai Lama, my lord.” Reincarnation had its conveniences, I will concede.

“Quite right. The decision is his to make, not yours. Now let me have a look at these foreigners who have braved what I can only presume to be many dangers to come here.”

The monks released us, and the noble approached us, his face stern and unyielding. Garrett and I bowed low.

“I am Jamyang Tethong, Tsipon of the finance ministry of the Kashag.” This was the council that ruled the country on behalf of His Holiness. He spoke in English, not Tibetan. Garrett looked up in surprise but didn’t speak. He let me do the talking. I breathed a sign of relief.

“It is my honour to meet you, my lord. We have been sent specifically to avail ourselves of your wise counsel.”

“You are English, then, I was right.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“From where have you come?”

“From Gangtok, in Sikkim, my lord. We’ve been sent by Charles Alfred Bell.”

“Bell-la!” He used the Tibetan endearment. “I am glad to hear it. I was foreign minister when His Holiness was forced into exile by the dastardly Chinese. It is a pity he could not do more for His Holiness in Darjeeling, but I’m sure he would have if he’d been able to.” His eyes narrowed. “I do not remember you from his staff.”

“I am Lord Dalwood, my lord, I was left in Sikkim to manage affairs while Mr Bell paid court to His Holiness in Darjeeling and Shimla. You probably remember my colleague, Mr Rawlins.”

“Rawlins! Yes, I do remember him. Silly little man, but not a malevolent bone in his body.”

I smiled in spite of the situation. “Indeed, my lord.” I drew our diplomatic credentials from my pack and thrust them at Jamyang while I had the chance. “These will prove our credentials.” Jamyang accepted them gravely.

“This is enough!” The monk who had arrested us waved in our faces. “The ordinance is clear, we are taking them to the dungeons.”

“And I will be taking myself to His Holiness, and ensuring they are released. This is no way to treat guests in our land, even if they were not ambassadors.”

“As is your right, my lord.” The monk bowed. Jamyang addressed us again quickly in English as we were led away.

“I will do what I can for you. It will not be long. You will hear His Holiness’ decision within the day.”

The closer we got to that magnificent palace, the higher and more majestically it loomed above us, until it obscured the sun entirely and we were deep in its shadow. The steps leading to the main gate were so shallow as to be more of a ramp, than anything else. And they continued as we passed through not one, not two, but three magnificently painted wooden gates to enter the interior of the building. After we passed the third gate, Garrett and I were ushered through a side door and taken down into a dungeon, where we were left in a cell, which, while cold and dark, was at least dry. We were left a meal of barley bread and cold tea, and waited four hours for news of our fate. We waited in silence, Garrett pacing up and down the cell, while I sat and tried to collect my thoughts for the audience with the Thirteenth Dalai Lama that I was reasonably confident was in the offing. From what Mr Bell had told me, Jamyang Tethong was a power at the Kashag court. His influence would at least procure us an audience. I said as much to Garrett.

As the sun began to lower in the sky through the small window of our cell, the door was suddenly opened. Jamyang emerged into our cell, and after inspecting us in a cursory way, clicked his tongue and had us escorted from the dungeons to the ground floor of the building, and what appeared to be the servants’ quarters. We were unceremoniously stripped of our travelling clothes. Rather to our consternation, we were bathed and shaved, inexpertly, but thoroughly, and dressed in silk robes and issued with scarves, or khattaks, that Tibetans present to one another in formal greeting, or in congratulations for some accomplishment. They were purest white, in embroidered silk. Once our toilet was complete, we were led through a series of dark passageways, past innumerable chapels full of chanting monks and gold images of Buddhas and gods of fearsome or peaceful aspect, in seeming alternation, while Jamyang gave us our belated instruction in Tibetan royal protocol in English.

“You approach him, you bow once, you move towards him, you bow again, you place the scarf on his hands, you allow him to place the scarf over your neck, you bow, you step away, and then you kneel on the floor to his left. Do not turn your back on him, and never, ever touch him.” He slapped my hands to make this last point. And then suddenly we stepped through a door into a brightly lit room.

It was smaller than I expected. Airy, and brightly lit from the large window that looked out over the city below. The walls were gaily painted with mandalas and bhavacakras of the sort I had seen in the monasteries of Gangtok, but much brighter, livelier, more colourful and more proficient. Rather to my surprise, even though I knew they were rather common, immediately to the right of the window was a painting of the forty-six peaceful and wrathful deities, each locked in sexual union with their female counterpart. Behind the Dalai Lama’s throne itself was a truly massive fresco depicting Palden Lhamo, mother protector goddess of Tibet. She was fiery and fierce, with an eye in the centre of her forehead, a headdress of skulls, and flames rising from her body like a crown. Her skin was lapis lazuli, and each of her eyes was what appeared to be a diamond. A few monks sat in robes to either side of the raised yellow silk platform from which the Dalai Lama received us. It was not high, but it was high enough so that no one in the room, sitting or standing, could ever be higher than he was, seated cross-legged on his silk cushion. He smiled at us warmly, and as we performed the rituals of our introduction, for the first time I beheld the spiritual and temporal ruler of Tibet.

He was as bald as an egg, with a wrinkled, friendly peasant’s face, good-natured and smiling, with prominent ears that stuck out like half-moons from the side of his head. I was reminded at once, from the coarseness of his features, that he was the son of a dirt-poor farmer. It is one of the finer points of Tibetan society that no matter how aristocratic, no matter how wealthy a man may be, he owes his ultimate allegiance to the God-King who could very well be the son of one of his erstwhile farmers, or one of his servants. Even the proudest aristocrat must be humble before the Dharma. He smiled and beckoned us in.

“Welcome! Please excuse the lack of ceremony. It is so rare for us to host foreign guests, we are not well practised in it, as you British are.” I bowed and approached the presence.

“Your Holiness.”

“My minister says you are an underling of Bell-la.”

“Yes, your Holiness.”

“Of course, if you are who you say you are, then you must remember our mutual companion in the photograph Mr Bell and I took on that occasion.” It was a small test. I paused for a moment.

“Prince Sidkeong Namgyal, your Holiness, who was briefly Chogyal of Sikkim. The Prince and I were close for many years. Sadly, you must have heard what became of him.” He nodded.

“I did. Regrettable. His work in this life was not finished. A most promising young man.” He lowered his eyes briefly. Then they shot back up. “Very well. Presumably, you bring a letter from Mr Bell establishing your credentials?”

“I do indeed, your Holiness.”

“It is here, Great One,” said Jamyang, who produced it from within his robes. I noticed looks of grave dislike from the other courtiers. Clearly Jamyang’s intercession on our behalf was causing great consternation among the Kashag courtiers. His Holiness gestured to the letter, as Jamyang brought it across the audience chamber to another official.

“I hope you don’t mind if my chamberlain reads your letter of introduction from Mr Bell aloud. It is the custom here.”

“Of course, your Holiness.”

The chamberlain, who was looking sullen and unhappy that a foreigner was polluting the Dalai Lama’s informal audience chamber, unfurled the letter, written on a scroll of thick Tibetan Lokta paper in vermilion ink, and began to read in high, formal Tibetan. A few pressed magnolias fell from the scroll and were quickly gathered by an attendant and passed to his Holiness. Garrett, a step behind me, translated in a whisper. The Dalai Lama noticed but paid no mind. The letter read as follows:


“To the golden throne of the excellent Dalai Lama, who is the protector, and the unfailing refuge of all sentient beings, including the myriad gods. Thanks very much for your health being good, like the King of the Mountains, by virtue of the accumulated merits of countless ages and your good deeds increasing like the stars in the sky. Here in Gangtok I am also in good health, and my affairs are going on as usual, in the Valley of Rice, where all are desolated knowing that they will never again, in this lifetime, experience the Holy Presence.

“I beg your Holiness’ indulgence for my humble colleague, Lord Dalwood, who has served the White King faithfully and well. Though he is a foreigner, and merely passes through the Land of the Snow Lion, I beg your indulgence of his pilgrimage through your domain, and am sad that he will experience the Radiant Presence again before it is my privilege to do so. Though he is young in years, he is wise in understanding, and has read much of the holy books, and as much of the holy Dharma as a poor Western barbarian can be expected to know, in this transient, changeable universe.”



This was high praise, in the flowery, self-effacing language of Tibetan protocol.


“Lord Dalwood carries tidings of great moment for the assembled ranks of the Sangha and contains words that I cannot in good conscience commit to paper that will be present in the lesser audience chamber of the Radiant Presence. His intelligence will be of the greatest interest to the Holy Presence and contains within itself a riddle that can only be unlocked by the manifold blessings of the 100,000-year abundance. Believe me, Holiness, when I tell you that the welfare of all sentient beings depends entirely upon your hearing the words of this one and providing him with your sacred guidance. I humbly request that you hear his verbal intelligence in private, without the intermediation of your holy domestics, who though they be wise and pure of heart, mindful only of the best interests of the Land of the Snow Lion, will not receive merit from hearing such dark words.”



At this the Dalai Lama’s face was blank, and his chamberlain paused. Jamyang’s face was a mask. The few high lamas in the room glanced at each other in surprise and interest.


“Once you have heard the words he contains within himself, I most humbly request, as your obedient servant, that he be granted safe passage to the north, where he must continue his mission to the Jebtsundamba Khutugtu, who ministers humbly to the Horse Lords under your Radiant Presence. While in normal times, it would behove him to present himself first to the Holy Panchen Lama, regrettably, as you will understand when you have heard his words, speed is of the essence, and he and I must humbly request your indulgence in speeding him on his way to the Bogd Gegen.”



The Jebtsundamba Khutugtu was one of many titles of the spiritual ruler of Mongolia, also known as the Bogd Gegen or the Bogd Khan. Lower than the Dalai Lama in the hierarchy of the Gelug, or Yellow Hat school of Vajrayana Buddhism, but not by many ranks. He who holds the title of Jebtsundamba Khutugtu is the recognised reincarnation of Zanabazar, the first Bogd Gegen, who ruled in the seventeenth century, and who was in turn regarded as the reincarnation of Jebtsundamba, one of the Buddha’s original five hundred disciples. The current Bogd Khan was the eighth manifestation, or reincarnation, of the Jebtsundamba Khutugtu. This gave him immense religious prestige, and made him the spiritual ruler of Mongolia, if not always the temporal, as the Dalai Lama was in Tibet.


“This letter is composed and written by myself, and so do not be displeased if there are mistakes in it. Kindly take what is good, and abandon what is bad, for your health, and send letters to me, whenever necessary, like a divine river. Know. Know. Know. Know. Know.”

“Sent, with Magnolia flowers by C. A. Bell, Administrator and Minister, on the eighteenth day of the twelfth English month, a date of good omen.”



The chamberlain finished, and bowed to the throne, and presented the letter to the Dalai Lama, who took it, pressed it to his forehead and passed it to the attendant who stood at his right hand. The attendant took it from the room, presumably to be archived somewhere in that vast palace. There was a long silence.

“Leave us,” the Dalai Lama said abruptly. The monks hesitated.

“Your Holiness,” the chamberlain said in Tibetan, “surely you do not propose for us to leave you alone with the foreigners, who may have ill designs upon you. Perhaps this is some ruse Bell-la has conjured.”

“You do not know Bell-la as I do. Jamyang Tethong is a better judge of his character than yours, having met him. If Bell-la tells me Lord Dalwood has a message that I must hear, then I must hear it. He does not start at shadows, and above all Englishmen he has our interests at heart. He understands the Dharma in a way that few of his countrymen do.” The monks hesitated a while longer, and then they filed out of the audience chamber in single file. Jamyang shot us a smile as he left the room, which I returned. Then we were alone with the Dalai Lama.

“Now, what do you have to tell me? I believe, from what I have heard of your Tibetan, it would be better if you spoke in English. Your friend,” he indicated Garrett, “can translate the finer points for me.”

And so, briefly, and without embellishment, I told him of my conversation with the Abbot of Karthok, of Prince Sidkeong’s suspicious death, of the incredible letter, and even of my involvement with L, for I did not wish to hold anything back from the ruler of Tibet. I explained both my pretended mission to the Bogd Khan, and my real mission. I told him of Baron Ungern. Some part of me hoped that if I told him everything, I would be reassured that all was well, and that L was overreacting, and that there was some benign explanation for everything that I had heard. But when I was finished, the Dalai Lama merely stared at me with hooded eyes, and a blank expression, for what felt like an eternity.

“It can’t be true, can it? I was present at Prince Sidkeong’s funeral. I watched his body being cremated,” I ventured timidly.

He paused for a while longer. “It is not without precedent for a Tulku to inhabit more than one body at once,” he said softly, as if to himself. “A Tulku is our name for one who has chosen to reincarnate again and again in this world, in order to preserve and carry on a specific teaching.”

“I am aware, your Holiness.”

“Yes, but perhaps your friend is not.” He indicated Garrett. “It is important you both understand.” He was silent a moment longer. “There is precedent. The Sixth Dalai Lama did so. One of his bodies meditated in silence in the Great Chapel of the Potala, while another danced and drank and cavorted in the streets of Lhasa, having affairs with women and men, testing our faith.” He bit his lower lip. “It has not been heard of in centuries.”

“And the Dhaumri Karoti?”

“We suspected. But we did not know. Now, I fear, we do.” More moments passed. The low wail of a horn sounded from the roof of the palace. Birds twittered on the open windowsill. His Holiness spoke again. “You are the one who addressed the Abbot of Karthok years ago on this subject.”

“I – Yes, your Holiness, I am.”

“I was told of your conversation at the time. We believed we had chanted the correct sutras to avoid this at the time. It appears we were mistaken.” Another long silence passed. Suddenly, the Dalai Lama raised a little club and struck a metal bowl by his side. A high resonant note sounded in the room, and immediately Jamyang and the chamberlain returned.

“Ready my palanquin, and the retinue. Notify the Nechung Oracle that I require his presence immediately. After he and I have consulted, we ride for Lhamo La-tso.”

There was consternation. “When, your Holiness?”

“Now.” His voice betrayed irritation at a stupid question. Immediately the chamberlain and Jamyang retreated, and I could hear orders being shouted in the passages outside. The Dalai Lama rose and bowed to us.

“Return to your Western travelling clothes. It is a long journey, and though we will make good time in my retinue, I suspect you will need your horses to continue your journey from the Lake. Time is of the essence now.”

“The Lake?” Garrett asked. And then blushed for his effrontery. The Dalai Lama paid no heed.

“The vision lake. It is where monks of the Gelug school go to receive visions about the location of my next incarnation. It is also where I may go, in times of great peril, to receive visions from Palden Lhamo, and to discern the future. I believe I know what the vision will be, but I also require advice from the goddess, and that can only be effectively acquired at her seat. Now go. We leave today.”

We were escorted back to the room where we had changed and discovered that our clothes had been washed and pressed. We dressed hurriedly, exchanging a significant look. We were left alone for a while, under guard, while the Dalai Lama consulted the Nechung Oracle, the State Oracle of Tibet and its foremost expert in divination. While we waited I dashed off a cipher to L, explaining what the Dalai Lama had said, and where we were going. Garrett explained to a servant what it was, and what needed to be done with it, and the servant nodded and took the paper. Within twenty minutes, we were on fresh horses, our baggage had been packed in a litter and we were waiting in the courtyard with the rest of the retinue for his Holiness to descend. It did not take long, and once he was comfortably installed in his travelling palanquin, we left the courtyard at a trot, and were riding fast through the city, to the east. The Dalai Lama was at the centre of the procession, the place of honour according to Tibetan custom, and Garrett and I rode immediately before him.

“What’s this for, John?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never heard of a Dalai Lama consulting the oracle lake in the last hundred years. Typically it is only officially consulted when the time comes to find the next incarnation of the Dalai Lama. I honestly can’t remember the last time I’ve ever heard of it being done outside of that.”

“But surely we should be riding north? Aren’t we short of time?”

“I suspect that whatever is ahead of us to the north, we’ll need his Holiness’ advice, and he doesn’t seem inclined to give it until he’s consulted the oracles.”

“Fair enough.”

And we rode. We rode as fast as a retinue of fifty men, with four horses bearing a palanquin, could ride. The Dalai Lama did not speak once to us, or to anyone else, for the entire journey. Occasionally I would look back and get a glimpse of him through the swaying yellow curtains of his palanquin. Though he swayed from side to side with the buffeting of the journey, his face was unchanging, his eyes were closed and he was deep in silent meditation.

After four days, we descended into a river valley, where three rivers intersected, and on the far side of one river we saw a small, triangular monastery. This was Chokorgyel Monastery, the chamberlain informed us curtly. The way station for the sacred Lake. The sun was going down as we arrived, and the air was warm and full of spring smells, which were welcome after the cold pass above us. The monks scurried around our retinue, unloading bags and stabling horses. The Dalai Lama rose from his palanquin without a word, and the abbot of the monastery placed a khattak scarf in his hands. Hurriedly, his Holiness draped the scarf around the abbot’s neck in a blessing, and then immediately strode past him into the abbot’s quarters, Jamyang and the chamberlain scrambling after him. Two monks took Garrett and I by the arm and escorted us to a monastic cell with two beds. We were fed a hearty stew of barley and vegetables, and we fell onto our beds, dead tired. Sleep came immediately.

We were roused at dawn the next morning by monks who shoved mugs of hot butter tea into our hands, and immediately conducted us outside the monastery, where the Dalai Lama, Jamyang and the abbot were waiting for us. There was dead silence, the only sound the howling of the wind, as we stood before the three men, who regarded us silently: the abbot with every expression of extreme distaste. It was His Holiness who spoke.

“Lord Dalwood, you are coming with me. It is against the express objections of the Abbot, and the representatives of the Kashag council, but I have overruled them. What I believe I am about to see concerns you, too, and as a representative of the British Crown, it is important that you see what I am about to show you, that you may convey the gravity of the situation to your government. Ordinarily one would not approach the Goddess or her lake without having prayed and fasted for three days, but we do not have time, and the Goddess will understand. You will follow me, you will do exactly as I tell you to do and you will not speak a word unless I have spoken to you. Come.” And he turned and walked in the direction of a mountain that rose behind the monastery. I exchanged a glance with Garrett, who nodded, and I followed.

We ascended through scrub, green grass and moss, and grey rock, up a winding path through a pass between two mountains. As we climbed higher, it began to snow lightly, but it did not remain on the ground. We walked in silence, and once I turned back to see the little knot of the Dalai Lama’s retinue, and the monks from the monastery, now grown very small in the distance below us. I could make out a figure in khaki standing to one side, which I took to be Garrett. Then we rounded a bend, and I was alone in the wilderness with the Dalai Lama. His robe fluttered in the breeze as he trudged ahead of me, bald head bowed. I kept silent.

After a few hours, we climbed a ridge, and I was treated to an astonishing site. Nestled perfectly in a valley below us was a small lake, framed by mountains that rolled away on either side, their flanks green, their caps still covered with snow in the spring light. The lake was crystal clear, and gleamed sky-blue in the fading light of late afternoon. It was oblong, with the end near us forming a near-perfect rectangle, and the farthest shore curved in a neat circle. From the angle we were viewing it, it was shaped rather like a keyhole, or, perhaps, I fancied, like a crude skull.

After a few minutes, we arrived at a little stone platform, surrounded by prayer flags that fluttered in the breeze. From the platform we had a clear view of the lake from the precise alignment at which it looked most like a skull, facing us, and seeming to look up at us rather than us down at it. The lake was perfectly framed within the encircling mountains, as though they formed a bowl with the design of a watery skull painted on its base. His Holiness looked at me and pointed to the lake, commanding me silently to observe it. And then he sat down, cross-legged, in the middle of the stone platform, and began to meditate.

Ten minutes passed. Perhaps fifteen. The wind rose, and the His Holiness’ robes fluttered with it, in time with the prayer flags strewn about the altar where he sat. I focused on the lake, discerning nothing. Just as I was starting to get bored, and my attention began to wander to the mountains framing this perfect natural jewel, I saw from the corner of my eye that the waters of the lake had begun to swirl. Immediately I returned my eyes to it. A low, keening note began to sound in the valley that could not have been the wind. Then it rose, and rose, until it was a single angelic note, like a chorale by Pérotin. Then it kept rising, until it was a high banshee shriek that split the air, and just to prove I was not imagining it, scattered a flock of starlings that took off as one from a nearby hillside. The swirls on the face of the water resolved themselves into three eye sockets, a nasal cavity and grinning teeth, and suddenly the lake was a skull staring up at me. Clouds began to pile in the air away to the north faster than I had ever seen before. Faster than they naturally could. In horror, I glanced at the Dalai Lama, to see if he had noticed, but he continued to meditate silently, eyes closed, hands folded in his lap.

Then the skull opened its mouth and screamed, and disappeared in a flash, and the vision began.

I saw myself and Garrett riding hard across the steppe with a retinue of warriors. I saw a bloated monk at the centre of an orgy of writhing, naked bodies. I saw an army storm an ancient city led by a bearded white man, his hair a corona of dripping blood. I saw corpses rising from scorched earth. And I saw the man with the beard laughing maniacally, a skull in each hand.

Then I saw an innumerable host sweeping across the steppe, from a great distance, at night. Their torches were more numerous than the stars in the sky, and glowed a feverish red. I saw St Basil’s Cathedral in Moscow, burning. I saw the ruins of the Brandenburg Gate. I saw the Eiffel Tower crumpling in fire like a stalk of wheat. I saw Calcutta in smoking desolation. I saw a map of the planet, and a great red blight sweeping from the centre of the Eurasian continent, until it had consumed the world. I heard shrieks and wails, and above it all a high, cackling laugh that grew louder and louder.

Then it was gone, and I had a vision of myself, creeping through a dark bedchamber with a ferocious, curling dragon decorating one wall, reaching out to steal a sword, caked in black blood, and a jade seal that sat on a table under candlelight. Garrett kept watch at the door to the chamber. I saw myself reach out for the sword.

Then a single peal of thunder burst from the clouds that had gathered in the north, and a flash of lightning leapt from the clouds to the centre of the lake. And the visions disappeared from its surface. The clouds began to roll away, and the moan of the wind became again the only sound, the azure blue of the lake nestled in the mountains again the only sight to see. The Dalai Lama rose from his seat and stood, staring at the lake with an anguished expression. A minute passed. Then he turned to me.

“You saw.”

“… yes…”

“It was your future. But it was also the world’s future. Palden Lhamo may be able to protect Tibet from this evil, but she will not be able to protect your people. If you fail in your mission, the world will burn.”

“And the sword? Where will it be?”

“It is not clear to me. Nor would it be to you at this moment. But it will become clear when you get to Urga. You may have faith in that.” He threw the hem of his robe over his shoulder and descended from the platform. “You must leave immediately. You will have a passport with my seal. You must use my post horses for as long as you can, before you reach the border. You must get to Urga before Baron Ungern does. He will have evil men in his train. Dhaumri Karoti men. I suspect one of them will have the sword you have been shown. It will be the key to what Baron Ungern is planning to do.”

“And what is that?”

“To unleash a spirit that has not plagued the world in seven hundred years. I do not know how he will do it. I am not versed in Dhaumri Karoti rites. Their literature is forbidden even to me. But I suspect the sword you have been shown will be the key. It is important that you reveal nothing of what Palden Lhamo has shown you here. As far as they are concerned, you must be merely an agent of the British Crown. You must be there to offer support to the Bogd Khan in his quest for independence.”

“Was the Bogd Khan…” I thought of the bloated monk with the face like melted candle wax I had seen at the centre of the orgy.

“Yes, that was he. He has abused his office. I knew he was corrupted by the wickedness of this world, but I did not think even he…” he trailed off. “I did not know him, clearly. Perhaps he is not the authentic Jebtsundamba Khutugtu. Perhaps we were mistaken. Or perhaps he is the authentic incarnation and he has merely tired of this world. It would not be out of character for him. He was always of a cynical disposition.” He looked back at the lake. The sun was setting, and it was sparkling in the purple light as though nothing had happened. “We must go.”

And we descended the mountain pass in silence.

We arrived at the foot of the mountain, where the abbot and the monks ran ahead to greet his Holiness. Garrett followed them but stopped short when he caught sight of my face. He told me later it was ash-grey, and that I looked like I had stared into the depths of hell. Which I suppose I had.

Things moved very quickly then. A few curt words of instruction from the Dalai Lama and the monks and retainers sprang into action. I barely had time to write a cipher. The Dalai Lama’s staff took it and bustled off again. Our horses were taken from us, and we were assigned a bodyguard of four Mongolian warriors. Garrett hesitantly tried out his Mongolian on them and they looked at him blankly. He flushed red. I couldn’t even have tried. Jamyang smiled ruefully at us. In English he said:

“It is better this way. They cannot know of your mission. The less you are able to communicate, probably the better.” They were efficient, if silent, companions on the road that lay ahead of us, I must confess.

Our gear was stripped from us. Jamyang assured us that he would keep it safe, and that we would no longer need it. I carried only my diplomatic passport, a suit of Western clothes the Dalai Lama provided for both Garrett and me, and the new passport from the Dalai Lama, in flowing vermilion ink, stamped impressively with his seal, on thick, veined Tibetan paper. It looked substantially more impressive than my faded, printed yellow passport from the diplomatic offices in Calcutta. As we mounted our horses, Garrett looked at me.

“What happened?”

“I’ll tell you tonight before we sleep.”

And we were off. We flew, at a speed that I didn’t know was possible to achieve overland on horseback. The Mongolians kept up a punishing pace, almost entirely at a full gallop. We rode until long after the sun went down, and we rose before dawn. We snatched sleep here and there a few hours at a time at post inns, where our horses were changed, and we ate briefly after sleeping to prepare for the next day’s punishing ride. Our passport from His Holiness invariably got us private rooms at the inns, and more than once weary pilgrims were turfed unceremoniously from their rooms to make way for us. I was too tired to care. Or to mind the curious stares and the obvious talk about these two foreigners who were being sped so quickly across northern Tibet. After two days my legs burned with pain and broke out in ugly red sores. Garrett’s were no better. We slept in separate beds at the inns, and that first night I told him what I had seen in the lake. It is a sign of how strange our circumstances were, and how deeply he loved me, that he never once expressed disbelief. I confessed to him, and to him alone, that I felt unequal to the challenge.

“How can I do this? I’m no spy.”

“I suppose no one is until they need to be. You’ll learn.”

“They’ll see through me.”

“They have no reason to.”

“If I fail, we all die. And I don’t even know what I’m supposed to do.”

“Then you oughtn’t to fail. And it’ll come all right in the end, you’ll see.”

The nights that followed we were too tired to do more than fall into our beds, blow out the candles and sleep.

I was only dimly aware of it, but I could see that I was passing through a landscape that I would never see the like of again. The mountains receded behind us, and we tore at breakneck pace over a steppe that seemed as if it had no end. It rolled away endlessly towards a sky that it never seemed to meet. Occasionally we splashed through a river, or skirted a gully of rocks, but otherwise it was endless rolling grass and spring flowers pushing through the turf. There were no trees, no bushes, nothing at all to distract the eye from the rolling immensity of those grassy hills. After a while, one barely saw it. One was aware only of the sky. It seemed to contain universes within itself that could never be comprehended. Some days it was an endless void of sky-blue. Some days it opened with the fury of ancient gods, and cracked with thunder and blazed with lightning, and we huddled cowering under our packs in whatever nook we could scramble into. The Mongolians seemed to fear it profoundly, in an echo of their ancient allegiance to Tengri, Lord of the Sky. After a few weeks on those steppes, I felt it was the only religion that could possibly make sense. There was no end to that sky.

And at nights, after we were past the post inns, and camping in the open steppe, Garrett and I would lie next to each other under our Tibetan fur coats, and we would stare in awe and desolate wonder at an infinity of stars that seemed more numerous than all the souls of all the dead since the Dawn of Man. I had never seen the stars like that before. I never will again.

We saw herds of tall, multicoloured stallions and mares racing each other as a living throng across endless grass. It was a sight whose majesty I cannot possibly convey. The herd’s owners, families of nomadic herdsmen living as their ancestors had done since time immemorial, generally gave us a wide berth, but occasionally one of our escort would approach them and we would be given hospitality, as travellers are always given hospitality in Mongolia. On two occasions we were given strong beer and fermented horse milk, and we got drunk around the fire with our escort. Garrett’s clumsy attempts to breach the language barrier generated much hilarity. In the warm firelight I laughed right alongside everyone else, caught up in the spirit of the thing. The families always gave us fresh remounts as a matter of course, as casually as a stranger on the streets of London would offer you a light for your cigarette. Horses, if little else, were always plentiful in Mongolia.

At one of these stops, towards the end of our journey, Garrett’s Mongolian had improved to the point where he translated some of the talk around the fire for my benefit. I heard the word Ungern, and stopped the conversation, and asked our host, in broken Tibetan, what he had heard of Ungern. Garrett translated that:

“An army has arrived in Mongolia, from the land of the White Tsar. He will bring deliverance from the Chinese, and usher in the reign of the Hidden King of Shambhala. Long has it been foretold that the saviour of Mongolia will come from the North. And he is here now, to deliver us from these dastardly Chinese, and the Mongols will ride as they did in the days of Genghis, and the world will be made safe for Buddhism. He rides a white horse. He ignores bullets. They merely bounce off him. He skips in battle like a little girl, delighted with death and destruction. He is an incarnation of the War God, who has woken to save us at last.” This could have been one of many war gods, Dharmapala, defenders of the faith. Wrathful deities full of vengeance. “He is the Tsagan Burkhan.”

“What does that mean?” I asked Garrett.

“I think it means White God.”

“That seems a little gauche.”

“Doesn’t it?”

“Ask him how he knows this?” Garrett asked, and was understood.

“He has sent a proclamation to the Bogd Gegen, whom the dastardly Chinese have dethroned and put under house arrest. It was read on the streets of Urga last week. I was there, outside the palace, and heard the holy words. It is known across the country.”

“Is he here yet? Has he seen the army?”

“I do not believe so, but it marches on Urga even now. It will not be long, my friends. He has the support of the Bogd Gegen. He has the support of Prince Bayar and Prince Togtokh.” These were two aristocrats, heroes of the 1911 revolution, with long histories of fighting the Chinese, famous throughout the country. “Mongolia will be saved from stinking Chinese oppression.” Our guards nodded approvingly. “And after China, who knows? Perhaps even you British will learn to fear the Mongols once again.”

I did not know what to say to this. I merely nodded. The rest of the evening passed without incident in convivial drinking, and I kept to myself, wondering if we would get to Urga before Ungern did.

We did, as it turned out, but only just, it was late October, and we were camped in a little gully. The guides had told Garrett that the city was less than a day’s ride away. In the distance we heard rolling thunder, but at a sharper, more commanding pitch than natural thunder. This was the thunder of guns, and very faintly beneath it, the staccato pattern of rifle fire, like distant rain. Garrett and I lay next to each other, staring at the stars.

“Baron Ungern’s army must have arrived at the city. That will be the sound of his battle with the Chinese army,” I said.

“We’re not going into that, are we?” Garrett looked with unease towards the distant horizon. “A full-on battle?”

“We’ll see how it sounds tomorrow.”

Suddenly our Mongolian guides sat bolt upright, and Garrett and I were instantly alert. We had learned to trust their instinct for danger. The guide got to his feet, and silently we followed him. Garrett unfurled the golden rifle from its burlap sack and loaded it carefully and quietly with the golden bullets. The guide lay prone on the ground, and began crawling on elbows and knees towards a ridge over our camp. Garrett and I followed suit.

At the crest of the ridge we looked silently out over the steppe. A long minute passed, and the only sound was the hiss of the wind in the grass. Then we heard it. A low, guttural howl, borne by the wind from perhaps a hundred yards away. The guide raised a trembling hand and pointed in the direction from which the sound was coming.

“Tend chötgör,” he said. Over there is a demon.

The thing was loping on all fours like a bear, its long, skeletal limbs jerking crazily, as though it was being controlled like a marionette by an inexpert puppeteer. Its grey skin was pulled tight across its emaciated frame, and a large, distended belly swung underneath it like the udders of some monstrous cow. Its long, thin neck was like a snake, undulating and rippling as its head swung from side to side, sniffing the ground. We were paralysed with fright, and the only sound was our heavy, ragged breathing. Suddenly, it looked up, and turned its face towards us. Its eyes were pits of flame.

The thing must have seen us. Its mouth, a small, round hole, in the centre of its bald head, little more than a skull, began to expand, revealing row after row of long, yellow, jagged teeth, until it was grinning at us evilly. It reared back its head and let out an unearthly, low roar, and charged us, gaining ground at an incredible pace as it closed the hundred yards between us.

The Mongolian guide got to his feet with a scream and began to run. I clutched Garrett’s hand and pulled, trying to get him to his feet so we could do the same. He shook me off. He remained absolutely calm, and he aimed the rifle at the thing, waiting patiently for it to come within easy range. I threw myself down beside him, chattering with fear, watching the thing with terror as it drew nearer and nearer. When it was almost upon us, it reared onto its hind legs and drew back its arms to lash at us with razor-sharp fingernails. With a lurch of terror, I heard the click of Garrett’s rifle, and no report of a shot. A misfire!

Yet I heard the report of a rifle all the same, away behind us to our left. The bullet caught the thing in the side of the head, and a gout of black blood shot away to the right. The thing gave a howl, and began to dissolve before our eyes into black smoke, which wafted away in the strong breeze. There was a hissing sound as it crumbled into nothingness, which gradually died, until there was only the sound of the wind and the ringing in my ears from the shot.

We sat there for a while in silence, lying prone on the ground. I took Garrett’s hand, and found it was trembling as hard as my own. Once we had reassured each other we were safe, we heard footsteps approaching from behind, and whipped around. Garrett ejected the dud from the barrel with a quick slam on the bolt, and levelled his rifle at a figure that was approaching us from the north. To my surprise, I saw it was a woman.

“Lord Dalwood, I presume?” She smiled grimly at us. She was about my age, or perhaps younger, in her middle twenties, and dressed severely in grey trousers and a blue silk tunic, with her hair in two pigtails running down across her shoulders. She had a round, moon face, with wide eyes with prominent lashes, a thin, elegant body, and smooth, pale skin. I supposed other men would have found her rather attractive.

“Who… how…” was all I could manage.

“News travels like a crack in the ice in this country.” She slammed the action of her rifle, which I saw with a start of shock was as gold as our own. “I am an ally of L. You are not safe out here. You and your friends should follow me.”

“Yes, perhaps. But who are you?”

“I am Bayarmaa,” she said. “I’m a member of the East Khuree Resistance Association, under the Mongolian People’s Party.”

“A communist!”

“Yes, we are Marxists.”

“She can’t be working for L,” said Garrett.

“But look at the gun!”

“The man you know as L contacted us through Japanese channels last year. He told us that he would be sending agents. We found out who you would be a few weeks ago. A message arrived from the Dalai Lama’s court in Lhasa.”

“The Dalai Lama working with communists?” I was sceptical.

“You just came from Palden Lhamo lake, did you not?” I hesitated. “If you did, then you know that this is more important than politics. Something terrible is happening here. And I can tell from your faces that you don’t fully understand it.” She slung her rifle over her shoulder. “You can choose to trust me, or not, as you please. But before you decide, know that I am perhaps one of the only people who can smuggle you into the city unseen. I know who can be trusted, and who cannot. And as L would no doubt tell you, if he were here, he does not get to be too choosy about who does his work in this part of the world.” That clinched it for me. I nodded. Garrett put away his rifle, and we prepared to enter the city under her direction. She dismissed our guard, who dispersed back to their homes, and we spent the rest of the night in separate tents, awaiting the dawn. I slept badly, the vision of the thing, the Preta, I supposed it was, burned into my mind.

The next morning all was silent, and we woke with the dawn and rode the last few miles at a canter, ears perked up for further sounds of violence. I was more tired than I had ever been in my life and I stank to high heaven. I had not changed clothes or worn a different pair of boots since we left Lhasa. I wondered idly if I would be able to find a bath anywhere in Urga, weighing the likelihood dispassionately, as though it was someone else’s problem. My mind was still on whatever the thing was we had seen in the night. Or at least it was, until we rode over a hill and saw the city below us, curled up in a bend of the Onon River.

Even from a distance it was clear that it wasn’t a city in the sense that I understood the term. It was a sea of felt gers, of varying sizes, some brightly coloured, but mostly dull beige. Here and there a monastery was built in brightly painted wood, and to the eastern side of town was a small cluster of stone houses with stone streets, which was Maimaichen, the quarter where the Chinese merchants lived. Dominating the centre of the city, laid out in a geometric pattern and rising slightly, I got my first glimpse of the Bogd Khan’s palace complex. Later I learned that it was the only building in all Mongolia to have a second floor. Smoke was rising from Maimaichen, and from one of the monasteries. There were occasional rifle shots, but no more than you would hear in a wood where Englishmen are shooting pheasant. Streams of people were leaving and entering the city, and as we rode towards the south end of the city we encountered a stream of Chinese soldiers and refugees in full retreat, the Chinese soldiers’ black uniforms stained and filthy, and looks of sullen defeat on their faces, as though this was just the latest in a long string of catastrophes that had to be borne, which for them, it was. Bayarmaa gestured to Maimaichen.

“There is a safe house there. The chaos of the invasion is our advantage. We should be able to ride straight through the city without raising any comment. There are too many white men in our country these days. But we will dismount when we reach Maimaichen and proceed on foot. I can guide you through the alleyways while avoiding Ungern’s patrols.”

As we got nearer the city, we got well past the last of the straggling Chinese soldiers, and the exodus became civilians: merchants most likely, fleeing Maimaichen, where some of them had lived for decades. We heard the noise of a crowd ahead, and as we approached a gate that marked the outer limits of the city we saw that a large crowd of local Mongols was jeering the Chinese merchants as they left, hurling rotten vegetables and occasionally stones, and exulting over the humiliation of their fallen foe. Bayarmaa was right. They were so distracted by the spectacle that no one spared us any attention, though Garrett and I had drawn our scarves around our faces to appear less conspicuous.

We rode through the wooden gate and into the city, which was bustling and crowded, and didn’t seem to bear many visible scars from the battle that had been fought over it the night before. Here and there were the smoking remains of a ger, and as we approached Maimaichen we saw that some of the stone houses there had been blown apart by artillery fire, and one or two continued to smoulder from blackened beams that had clearly collapsed in flames at the height of the struggle. But for the most part business seemed to be continuing as usual, with stalls open selling various things, and crowds bustling back and forth haggling over the wares on display. We heard cheers and commotion from the far side of the town, and after a few minutes we were stopped by a crowd that had drawn itself up on either side of a wide central avenue of sorts, down which I saw, for the first time, Ungern’s 1st Asiatic Cavalry Division, which had made itself so notorious in the Russian civil wars that Mr Bell and I had heard tales of its atrocities even in faraway Sikkim. We scarcely believed the tales of unimaginable cruelty we had heard, but upon seeing them, they became rather easier to believe.

The stench from them, as they rode in double line abreast towards the palace of the Bogd Gegen, was enough to knock us from our horses. We smelled it even through our own not inconsiderable stench from our long journey. They appeared to be a mix of Russians, Buryat Mongols and Japanese in black uniforms. To my surprise and consternation, I saw a contingent that looked like Tibetan cavalry. These were the most presentable of the lot. The rest were unshaven, in no semblance of uniform, some with feet wrapped in animal skins that had frozen around their feet after being freshly killed, in a fashion that I later heard described by the soldiers as “the eternal boot”. Many of them were dressed in ragged animal skins, some in felt Mongolian tunics, others in the tattered remnants of European military dress, but so far gone as to be almost unrecognisable. They had clearly ridden straight from the battle they had won against the Chinese the night before.

Some of the soldiers smiled and acknowledged the crowd, mostly the Mongols and Tibetans among them, but the rest just stared ahead with cold eyes, towards their destination. Some of them carried white banners, newly made from the looks of them, bearing the Soyombo, Mongolia’s national emblem, and others carried yellow banners emblazoned with swastikas, a well-known symbol of good fortune in that part of the world, particularly auspicious upon a yellow background. The Mongols cheered them joyfully, openly exulting in their deliverance from the Chinese. I could make out chatter about how the God of War had come, and driven out the enemies of the Faith, and much of the same talk we had heard a few nights before in a tent. Then, suddenly, the crowd fell silent, and there was only the clatter of hooves as Ungern himself rounded a corner and came into view. Many, but not all, of the crowd knelt and kowtowed to the approaching figure, on a white horse.

He was dressed in a brilliant yellow silk robe, like a Mongolian prince, and had what looked like a number of charms hanging from leather thongs around his neck. Some of them looked like human bones. He was small in stature, perhaps five and a half feet, but it was impossible to look at anyone else, as he rode by. He had curling brown hair, receding from his rather flat, square forehead, and cavalry whiskers that were being surrounded by greying stubble, which covered his neck and face. His lower lip was full, and he had a snub nose, and dark, prominent eyebrows. But suddenly he turned to look me full in the face and I found myself arrested by his eyes, grey-blue, and so devoid of human expression or feeling that it was as though I was tumbling into them like a void. They were dead eyes. The eyes of a wolf, as it caught the scent of prey. The face was expressionless. The eyes, the eyes were a different kind of empty. I cannot possibly convey how terrifying they were. I remembered the tales of his father, and the circumstances of his conception that had been in L’s briefing, and I shuddered. I turned my face away and pulled my scarf further around it. I noticed Garrett did the same. But he seemed to look away without seeing us, or recognising us in any way. Despite my fear, nothing happened; he merely rode on, and as he did, the strange silence lifted and the crowd began to cheer the invading army once more.

As we began to clatter on the stone pavement of Maimaichen, the noise of the crowd dropped further and further behind us, and the bullet holes and occasional bloodstains on the walls of the stone houses began to reveal themselves. We dismounted, and at Bayarmaa’s instruction left our horses at a post inn, where they were accepted without question. Here and there a body lay in the street, sometimes in the black uniforms of the Chinese soldiers who had just been expelled, sometimes in Mongolian civilian garb and occasionally in European suits. I shuddered at the bloodstained faces with their sightless eyes. Bayarmaa guided us expertly through the alleys, stopping us silently as a patrol of Ungern’s men ran down a street, and keeping us hidden in an alley until they passed. We rounded a corner and stopped under a spreading linden tree; the first we had seen in months. It was part of a row that had been planted to give the street a more settled feel. She turned to face us. A gunshot rang out around the corner, and we all ducked. “Quickly, inside.”

We followed her into the little stone house. We heard screaming from the direction of the gunshot, which I tried my best to ignore. Inside the house it was dark, save for the light of a small window high up on the far wall, which illuminated the huddled forms of about ten people. The air was quite close, as though they had all been there for a while. Some were Mongolian, but more were Europeans, women and children among them. Two European men in dirty suits were seated at a little table in the middle of the room, drinking vodka, and they glanced dully at us as we entered. I gestured to them and addressed Bayarmaa in English.

“Who are these people?”

“Émigrés mostly, from Russia. People who had to flee for one reason or another. Communists, aristocrats. Though there are a few other foreign nationals, mining workers, bankers, journalists, all the usual capitalist parasites.”

“What about your… comrades? Where are they?”

“My comrades are about our business, throughout the city. We shelter those who have reason to fear Ungern here. He has been quite clear that he wants every Jew, communist and foreigner in the city either killed or brought before him for judgement.”

“Are you in contact with the Bolsheviks?” I asked. She nodded.

“Yes. We sent word to Moscow when we heard that Ungern was nearing the city, but we’ve had no reply. The telegraph lines are all down, and the message probably won’t even reach Red territory. Our courier is fast, but not fast enough.”

“Do they know?” I indicated the two Russians at the table. “Do they know what Ungern’s real purpose is?”

“No, none of us do.”

“Then why have you brought me here?”

“To give you this.” She handed me a letter, which I saw at a glance was postmarked from Sikkim. “And to tell you what I’ve been told from our contacts in the monasteries. They think something horrible is about to happen; that an ancient prophecy is about to be fulfilled. Something to do with…”

There was a loud crash. The door was kicked in with a loud bang, and the room was suddenly full of armed men, shouting and laying about them at the people on the ground with the butts of their rifles. The stench of their rotting uniforms was overpowering, and one of the Russians at the table immediately vomited, earning himself a rifle butt in the face.

“Ustavay!” the men kept shouting. Get up.

I was able to shove the letter into my jacket pocket, next to the diplomatic passports, but soon Garrett and I were herded out into the street by the soldiers and we were lined up against a wall with the rest of the house’s residents. There were about twenty of us, including children. I found myself between Garrett and one of the Russians, facing down the soldiers, who levelled their rifles at us and stared at us with hatred in their eyes. I was profoundly confused, and astonished that I was going to die in this sordid way in a Mongolian alleyway, but otherwise surprisingly calm. It didn’t seem to matter that much. Garrett was with me. I wanted to take his hand but did not. I wish I had.

A little man in a uniform slightly less filthy than that of his compatriots stood to the side and surveyed us.

“In the name of His Excellency Baron von Ungern-Sternberg, the God of War, and in the name of the Bogd Khan, you are all under arrest.” He spat. “Communist scum. The Baron will be here shortly. You will not speak; you will look directly ahead of you at all times. He will decide what to do with you.”

We stood in silence for a few moments, and then the Baron emerged at the end of the street. He was alone, riding in silence on his white horse, and stared at us with an expressionless mask, and those haunting grey eyes. He dismounted, and Rezuhin, one of the Baron’s most notorious officers, rushed to take the reins of his horse. Our horses skittered and whinnied with fright, at their post by the linden tree. Slowly, the Baron advanced along the line. He stared each of us full in the face and passed on to the next. The first Mongolian woman and child he ignored. He looked harder into the face of one of the men I had taken for a Russian, and suddenly growled:

“Danish.”

“I… yes.”

“Profession?”

“Banker.”

“Jewish?”

“… no.”

He nodded, as if satisfied, and then passed on. He stared at Bayarmaa in his expressionless way, and then passed on to a small, dark-haired man I had not spoken to.

“Russian.”

“Yes.”

“Jewish?”

“I…” he hesitated a moment. Casually, Ungern drew his pistol and shot him in the head. A flock of starlings burst from the linden tree. One of the women sobbed. My hands began to shake. The body collapsed lifeless to the ground. Without breaking his stride, Ungern turned to another of the prisoners.

“American.” It wasn’t a question. How did he know? Some part of my mind wondered what an American was doing this deep into the Mongolian steppe, but it hardly seemed important, given the circumstances.

The man said nothing.

“Communist,” said Ungern, and raised his pistol.

“Damn you, you bas—” but then he was dead, too. His blood sprayed the wall behind us and splattered on the back of my head and the side of my face. I heard the bullet whine as it ricocheted off the stone and flew off at an angle. The American slumped to the ground at my feet. Now he was staring at me.

“Russian?”

I swallowed. “British.”

“British?” An expression of interest appeared in his eyes.

“I am on a diplomatic mission to the Court of the Most Excellent Jebtsundamba Khutugtu, Bogd Khan of Mongolia. I have been sent by the Government of India. This is my assistant, Benson.” I indicated Garrett, who nodded. “We were waylaid by these men, on our way to the Bogd’s palace.” I reached into my jacket, and Ungern immediately punched me in the stomach with his pistoled hand. I collapsed, gasping. Garrett jumped towards me, and Ungern stuck his pistol against his forehead, knocking him backwards onto the ground. He aimed his pistol at Garrett’s head. Retching, desperate, I produced the passports from the Dalai Lama and from Mr Bell. He took them and glanced at them briefly, passing them to Rezuhin and nodding. He withdrew the pistol from Garrett’s face, and with it, motioned him away. Garrett picked me up and carried me gasping away with Rezuhin. The pain was less than the shock, and I struggled to breathe, the wind knocked from me. Blood was pouring from the wound left by the pistol butt on Garrett’s temple. Rezuhin took us out of the line, but kept his pistol out, and put his finger to his lips, to indicate silence, and looked back at Ungern, as he continued his interrogation. Or perhaps it was more of a divination. Bayarmaa met my gaze, her face expressionless. She nodded once.

I could not hear Ungern’s next interrogations. The blood was rushing in my ears. I heard two more pistol shots ring out, and then there was a scramble, and the last man in line, a large, imposing older gentleman, was seized by the troops and began ranting and screaming in Russian. As though they had done this before, two of the soldiers secured the older man, and the rest threw ropes around the linden tree and bent it over backwards. Our horses screamed. The man kept babbling in Russian, louder and louder as the tree was secured to the ground, bent on itself and creaking, and then into screams as he was hustled over to the tree and tied over its branches. I looked away. But I couldn’t stop my ears, and I heard the last scream as the tree was released, and then the horrible rending sound as the man was torn to pieces by the branches ripping themselves apart from each other. Then I heard and felt the splatter as the body parts rained to earth. Bayarmaa and the others Ungern had spared had taken advantage of the confusion to run away. Ungern did not seem to care, nor did he look at us, his captives. He just muttered something to Rezuhin as he mounted his horse and rode away. Rezuhin kept saluting until he was gone, and then turned to us.

“We apologise for the misunderstanding. Naturally we are particularly suspicious of foreigners. This city is full of communists and spies. We are making it safe for the work of purification that is about to begin. We will escort you now to the Bogd’s palace. Naturally he will be eager to hear the words of his superior, the Most Excellent Dalai Lama.” I nodded but did not speak. Garrett and I mounted our horses, and with shaking hands I took the reins and followed Rezuhin through the silent district. The streets were empty, though once or twice I saw figures scrambling for cover in alleys as we rode past. My mind was blank, refusing to comprehend what it had just seen. I could feel the American’s blood caking stickily on the back of my neck.

After a while we left the stone houses and cobbled streets of Maimaichen and were back in the Mongol part of the city. Felt gers and yurts and large crowds were all around. Here there was laughing and cheerfulness and the shouts of the hawkers and peddlers at their stalls, and I became aware that the sun was shining, and it was a beautiful clear day. I couldn’t reconcile it with what I had just seen, and there was a strange ringing in my ears as we approached the Winter Palace of the Bogd Khan. An enormous gate loomed in front of us, with a copper, terraced roof turned green by the centuries, and red dragons studded across it. The gates, painted with lurid images of wrathful deities on a red background, opened, and we rode through into the compound. Garrett and I did not look at each other.

The courtyard we entered was dusty, and Ungern’s troops were on every side, as well as monks in red and saffron robes, tending to their wounds and stabling their horses. We dismounted and passed through an inner gate into a beautifully kept garden in the Chinese style, and I saw the main body of the palace ahead of me. It was lavish and exquisite, but I do not care to describe it here. I was concerned with how hard it would be to escape from the palace, if it came to that, and did not have time to take in the architecture. The compound was surrounded by a low red wall, painted bright red. Though it was only two storeys, and nowhere near as impressive as the Potala Palace, after so many weeks of felt gers and endless steppe its two storeys felt enormous and imposing. Rezuhin turned to us and clicked his heels, though it was more of a wet thud on the backs of his muddy, bloodstained boots.

“You will be washed, given clean clothes and presented to the Most Holy Bogd Khan in one hour. Prepare yourselves. Burn your old clothes.”

We were ushered off separately by monks, and I was taken into a room that contained a large wooden tub in the Japanese style, filled with hot water. The monks withdrew, and I changed out of my mouldering old travel clothes. There was a clean and elegant Western-style suit on a table next to the tub. Taking advantage of the momentary silence, I opened the letter Bayarmaa had given me. It was not written in military cipher, which suggested an urgency that alarmed me:


24 December 1920

Lord Dalwood,

If you have received this, it means that you are still alive, and have successfully entered Urga and made contact with our agent there, Bayarmaa Altanaar. You may consider this letter my vouchsafe of her character. She has means of ingress and egress from the Bogd Khan’s palace, and will be able to exfiltrate you from it, if your diplomatic credentials impress the Bogd Khan. Remember that the Bogd Khan is the direct subordinate to the Dalai Lama in the tradition of the Gelug school of Tibetan Buddhism. He must show respect to any envoy who comes from his superior. This will provide you some protection from the Dhaumri Karoti elements who have arrived at his court. We are relying both on his need to conceal his true intentions from his religious superior, and his interest in foreign support for the cause of Mongolian independence, to keep you safe long enough to do what you have been sent there to do.

Your briefing package doubtless made clear the significance of the sword I have sent you to retrieve. It will be either on the person of the Count Vorontzoff, or among his personal effects. There is one other object, which if you are able, you should acquire. It is a jade seal with a dragon handle, that was once the official seal of Genghis Khan. We did not know, at the time we sent you from Gangtok, that the Count Vorontzoff had acquired this seal as well. Should you see it among the Count’s effects, you are to retrieve it. It is the key to their control over the army they intend to summon.

If you are indeed still alive, and have come far enough to read this, my congratulations. You have already exceeded my expectations. Now comes your real test. Do not fail me. The fate of your Mr Benson depends upon it.

Burn this letter immediately upon receipt,

L



The letter also bore Mr Bell’s signature, and that confirmed for me that it was genuine. So Garrett had been right. It really was the dead army of Genghis Khan they were here to resurrect. With relief, I realised this meant that L was still ignorant that Garrett was in my company. That was one less worry. I read it again quickly, and then took it over to a brazier next to the tub where hot coals smouldered and threw it into the fire. It quickly went up in flames and was consumed. I piled my old clothes into the brazier to mask the ashes.

As I sat in the bath, I wrapped my arms around my shoulders and shuddered at how close Garrett and I had come to death. Clearly the madman thought he had some power of divination. Evidently it was not foolproof, for he let Bayarmaa escape. But how had he known the nationalities and ethnicities of the men and women he had killed? Had that American indeed been a communist? It seemed likely, in that part of the world. What else could he have been doing there? But how could Ungern have known? My hand went to the back of my neck and I scrubbed furiously to wash any trace of the blood from me.

I contemplated L’s letter for a moment. I already knew that the Bogd Khan, or Jebtsundamba Khutugtu, was bound by ties of religious obligation to the Dalai Lama, and that as such Ungern and Vorontzoff would not be able to kill us without offending him, but I didn’t see why, if Ungern was in league with the Bogd Khan, he or Vorontzoff wouldn’t be able to convince him to kill me. Why, in short, were Garrett and I still alive? Why were we being protected like this? There was something awry, but with my head in a state of blind terror and panic, which I was only just the master of, the circumstances were not exactly ideal for me to puzzle it out.

I heard a thud from next door and heard Garrett swearing.

“Garrett!”

I opened the door to the next room and there was Garrett, climbing out of his tub, where he had stubbed his toe. His beard was scraggly, his chest hair was wet and matted and he had welts on his legs from riding so hard for so long, but at that moment he was more beautiful than I had ever seen him. Taking advantage of the moment of privacy, I ran to him and threw my arms around him. He kissed me deeply, then looked me in the face and grinned.

“Close call, that.”

“Wasn’t it?”

He kissed me again. “You were so brave. I didn’t know what was going to happen.” And because he said it, for a moment I even felt brave. “What was in the letter?” He stepped away and began to put on his own suit, also neatly laid out for him on the table.

“It was from L. He said…” We heard a knock on my door, and I put my finger to my lips and went back to my room, closing the door behind me. “Just a moment!” I quickly drew on the trousers and started buttoning up the shirt. “Enter.”

The door opened, and I was face to face with Prince Sidkeong.

He looked much the same. A little tired, perhaps, eyes dark and sunken; but it was the same ironic half-smile, the same hooded eyes and dark hair, even the same dress he would have worn in Sikkim. I was utterly flabbergasted, unable to do anything but stare. My hands dropped to my sides. Was his smile a little crueller than it had been before? His eyes a little more deeply set? How could this be?

“I’ve caught you at a disadvantage, I see. In more ways than one.” He grinned and indicated that I should continue to get dressed. I finished buttoning my shirt, and reached for the jacket, not taking my eyes off the apparition in front of me.

“How… how is it possible you’re alive? I saw your body burn.”

“Not the most polite way to renew our friendship, John.” His eyes narrowed. “The truth is I do not know. I am not permitted to question the wisdom that brought me back. I suspect that this body,” he indicated himself, “was already here, meditating and preparing for this moment. I went to sleep one night in Sikkim. I thought the air smelled a little foul. And I woke up here, on the floor of the Bogd Khan’s private chapel. Whatever body you saw, I was no longer inhabiting, to be sure. But rest assured, it is me.” He looked around, and I thought I detected a trace of alarm in his eyes. “Where is—” The door snapped open, and there was Garrett, fully dressed except for his tie, staring at Sidkeong in astonishment and fear. “Ah, there he is. Mr Benson, welcome to Mongolia.”

“I… Your Highness.” He made a silly little bow. “It’s… good to see you again.”

“See? There’s a proper greeting.”

“I… I’m sorry… Sid,” I stammered. “You must understand, this is all a little new to me.”

“Yes, I knew as much. Don’t worry.”

“I got your letter.”

“Good! So you’ve come to see the truth, at last!”

“I suppose I have, yes.”

“And you made some excuse? You come bearing credentials from your government?”

“I did. He… the Baron took them.”

“Yes, he did, didn’t he? They will be returned to you so you can formally present them to the Bogd Khan.” I had finished dressing, and he snapped his fingers and monks came into the room. “Now, come, it’s time to be presented to His Holiness.”

We crossed the courtyard. The stench from Ungern’s soldiers was fainter, but somehow sharper now that it no longer competed with my own miasma. Soldiers were reappearing now in clean robes, laughing and joking with each other at their common respite from their common peril. They were relaxed as men at a journey’s end. I was on edge, aware that now, if I was ever going to succeed in my mission, I had to lie smoothly and diplomatically, and not arouse suspicions. We approached the main hall and two massive doors parted, and Sidkeong led us into the audience chamber. A monk met us at the door and put the envelopes I had received from Mr Bell and the Dalai Lama back into my hands. The seals had been breached, but upon quick examination I saw that the papers were still in order.

It was dark and close in the hall. There were no windows, and the light from the hundreds of oil lamps along the walls and hanging from the ceilings flickered over the lurid murals and frescoes I had grown used to over these last few years. These seemed more fearsome and more demonic than usual, with leering red and green and blue faces in grimaces of rage and hatred, various war gods and wrathful deities. I became aware of a roaring, and as my eyes adjusted to the light, I saw that a bear was being baited in the centre of the room. Its fur was ragged and matted with blood, and it snarled and snapped with rage as three men with swords and whips danced around it, taunting and lashing at it. Men sat on cushions in alcoves around the central pit, laughing and drinking and goading the animal and its tormenters on. Some were in the uniform of Imperial Russian officers, some in Mongolian robes, and a great many, drunker than the rest, were in the robes of monks. I noticed, for the first time, that there were black robes now, among the red and saffron. Indeed, the black robes seemed to be in the majority.

Across the hall, watching with delight, enthroned on a platform, was the Bogd Khan. His enormous throne, a platform ten feet across, was all in gold leaf and draped in saffron silk cloth emblazoned with red swastikas. It sat much higher than the Dalai Lama’s Lhasa throne, and dominated the centre of the room. A gold statue of the Buddha loomed behind him, mirroring his position, but with serene features that highlighted the ruin of the actual face below. The Bogd Khan reminded me of a melted candle. His eyes were lost deep in folds of fat, and his jowls and ears seemed to sag to the floor. His vices were stamped on his features, and his yellow, toothy grin as he gnashed his teeth at the unfolding spectacle filled me with disgust and nausea. After a few minutes, his eyes flicked up when Sidkeong entered the room, and seeing Garrett and I were beside him, his lips pursed in annoyance, and he signalled one of the baiters, who quickly plunged his sword into the bear’s neck. With a final, gurgling roar, it crashed to the floor and was silent. I breathed a sigh of relief, though groans of disgust and disappointment welled up on all sides from the spectators. Then Sidkeong stepped into the central pit, and announced:

“Lord Dalwood, and Mr Garrett Benson, ambassadors from His Majesty, George V, Emperor of India.”

We followed behind him, and I bowed low, Garrett following my lead. There was a sullen silence as the spectators glowered at us, some whispering to each other behind their hands. The Bogd Khan motioned us forward, and I presented both envelopes with another bow.

“Your Holiness. I come in the name of His Majesty George V, by the Grace of God, of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, and of the British Dominions beyond the seas King, Defender of the Faith, and Emperor of India. I ask you humbly to accept these credentials, countersigned by the Governor-General in Shimla, and by the British political officer of Sikkim, Charles Alfred Bell. I also present this letter from His Holiness the Dalai Lama, begging your indulgence to hear me, and humbly requesting that you allow an ignorant foreigner entrance to your Holy Presence.” The Bogd threw the Dalai Lama’s letter aside with ill-concealed contempt, and it was picked up and secreted away by a monk. He scanned my British credentials with much more interest, and eventually a delighted smile appeared on his face. He grinned down at me.

“So the British government recognises our independence, does it?” I concealed my relief. The ruse had worked.

“I am here to discuss that, as well as other matters, with your Holiness.”

“Ha!” See, Count? I told you the monarchies would rally to the cause. The Baron was right!” He waved the letter at one of the spectators, to his right, who was impeccably dressed in a grey silk suit, and lounging on a divan smoking a hookah. The smoke from the tobacco smelled peculiar to me, heavy and dank and syrupy and sweet.

I recognised him immediately from that night in Oxford, what seemed another lifetime ago. He had hardly aged a day. He looked to be in his early forties, very pale, with dark, feminine eyes and curling lashes. You could tell he had been handsome once, in a boyish, pretty sort of way, but now his eyes sank rather cadaverously into his head, and his trim beard was iron-grey. He curled the smoke in his lips and smiled at me with his eyes hooded and dull.

“We shall see, your Holiness.” He nodded at me. “You are John Sackville, correct?” I concealed my surprise that he knew my Christian name. “I believe we have met, many years ago, at Oxford.”

“I am honoured to renew our acquaintance, Count Vorontzoff.”

“As am I,” he said. “Prince Sidkeong has told me much of you. I must say I am impressed with what I’ve heard. You’ve made something of yourself out here, after all. I cannot say I am surprised.” He smiled, but for the life of me I could not read what spurred it.

“What aid can the British offer us in our holy struggle against the Chinese and the Bolsheviks?” The Bogd Khan interjected, staring at me with yellowed eyes.

“That depends on your needs, your Holiness. I am sure we can discuss it in detail in the days to come.”

“We need guns. We need artillery. We need weapons of modern war. And we need them now. Our Russian friends will train us in how to use them. You can send them through Tibet. That fool in Lhasa won’t object. He knows the Chinese threaten him, too, and he knows the Bolsheviks threaten all of humanity with their evil doctrine.”

“I am sure we can come to some arrangement, your Holiness, given time.”

He chewed his lower lip. “You are… noncommittal, I believe is the word. Very well. For now, you may join our party. We are celebrating Baron Ungern’s famous victory, and the liberation of our country. Be welcome to my court, young Ambassador. And as for you…” he leered with an unpleasant smile at Garrett. I could not look at him to see his reaction. “Mr Benson. You are here as Lord Dalwood’s… assistant, are you not?”

“Yes, Your Worshi—Your Holiness. Lord Dalwood and I have worked together a long time now.”

“You will be escorted to chambers, which you and Lord Dalwood will share tonight. If Lord Dalwood needs you, he will summon you.” Garrett and I locked eyes. I nodded.

“Yes, Your Holiness.” Monks appeared to lead him away, and my eyes followed him as they escorted him down a hallway that led to the rest of the palace from behind the Bogd’s throne.

“Be seated, Lord Dalwood.” The Bogd gestured to his right and indicated an open cushion between himself and Count Vorontzoff. Prince Sidkeong moved away to the other side of the room, and sat with some black-robed monks who appeared quite drunk, and who poured him a cup from a golden flagon. As I stepped out of the central stage, music struck up and a bevy of dancers filed in behind me. They were scantily clad, and beautiful, and not exclusively female, I noticed with a shock. I sat down on the cushion as they began to gyrate to the cymbals and strings, and the Count Vorontzoff put down his pipe and poured me a cup of what turned out to be a rich, treacly brandy.

“Is this French?” I asked the Count.

“Indeed. The Bogd has a taste for things Western. There is also an automobile, though it has not worked properly for years, and a film projector, which is in somewhat better repair. He likes to hook a wire to the car’s battery and dangle it over the palace wall, so passing pilgrims who pick it up will receive a shock and think they have been divinely blessed.” He picked up his pipe again and took a long draw. The liquid in the hookah boiled and bubbled, and as he exhaled, I saw that it was ruby-red. When I smelled the smoke, I realised with a small amount of relief that the hookah was filled with wine, not blood. “He is rather easily amused.”

“It must be ludicrously expensive to get French brandy and automobiles and film projectors all the way to Urga.”

“It is. But the Bogd is fabulously wealthy. All the monastics in this country are. The simpletons here hand over the greater part of their wealth to the monasteries. It brings merit, you know.” He looked behind him and shouted an order in fluent Mongolian, and a servant appeared with a tray of bottles. “I apologise, I should have asked if you liked brandy. Would you prefer Scotch whisky? Vodka? Absinthe?”

“Brandy will be perfect.”

“Good man.” He took another deep pull on the pipe and regarded me silently. He offered it to me, and, not wishing to seem rude, I too took a pull. I coughed and spluttered, and he smiled at me. “You are not accustomed to smoking.”

“No, I’m afraid not.”

“You will get used to it.” He signalled and another hookah was brought. He watched me as I puffed on it lightly. I found that if I did not inhale fully I could bear it without coughing. After a minute I asked:

“So you are a refugee from the Tsar’s court?”

“Indeed, though not for long, I suspect. Baron Ungern will soon be returning to Russia at the head of an army.”

“Oh?”

“That is why we are here. He believes, as I do, that the Western nations have become irredeemably decadent and corrupt. Communism has poisoned the minds of the intelligentsia and corrupted the primeval faith that was once in the soul of the people. Rationalism and Jewish ideas permeate the entirety of European civilisation. Or so it is useful to pretend.” He drew deeply on his hookah and contemplated the pipe silently for a moment. “Of course, the rot is nothing new. Christianity itself is a debased Jewish poison in the minds of European man. It is here, on the fringes of civilisation, where the old spirit of man endures. The will to violence, the will to conquer, the will to build.” He smiled. “Buddhism merely tamed the old gods in its service. It did not deny them, as the Christians do. It is a much purer faith, more in tune with the spirit of reality.”

“Indeed.” I was astonished at how freely he spoke of such things. “And you believe in these old gods, I take it?”

“Only a fool would be disrespectful to the gods in their own country, Lord Dalwood. I would not think you would feel much loyalty to the Christian God, given your situation.” He glanced at me.

“I… how do you mean?”

“You are a homosexual.” I coughed again on my hookah smoke, this time much more violently, to cover my panic. I had never heard that word used directly to refer to me before.

“I beg your pardon?” I managed.

“There is no need to hide it. Here you will find no judgement on such matters. You are among friends.” He refilled my cup. “Drink and be merry.” His eyes went back to the dancers, who were now in the middle of a decidedly erotic piece. I lifted the cup to my lips and drank again. I felt the queer veil of alcohol begin to descend over my mind. I was very aware of my teeth in my head. I felt that artificial comfort descend, that always made me feel uneasy and out of place, as though it was not deserved, which it wasn’t. Particularly not there.

“How did you know?”

“It is a simple enough matter to tell. Prince Sidkeong also suspected. But once I saw you, and once I saw you and Benson together, it was simple enough to see. I possess a certain… sight that the common run of humanity does not possess. I congratulate you on having concealed yourself for so long in a society that hates you so. You will find that in this part of Asia few people will even bat an eyelid.”

Then I ventured; “Of course, some say that the Buddhists lie about the true nature of the Buddha.” I immediately regretted that I had been so free, as Vorontzoff looked back at me appraisingly.

“So you know something about our doctrine then.” It was not a question. “And what do you think of it?” I swallowed. I was in dangerous territory.

“I do not know if I fully appreciate its subtleties.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s simple enough. Do you believe the world should continue to exist?”

“Of course!”

“Why?”

“Because…” I was feeling rather lightheaded and foggy. “Because the world is beautiful, and there is justice in it, and there is goodness in it, and…” I took in my surroundings, as if for the first time. The mud floor was still stained with the blood of the bear that had been killed. The dancers in their erotic gyrations were covered in it. It seemed not to dampen, but to intensify, the lust in the faces of those watching them dance. The music was a hideous cacophony. Behind Sidkeong and the monks, a dancer was being shoved back and forth by two of Ungern’s officers, her face white with terror, as the men laughed and tore at her clothing. I trailed off in dismay.

“Is it just and beautiful that you and Benson have had to skulk in the shadows all these years? You have been together since you were very young, yes?”

“Yes.”

“And you love each other deeply. Or at least, he loves you. That much is clear, or he wouldn’t have followed you here, to the ends of the earth.”

“Yes.”

“And that is beautiful. You are to be congratulated. But if it were known in your home country, you would be separated, imprisoned and disgraced for the crime of having loved each other. Even just a century ago, you would have been hanged. A century or two before that, you would have been burned at the stake. Is that beautiful?”

“No.”

“I want you to really think about the sodomites that have perished in flames on pyres all over Europe, writhing in unspeakable agony. Even more so, I want you to know this. When wealthy and powerful men in relationships with poor younger men were caught and burned, the powerful men were garrotted before the flames reached them. The comparatively blameless young men were the ones who screamed for the entertainment of the crowd. Is that just?”

“No.”

“You will not be the last of your kind to suffer. I think you know that you have got off more lightly than most. And that suffering will continue until the end of time. Is it not kinder to end it? Would you let a horse linger after its leg was broken and it would never rise again?”

“No.”

“Well then…”

We sat in silence after that. I contemplated what he had said. And I will admit I saw the logic of it. The remorseless, implacable, merciless logic. The Gordian knot was most quickly untangled by being sliced in two. The source of suffering was life. I could see what they meant. I burned with anger at that moment. That Garrett had never been introduced to my father and mother as anything other than a servant. That a wedding had never been even a remote possibility. That L was able to send us on this infernal quest with merely the threat of exposure, not even the reality. I rebelled against the idea of any divine order in that moment. I sullenly wondered whether I wanted L’s mission to succeed. I contemplated my pipe, despite its rancid smell, and I felt a delicious numbing warmth spread through my body. And I remembered Mr Bell. Who had shown us mercy. Was that enough?

I decided it was. There were men and women of good intention in the world. Even if some of them wanted me dead or punished. There were children, innocent of all crime. There was the trickling brook that ran beneath the bridge in Dalwood that Garrett and I had thrown horse chestnuts into as boys. There was my mother, with her scent of lavender. Yes, there were things I wanted to continue. Even if they rejected me.

Before I had a chance to answer him, Vorontzoff snapped his fingers, and down the room to our left a head turned, and I felt Baron Ungern’s fierce eyes upon me, watching me coldly while a party of his officers caroused noisily in front of him. He got up and strode over to us, and suddenly I was in his presence. He regarded me with those lupine eyes, and I did my best to return the stare.

“Lord Dalwood, this is Baron von Ungern-Sternberg, the leader of our army, and soon enough the saviour of Russia and perhaps the world.”

“We’ve met, your Excellency.” I saluted him with the brandy. I felt fear, but it was dull beneath the numbing veil of the alcohol, and whatever was in that hookah.

“Yes,” he said in a cold, flat voice.

“Lord Dalwood is here as an ambassador from the British, as you know.”

“Indeed, I almost killed him this afternoon,” he said. “I am sorry. Though you were closeted with communists, so the time may come when I will have to kill you anyway.”

“Oh, well, I sincerely hope not.” Thankfully my hands did not shake. “How long have you known Count Vorontzoff?”

“Since I was a child. His father and my father were friends and colleagues, until I killed him.”

“His father, not mine,” Count Vorontzoff said with a thin smile.

“Dear God!” I could not conceal my shock. “Why?”

“It was necessary for religious reasons. I cut out his heart and ate it.” He said it as casually as if he were discussing a deer he had killed on the heath. “He expected it. It was part of the plan, and he died ecstatic.”

“Well, indeed. I assume this is part of your religion, that Count Vorontzoff and I were discussing earlier?” The Baron turned his cold eyes on Vorontzoff, who regarded him back levelly.

“You have told him?”

“Indeed. Lord Dalwood was curious, and I obliged him.”

“Was that wise? Perhaps we should kill him now.” I coughed and spluttered.

“No need, Baron, I’m sure Lord Dalwood can be trusted. Besides, he is yet of use to us, as you know.”

“Ah, yes, of course.” He turned his eyes back to me. “Sidkeong told me about it. Well, good luck to you, Lord Dalwood. If you betray us I will flay you alive. It will take many hours. Enjoy the party.” And he turned and returned to the group of his officers. My hands were now trembling violently.

“Don’t mind him,” said Count Vorontzoff. “He’s just like that. I’m sure he probably won’t kill you. Here, have another drink, and be merry.”

I wanted to ask about Prince Sidkeong. My mind had still not fully processed that the man whose cremation I had attended not long ago was now laughing and drinking across the room from me. But I had no idea how to even begin to broach the subject. It did not seem particularly important. My senses were growing duller with every whiff of the smoke from the hookah. The dancers writhed and pressed against each other, and after a while they were completely naked and had the entire room’s undivided attention. A monk appeared at my side, and I turned and saw the Bogd was looking at me with a little smile.

Evgeni nodded towards the throne. “You are being summoned. Go, I will be here when you return.”

“Thank you, Count.” I got to my feet unsteadily, my head swimming in a way that was entirely unfamiliar. Certainly more than alcohol was in my veins at that point. I followed the shaved monk who escorted me to the Bogd’s throne. He gestured to a little rise on the left side of the platform, and I swayed a little as I seated myself there.

“I have heard from Prince Sidkeong that Benson is your concubine.”

“I… what? How…”

“Do not worry, your secret is safe with us.” He giggled gleefully. “Personally, he is a little old for my taste. I prefer my boys a little fresher-faced. The joke is that Tibetan monks prefer their boys face up, while we Mongolians, we prefer them face down. What is your preference, Lord Dalwood?”

“Forgive me, your Holiness, but I cannot…” I struggled to comprehend what was happening. “I cannot say.”

“Ah, then perhaps you are the boy?” His eyes twinkled maliciously. “Again, I do not judge. It would make sense, to look at the two of you. You aristocrats always enjoy being dominated by your servants. I would very much like to see the two of you in coitus. Would you allow me? It would be an entirely new pleasure.”

Somehow, I found the presence of mind to say, despite the blood rushing in my ears and the outrage in my soul, “I… I will ask Benson, your Holiness, and see what can be arranged.”

“Good. I knew you would be accommodating.”

“I… I believe I must retire, your Holiness, I feel rather unwell. Would you permit me to withdraw for the evening?”

He looked rather put out. “Very well. We will discuss that, among other matters, tomorrow. Good night, Lord Dalwood.”

I got unsteadily to my feet and edged past the dancers who were now writhing in the most pornographic manner imaginable at the very feet of the Bogd’s throne, and followed the same monk, who escorted me down the same hallway Garrett had been taken to, what seemed only a few minutes before. But as we entered the hallway, I got a glimpse outside and saw that it was already dark. I reeled; that meant that at least four hours had passed. Could it have been that long? The monk slid open a door and I saw Garrett sitting on a Western-style double bed that stood incongruously in a room decorated with staggeringly erotic murals and frescoes of gods and their consorts in union, scenes from the Kama Sutra, even Greek red-style pottery on the furniture depicting male lovers. The room was dimly lit and windowless like the hall we had just come from. Garrett stood up as I swayed into the room and looked at me with surprise and a hint of horror as the door closed behind me.

“Are you drunk?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never felt this… strange before. I don’t think it was tobacco in those hookahs.”

“Of course not! Couldn’t you recognise the smell? That was high-grade Patna opium. They have dens for it all over Gangtok.”

“Well, no, I’d never joined you on those trips.”

He looked away and sniffed. “Is that what you think I was doing?”

“No, I… I’m sorry. I’ve just… never felt this way before.” I felt heavy and oddly numb, as though all my problems were separated from me by a thick pane of dirty glass. It was unsettlingly pleasant, like a warm hug from my mother, but my unease and discomfort at the ludicrous position we found ourselves in pulsed beneath it like an undercurrent of icy water.

“It’ll fade in a few hours. You’re going to crave it again strongly tomorrow, but if you value your life, or our—” he stopped. “Just don’t smoke it again.”

“Believe me, I never want to feel like this again.”

“Good.” He looked around the room with fear and distaste. “Why the hell would they put us in here? And why is there only one bed?”

“They know about us.”

“What?”

“Apparently from Sidkeong.” I did not mention the Count’s unsettling talk of second sight.

“Did he… how did he know?”

“I don’t know.” It was baffling. We had never so much as had an awkward moment in Sidkeong’s presence before he apparently died. As far as I had known, he had been entirely unaware of Garrett and me. Perhaps he had known something in Oxford? I felt like a squirrel that hears a noise in a dark wood and freezes, wondering what terrors lurk in the shadows all around him. Garrett moved to the far end of the room, and briskly filled a glass of water from a carafe on a little table. He brought it over to me as I sat on the bed.

“Drink this. And then keep drinking until your head starts to clear. It’ll be hours, but it’ll be better than you worse for wear. And we don’t have much time.”

“How do you mean?”

“I’ve been doing a bit of sneaking. This wing of the palace is where they’re keeping all the foreign guests, including Count Vorontzoff. His room is next door. And I heard a couple of Buryats talking in the corridor, and whatever they’re planning, they’re planning for tomorrow, so whatever we do, it has to be tonight.”

“What time is it?” I had the beginnings of a headache, and I could hear my own heartbeat in my head, slow and rhythmic. I found that I did not care about much of anything. Some part of me shrieked at the numb lethargy that was overtaking me, but it all seemed somewhat unimportant now. As though I had solved all important problems for the time being.

“I don’t know. I think it’s still the late evening, but I can’t be sure.” His voice sounded very far away. Suddenly I felt a slap on my cheek, but only dimly. My face was numb, and it barely registered. “John!” I heard him shout. Then I closed my eyes and fell into a sort of half-sleep.

I came to suddenly, bolt upright, feeling dazed, and still very unpleasant, but much more alert. Garrett was over me, and to my surprise, so was Bayarmaa. I looked around me and saw I was still in the bedchamber. Garrett had a worried frown, and I saw his lip was red from his biting it; a nervous habit he had had since childhood. Bayarmaa was putting a bottle and a syringe away in her jacket pocket, regarding me impassively.

“What just happened?” I asked.

“We have many difficulties here with the availability of Chinese Chandu opium. The population is being wracked by it. It is a bourgeois vice we have to deal with. In my medical kit I carry vials of epinephrine to revive the occasional informant with. It wouldn’t work if you were in real danger, but if you’ve only consumed a small amount you’ll be restored to your senses well enough. Didn’t think they would come in handy so quickly. You should be all right now.” She looked at me and smiled wanly. “Under the circumstances.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I work in the palace,” Bayarmaa said. “No one gives me a second glance. My comrades and I have built a tunnel under the palace wall that opens into a rear courtyard behind the kitchens. I had sneaked in and was looking for you when I heard Mr Benson shouting. Be thankful no one else heard. The orgy continues in the throne room.”

“Thank you,” I said uneasily.

“Come with me. There is something you need to hear before we proceed.”

Garrett and I followed her down the hall, and up some stairs, onto the building’s second level. Bayarmaa held a finger to her lips, and as quietly as possible we proceeded onto a sort of concealed galley. As we walked the narrow gangway, we passed over the throne room. We were hidden from view, but below us we could see that the dancing had progressed to a full-blown orgy, with Ungern’s officers and the Bogd Khan’s monks and the Mongolian lords cavorting violently with the nymph-like dancers, while the band played on in raucous clash of cymbals and whistle of pipes. Bayarmaa led us past this scene, and turned right, and a thick wall muffled the sounds of the orgy. Suddenly, we heard low voices in quiet conversation. There was a delicious, sweet smell of roasted meat in the air.

Bayarmaa motioned for us to lie down, and we peered in silence through a thick wooden screen, patterned with swastikas, into a brightly lit room below us. Baron Ungern was seated in an ornate Western-style chair with his back to the room’s entrance, which was locked. Two stocky Russian soldiers stood guard on either side of it. He surveyed the room with his chill glare. Around a mahogany table that took up most of the room sat a small coterie of black-robed monks that I felt sure were Dhaumri Karoti acolytes, a group of Ungern’s officers, including Rezuhin, and Count Evgeni Vorontzoff, with a few other Russians in civilian garb who I did not recognise. The Count had unrolled a map in the middle of the table and was giving a discourse. He was coherent, his words not at all slurred, though I knew he had been smoking opium all night that had nearly left me unconscious and useless on the floor. To the back of the room, on a side table, were the two legs of a man, dressed, glazed in a brown sauce and broiled like chicken. One monk was carving the leg with a large knife, and another was taking slices of the meat to the assembled company on little black plates. I realised what I was smelling and retched loudly. Ungern coughed at that moment and Garrett clamped a hand over my mouth. His hand was trembling.

“… needless to say, your coming at this hour could not be more fortunate, Baron. Indeed, I may say it was fated. Another week, and it would have been quite impossible to perform the ritual for another six months, until after the ground had thawed sufficiently.”

“Good. And what of the Bogd Khan?”

“He remains unaware of our true purpose. He believes we intend to raise the army in order to help him conquer China.”

“Good. When do we dispose of him?”

“Whenever you wish. He has served his purpose.”

“I will kill him in a few days.”

“Could I trouble you, Baron, to use the sword I have brought? I have reason to believe it will enhance the magic still further.”

“Decapitation is dull. He will die too quickly.”

“Oh, it doesn’t need to be decapitation, necessarily, it’s only important that his blood end up on the blade.”

“As you wish.”

“Good.”

“Then we shall perform the ritual.”

“Yes. We are ready.”

“And you know where the tomb is?” Ungern asked.

“Yes. Everything has been prepared. We have had our men working at the site for some time now, since we received confirmation that you were following us with your army. All the preparations that have been necessary have been made, including the arrival of the sacrifice.” He gestured behind him, to something on the wall below us, out of our line of sight. “Though we will have to wait until Prince Sidkeong has been disabused of a certain naïve notion.”

“What notion?” asked Rezuhin. Vorontzoff gave a dismissive wave of his hand.

“It is of no consequence. At any rate, Wendigo, Chernobog, Kali, Iktomi, Beelzebub and Lucifer, as well as the malignant deities, have all been summoned, and consulted, and they support our undertaking. The price was not out of the line of usual for such matters. Indeed, I was surprised that they demanded so little. I could see that they salivated that our design is so close to being accomplished. It cost a mere hundred serfs to secure their combined allegiance. We will have their power to aid us in what lies ahead.”

“But you tell us that that may not be enough. How can that be?” Rezuhin asked.

“It is true that we are opposed. We will face stiff resistance, on the spiritual and the physical planes, but we are confident that that resistance can be overcome with careful planning and skilled generalship, which I have no doubt the Baron will provide. The Power that works against us works in all religions, and all spiritual traditions of mankind, but It is not infallible. It is true that we will suffer losses here and there, as pockets of deluded practitioners summon their feeble powers. The Jews in particular will be difficult to eradicate entirely. The Power is strong with them. But this is why we must strike now, while society is at its most decadent, and the majority of people have turned from their old practices and embraced the mundane modern world. We must exploit their weakness. The blow must come while the Children of Israel are scattered and leaderless, and the rest of the world lies in a stupor of arrogant materialism. We must avoid the coming of the Moshiach at all costs.”

“The Jews must die. To a man, woman and child.” Ungern spoke slowly and quietly. “At that moment, the Power that upholds the world will die as well. He only lives while they live. They are His body on earth, not the Church. The Thirty Righteous Men, the Tzadikim Nistarim, must be killed to a man, and the only way to be sure that they are all dead is to make sure that not a single Jew is left alive.”

“Then the world will be cleansed,” Count Vorontzoff said quietly.

“As it is ordained,” chorused back the officers and monks around the table.

“Satya Nirvana.”

“Satya Nirvana.”

“By the way, Ungern, this really is frightfully good. Who is it?”

“An American communist I killed in Maimaichen earlier today.”

“Ah, of course. Corn-fed. I have not tasted it in twenty years. Now, as you will see, preparations for the ritual are well underway, and we believe we have the necessary…” A blast of music cut off his words, as a door was opened behind him into the throne room. The door was left open, and Bayarmaa signalled that we should leave while the noise covered any sound we might make. We slunk back down the galley, past the orgy and back into the hall with our bedrooms. We stood in the hallway in silence for a while, avoiding each other’s gaze, and each trying in our own way to process what we had just heard.

“You have your instructions from L?”

“Yes.” And I told her of the sword, and that we needed to steal it and get it out of Mongolia as soon as possible.

“Then what are we waiting for?” Garrett said. “Let’s get over there.”

“Right…” I shook my head. I still didn’t feel quite present in the situation, but I was alert and awake. “Right, let’s go. Bayarmaa, where is the tunnel?”

“Not far. There is a servant’s passage to the kitchens behind this wall.”

“Right. Garrett, you say you know which room is Count Vorontzoff’s?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” I turned to Bayarmaa. “Thank you very much for your help. If you wait here, Garrett and I will be back with the sword shortly.” She looked furious at being dismissed so. It makes me cringe to think of it now. I couldn’t quite believe what was happening, and the opium and the liquor were still dulling my senses, but I realised that if I didn’t take charge here I never would. Worse yet, no one would. Bayarmaa nodded, and she opened a servant’s door built into the wall of the bedchamber, while Garrett and I stepped out into the corridor.

It was deserted, with only the light of the oil lamps flickering and casting dancing shadows over the painted walls. All was silent, except for the thunder of music from the throne room down the hall. I didn’t like to think of what was happening there. Still less what was happening in that demonic conference room. I was terrified, but not able to register much in the way of emotion. I was rather glad that the opium had dulled my senses. Perhaps that and the alcohol gave me the mad courage to do what I was about to do. Garrett and I crept down the hall, and slowly opened the door to the next chamber.

Immediately I recognised the room from the Dalai Lama’s vision at Palden Lhamo lake. The same coiled dragon decorated the far wall. The same Western-style bed stood in the middle of the room underneath a candelabra fitted with good wax candles. And there, on the far side of the room, resting on a table draped in a gold silk cloth, was the sword, unmistakable and caked in a black substance. Next to the sword was a jade seal, square of shape, topped with a grinning dragon. I goggled in shock that I would have been vouchsafed a vision so exact all those long weeks ago. I felt Garrett nudging me and came back to myself.

“Wait here, at the door. Keep an eye out,” I told him. And I entered the room.

I trod softly, as softly as I dared, and I eyed the unmade bed uneasily, feeling unsettled at this evidence of the presence of someone I had such reason to fear. The room smelled of opium, and there was a discarded chibouk on the table next to the sword. I felt sweat break out on my forehead as I approached the sword and was desperately uneasy. It couldn’t be this simple. Could it?

I picked up the sword and inspected the engraving just above the hilt of the blade. Sure enough, it bore the name I recognised, Col. Ian T. Stewart, 11th Hussars. My hands trembled as I remembered that it had been used to decapitate the Count’s father, all those long decades ago. It was heavy and ungainly in my hands. I looked at the seal. It grinned up at me, and I saw that the eyes of the dragon were set with amber. I recalled L’s last-minute instructions. It had been in the vision, I thought? I vaguely remembered it there. I reached out for it and grabbed it.

Several things happened at once. The seal became searingly hot under my hand, and its eyes flared with light. Scalded, I cried out, and dropped it. It bounced off the table onto the floor, where it began to roll away of its own volition, racing for the door. The dragon in the mural on the wall began to coil and undulate, and its head turned to look at me. It roared. So loud that I was deafened. Flames began to unfold from its mouth, and while they did not leave the painting, or enter the room, I felt their heat waft over me. Garrett shouted, and kicked the seal back into the room, and it bounced off the wall with the dragon, and again began rolling for the door. The dragon roared again.

There was the sound of running feet in the hall.

“John, let’s go!” I didn’t need to be told twice. Leaving the seal, I raced with the sword in my hand towards Garrett, who cried out as two black-clad monks lunged at him, screaming with fury. I lashed at the closest one with the sword and sliced open his back. He cried out, and his arms shot back to try and clutch the wound. He toppled backwards towards me. I dodged him. Garrett had overpowered the other monk and had his hands around his throat.

“Get back!” I cried, and he did, and I stabbed wildly and inexpertly with the heavy cavalry sabre. Through some miracle, I put the point of the sword through the monk’s eye. He convulsed once with a horrible cry and was still. Garrett got up, panting, and we looked at each other, and ran down the hall towards the kitchens, where we had left Bayarmaa. We heard cries and screams behind us, and rushing, pounding feet, but we didn’t look back.

A door flew open beside us, and more monks leapt at us, as well as two of Ungern’s soldiers. One of them, blond and sneering, held a revolver, which he aimed at Garrett’s head. I lashed out and took off his hand with one swing. The sword may have been old, but it was razor-sharp. He screamed, and his blood splattered on the back of Garrett’s head. Garrett had punched the other monk in the stomach, doubling him over. He retched on the floor. Garrett picked up the pistol and fired it point-blank into his head. We had killed three men and maimed one in as many minutes. But we didn’t stop. We kept running.

We arrived at the kitchens and slammed the door behind us. There were people in there, preparing joints of meat and other dainties for the orgy. But they didn’t challenge us. Indeed, they ran screaming. I could see out of the corner of my eye that the limbs they were roasting and preparing were human limbs. One fell off its rotisserie into the fire as its cook sprang away, dropping his work. It began to smoke and burn as Garrett blocked the door with his body. Looking around frantically, I saw a long iron spit, and I grabbed it and slammed it down across the kitchen door in the bolt locks. Garrett sprang away. The hammering on the door continued, and I heard a voice that sounded like Sidkeong’s shriek in Mongolian:

“The other way, you fools! Get them!”

Garrett and I sprang away from the door and barrelled through the kitchen. Garrett hurled down some shelves, sending various kitchen implements crashing to the floor and blocking the way behind us. As we rounded a corner we saw Bayarmaa motioning frantically to us from a pantry.

“In here! Quickly!”

We ran to her and ducked into the pantry. It was dark, but a single lamp illuminated Bayarmaa’s body half out of a hole in the ground, with the keg which usually covered it off to the side. Her face was a mask of fear.

“What’s happening?”

“What do you think?” Garrett screamed. Bayarmaa turned to us and looked at the sword.

“Is that it?”

“Of course!”

“Then let’s get out of here!” She jumped into the hole and held out her hands to us. “Give it to me!”

I hesitated. And that moment’s hesitation may well have ended the world.

The pantry door burst open behind us. Garrett cried out and was knocked into the room and wrestled to the floor by black-clad monks. Two more monks sprang over their bodies and rushed at me. In a purely instinctive reaction, I lashed out with the sword and slashed one of them across the face. He collapsed, shrieking, but the other quickly leapt at me and, I am ashamed to say, immediately wrestled the sword out of my hand. More monks rushed to grab me, and though I struggled, they quickly had my arms pinned behind me, and an arm locked around my throat. I was immobilised. I had failed. So quickly.

I turned my head, and Bayarmaa had vanished. Another monk jumped into the hole to chase her. I heard his footsteps start down the tunnel I had never seen. But then there was a scream, and then an explosion. The ground shook under our feet, and pots and pans clattered to the floor all over the kitchen. A jet of flame leapt from the tunnel and briefly filled the room. Bayarmaa and her friends had obviously mined the tunnel, to close it quickly if the need arose, which it certainly had. I smelled the burning hair from my eyebrows, and my heart leapt. Surely the monk’s robes would be on fire! But as the flame died away, the iron grip on my arms did not loosen. My hand brushed one of the monk’s robes. It was ice-cold. The tunnel collapsed behind us with a crackle of falling earth and stone, and a puff of dust rose from the hole. I prayed Bayarmaa had been clear when it happened.

Prince Sidkeong entered the pantry.

“Bring him out of here, this is absurd. Bring him back to the Count’s chamber.”

I was slapped across the face, and then dragged by main force back through the kitchen, back down the hall, past the bloodstained floor where I had shot the monk, past the severed hand of Ungern’s officer, who I could hear howling and shrieking from another chamber. Past the bodies of the two first monks, and back into the chamber, where the Count waited, silent and smiling, his arms folded across his chest.

“Have you seen enough, Sidkeong?” he asked, in the tone a patient father would encourage his son to abandon a stupid obsession. Sidkeong didn’t answer him; he only paced around the room with his hands behind his back as the monks held Garrett and me in a grip of steel.

“I was worried you might try something like this, John. I am saddened. You were only ever here as an agent of treachery, and the White King.”

“How are you alive?” It still seemed the pertinent question. He didn’t answer. “Why are you doing this? You could be king in Gangtok right now. Mr Bell—”

“Do not speak his name!” he spat. “Do you not know, then? Do you not know it was your precious Mr Bell who had me killed that night? And do you not know, for that matter, that the only reason you are alive at all is because I have been interceding for you?” I goggled and did not reply. “We know all about your ridiculous mission. You were betrayed before you left Lhasa.”

“What!?”

“We could have seized you the moment you showed your face in Urga. I am the one who talked them out of it. I wrote you that letter to give you a chance to join us, John! Evgeni spoke to you as he did in the throne room to give you a chance to profess your loyalty. We have tested you. And you have been found wanting.”

“Why?”

He sneered. “Call it friendship, if such a word has any meaning to you, you English snake.”

“Sid!”

“No! You British are almost as hypocritical as that insolent old Dalai Lama who pretends to minister to gods. You did not want to see change come to Sikkim, and so you had me killed. I trusted you, and you betrayed me. But I did not know then that betrayal and malice and smiling to one’s face and slipping the knife into one’s back are the beginning and end of your national character.” He was livid, and his face shone. But then it softened suddenly. “But in this you are not so very different from the rest of worthless humanity. That I will concede. And I have in turn betrayed you now.” He smiled wickedly. “I knew you would come. And the fact that you are openly our enemy now will make what comes next all the sweeter.” I made one last, desperate gambit.

“Sid… You know me! You know who I am. You know what I am. Do you think I don’t know how you feel?” He regarded me, his smile fading. “I have lived in the shadows all my life. I know what it is to be oppressed. I know! I am one of you! I know why you think the world must burn. But really, is this you? I can help you. I can make them see. I will help you set the world to rights. I can help you! I can be an ally. Do you think I don’t suffer, too, under their cruelty?”

Sidkeong was silent a moment, then he slowly shook his head.

“It is not the same. You are white, John. You can hide. I never can. And soon no one will ever need to again.” He spoke to the black-clad monks, who I noticed now had swastikas carved in their cheeks from the corners of their mouth, giving them a crazed look, their eyes shining with fanatic exultation. “Take them to the cells. Separately.” And they began to wrestle us out of the room. Count Evgeni motioned to the monks, and indicated the corpses on the floor. He smiled at us cruelly.

“Take them, too. They will be inconvenient. And Lord Dalwood should know what is coming.”

My head was forced down, and I saw the bloodstained faces of the monks I had killed. Blood continued to flow slowly. As Garrett and I were dragged off, the bodies of the monks were dragged behind us. They took us around a corner, down a passage and towards a low door. They wrestled Garrett off to the right, down a separate corridor, and I cried out to see him being taken away. I was taken down a flight of earthen steps and pitched into a black room. The iron grille door was slammed behind me. Then, to my surprise and consternation, the bodies of the two monks were thrown into the cell across the corridor from me, face down upon the floor, and that door too was slammed and locked.

I looked frantically around the cell. It was dark, dank and desolate, with no furnishings whatsoever, save a bucket in the corner, and walls and floor of cold, clammy earth. A single shaft of moonlight shone through a hole in the roof, and gradually my eyes began to adjust to the gloom. Eventually I could see the entirety of the cell, and into the hallway and the cell beyond. An hour passed. Then two.

Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw movement from the cell across the corridor. The cell which contained only the corpses.

At first it was just a twitching leg. Then both corpses were twitching and trembling. Then they began to shake, and one of them turned over into a supine position. Then the next. Then the eyes were open. And I knew this because they burst into flames. After so much darkness, the light was blinding. Four little points of flame in the centre of bloody faces. The eyes were gone. There were only pits of flame. The blood on their faces began to hiss and bubble. But their faces were unburned.

I screamed, and the two corpses leapt to their feet and threw themselves against the grilles violently and repeatedly. They screamed back at me, their arms grasping through the bars of their cell, trying to reach me, gnashing their teeth in fury. It was a horrible, keening screech, devoid of all content, all humanity, and full of blind rage. The flames in their eyes danced and flickered, and rendered their faces horribly inhuman. Still they did not burn. They threw themselves against the bars of their cell so hard that I began to be terrified they would break through their door and then mine.

After a while I lay very still, wondering if they could see me, or if they could only hear me. A few minutes passed. They began to calm. They withdrew their arms from the grille, their faces slackened to dead, blank expressions, rendered even more horrible by the flaming pits where their eyes should have been. They began to pace around the cell. Then they began to make a noise. Indeed, they began to chant. Their voices were low and guttural, and droning. It was like the Mongolian throat singing I had heard from time to time on our journey to Urga when we stopped in the tents of the herdsmen for the night. But it was infinitely more horrible. The voices sounded like gravel and stones grinding together under immense pressure. Raspy, growling and brittle. I could not make it out at first, but after a while I realised they were chanting a word. The same word. Over and over. Endlessly. I remembered that I knew it. It was Sanskrit.

Reku. Void.

I will not dwell on the hours I spent in that cold little room beneath the earth. I did not move. I did not speak. I only screamed internally at those horrifying creatures that had once been men and watched them shuffle about the room in the red corpse light of their eyes. I do not know how long they held me there. It might have been days, but it felt like weeks. No one entered, and no sound penetrated. I was not fed, but there was water in the cell from a little basin in the corner into which a steady drip fell from the ceiling. There was no jailer to barter with, no turnkey dropping off miserable food, no sign of another living soul. I feared I would go mad, and was agonisingly conscious that I had failed, and that I knew for certain now that the consequences would be unimaginable. Not just for Garrett and me, but for all mankind.

After some time, it must have been about three days, for I had fitfully slept twice, the door was opened and I was dragged from the room by black-clad monks. They studiously ignored their brethren in the next cell, who screamed and lashed at the doors in a wild frenzy of violence.

I was dazzled and blinded by the bright sunlight as I was dragged into the courtyard of the palace. It was a bright, clear day, not a cloud in the limitless blue sky. I was dimly conscious that troops were lined up on either side of the square, mounted on their horses, and that more of them were outside the palace gates. I looked more closely. The troops were Ungern’s Asiatic Cavalry Division. Their uniforms had been laundered and repaired. They remained a motley assortment of grey Imperial Russian, Black Japanese and multicoloured Buryat and Tibetan robes. But they were clean, and they were at their most formal. As though it was a dress review. Ungern was at their head. The Bogd Khan was on his throne, surveying the assembled troops impassively; his face a dignified, ruined mask, and not the grinning gargoyle I remembered from the orgy. To my surprise, I saw that his hands were shaking violently, in fear.

I was wrestled across the square in front of that impassive host, and thrown into a cage mounted on a cart, and when I scrambled to my feet I saw that Garrett was in a separate one behind me. It was the first time I had seen him in days. Relief flooded through me that he was alive. We locked eyes, and I tried to call to him, but I was clouted violently on the mouth for my pains. He writhed and tore at his chains to get at me, but a whip flashed through the bars of his cage and he screamed.

Then Ungern trotted past us towards the Bogd Khan, and the tenor of the silence changed. He was not in European uniform. He was swathed in a great yellow silk robe, with a blood-red shirt, and a black sash about his waist. He also wore a sabre at his waist, and I easily recognised the sword I had come so far to try to take. It taunted me now, bouncing off his hip.

As he rode past us, the only sound was the swish of his robes against his horse’s flanks, and it carried like a shout across the entire square. Even Garrett and I fell silent and watched as the Baron gravely saluted the Bogd Khan, who motioned him closer. He dismounted, and approached the lama’s throne, clapped his hands three times, brought them together and bowed. Silently, the Bogd Khan nodded, and produced a blood-red scarf from within his robes, and with great ceremony and dignity draped it over the Baron’s shoulders. Then without a word, all cool efficiency, the Baron drew the sword and lopped off the head of the Bogd Khan in one fluid motion. He stepped away to avoid the jet of blood that sprayed from the severed neck, and to let the head of the spiritual, and briefly temporal, ruler of Mongolia, bounce from the dais towards the hooves of Ungern’s cavalry. He bent, and liberally washed the sword in the blood flowing from the twitching corpse, which pooled and began to drip, drip, drip from the dais onto the dust below.

The Baron stood, and as one man, his troops drew their swords and shouted to the heavens:

“Satya Nirvana! Satya Nirvana! Satya Nirvana!”

I glanced to the left of the Bogd Khan’s throne and I saw Count Vorontzoff and Prince Sidkeong mounted beside the platform on jet-black horses. The Count Vorontzoff caught my eye and smiled thinly. Then the screaming rose to a crescendo, and now it was only one name they were chanting:

“Ungern! Ungern! Ungern! Ungern! Ungern!”

The Baron turned to face his army and raised his hands at the acclamation. His face wore the same expression of cold, bloody cruelty that it always wore. He did not glance at Garrett, or myself. I thought he was going to address the troops, as silence fell, and his cold, dead eyes surveyed them all. But, instead, he said one word.

“Genghis.” It was not shouted. But it carried clear as a bell across the square. And suddenly the men were screaming and roaring with triumph and joy. Beyond the palace gates I could hear the army that could not fit in the palace gates take up the cry:

“Genghis! Genghis! Genghis!”

The Baron then slowly began to ride down the files of his men, drawn up in review, and Prince Sidkeong and Count Vorontzoff, and a few other noblemen, filed in behind him. Then black-clad monks lashed me to a pole standing in the middle of the cage, and I was bound facing forward, as the procession began to move slowly out of the gate of the palace, to the sound of low horns blowing. The streets of the city were empty as we passed through it. Devoid of life. The crowds that had greeted Ungern as a liberator less than a week ago now fled from the very sight of his army. The streets of Urga were empty. Many of the gers and yurts that I had seen when we arrived were gone. The city appeared much smaller. I saw no living Mongolians that day. I did not know why. I still don’t. Though I have my suspicions.

For three days and nights the army rode, and for three days and nights Garrett and I were left lashed to our poles. We rode through the featureless steppe, not along any road or path, but in a straight line over hill and over river and stream. The army’s path of march was straight as a ruler, and you could see it stretching behind us across the landscape like the burn from a hot poker across flesh. The dust choked me, and I was tormented by flies. By the second day I was parched. I was offered no water or food. Neither was Garrett. Occasionally I stole a glance behind me, terrified that perhaps he was dead. But he was alive. He held himself erect. And his face wore a mask of determination and fierce resolve. He did not cry out once, or beg, or in any way acknowledge his captors. I suspect they had already told him what they had not told me.

After three days, with the sun setting slowly in the west in a hazy sky, we arrived at a vast, open plain, with a hillock in its centre. Someone had built a small platform on the hillock, surrounded by four black pillars, from which black prayer flags with white lettering, in flowing Tibetan script, fluttered and snapped in the cold February wind. In the centre of the platform was a low pyre of wood, straw and oil. The edges of the straw wavered and danced in the wind. The wind grew stronger and stronger and was the only sound to be heard. The dim purple light of the failing evening made the platform and the pillars and the snapping flags stand out sharply against the sky. The ground around the platform was featureless and flat, devoid of any distinguishing features. The plain extended for miles around. Only a few distant mountains broke the endless sameness of the vast horizon. As far as the eye could see, the ground was flat, barren and empty of all life. Prince Sidkeong sidled up on his horse next to my cage and regarded me with a cold smile. His eyes had sunk more deeply into his head. He no longer resembled the young man I had known in Sikkim. This was a stranger to me. And to his family. And to the world of men.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“At a place our diviners have long sought. The Tomb of the Great Khan. When Genghis died, he had horses trample the site of his tomb, and then had everyone who knew its location killed. It has been secret all these long centuries, but we found it at last five years ago. Events have moved quickly since then. Baron Ungern came into his power, the power of the White Tsar collapsed, and the Bogd Khan came into his own power and threw out the wretched Chinese. And now the time has come. We have arrived in time to perform the ritual.”

“What ritual?” I asked.

“The ritual that will turn the Baron into what he was born to be: The Scourge of God. The Hammer of the True Dharma. The one who will bring True Nirvana to the world.” His eyes flashed. “And thanks to you, we have the sacrificial victim we require.”

“Me?”

“One of you.” My heart rose to my throat. “Among other things, we must kill a lover in front of his or her beloved. And the magic is much more powerful if the love is unnatural.” And with that he rode away. I remembered Dr Abravanel and Clara, and I suddenly understood why they had chosen her, and him, all those years ago. I began to hyperventilate.

We were left alone under guard while the Baron, Prince Sidkeong, Count Vorontzoff, Rezuhin and the others ascended the platform. Garrett and I stared at each other from our cages, not daring to speak. I begged God, please, please, let it be me. Don’t let it be him. Don’t make me witness that. I begged and I pleaded, my lips forming the words of perhaps the only true prayer I ever made in my worthless life. In the pause, Garrett and I stared at each other, each of us slowly absorbing what was about to happen. We caught each other’s eyes. And to my surprise and confusion, he smiled. That warm, encouraging, endlessly loving smile, that poured from his very eyes, that had made me fall in love with him all those years ago. It radiated peace and acceptance. And then very softly, loud enough that the guards could hear, though they did not so much as glance in our direction, he began to sing the tune of an old Scottish lay from the eighteenth century, that we had known and loved together at a happier time and place. He always had a wonderfully true voice. It was like a last kiss; a final chaste benediction. It will echo in my head for the rest of my vanishing days.


O, haud ye leal and true, John!

Your day it’s wearin’ through, John,

And I’ll welcome you

To the land o’ the leal.

Now fare-ye-weel, my ain John,

This world’s cares are vain, John,

We’ll meet, and we’ll be fain,

In the land o’ the leal.



Time began to move very quickly. Monks poured oil upon the pyre, and just as the sun dipped below the horizon, they lit it and it blazed to life. The army, pitifully small at the end of the day, with barely four hundred ragged men, withdrew at speed, their horses galloping, until left in the centre of that vast concave plain were only the party on the platform, a coterie of about twenty black-clad monks, and Garrett and me.

The monks began to chant in a low drone, a basso profundo roar that filled the air for what felt like miles around, groaning in the back of their throats. Prince Sidkeong was handed a torch, and with solemn ceremony he walked to the four corners of the platform and lit the torches there; great bronze bowls of oil that seared to flaming life as the torch touched them. As he lit each one, he intoned in a loud, clear voice:

“North. South. East. West. Come, darkness, come night, come endless peace. Come, Satya Nirvana.” When we was done, he raised his hands and intoned a prayer in the same bizarre language the monks were speaking. Then he handed the torch to Count Vorontzoff, who also intoned a prayer. The Count then turned and performed a sort of benediction over the seated Baron Ungern, who had disrobed, and who was being slathered in oil by monks, massaging it into his flesh. He put the robe back on, and I could see the oil soaking into it, forming strange patterns in the silk. Then the Count and Sidkeong turned to face Garrett and me, smiled and motioned to the monks.

My cage was unlocked, and I was brought to the foot of the platform. Garrett’s cage was unlocked, and he was led stumbling from it by two monks. I began to scream. They led him through the chanting monks, onto the platform. His face was hard set with anger and calm determination. He was not going to give them the satisfaction of seeing him beg. He was going to die like a man. I could see his resolve in his eyes. Brave and true and solid all the way through, even to the end.

I begged and screamed for him, writhing against my bonds, desperate to break them and to run to the platform. The chanting rose to a crescendo. Count Vorontzoff slowly drew the sword, the sword I had struggled so mightily to obtain, and failed to preserve from this, and waved it in the air in a complicated pattern. Then, with a flourish, and intoning a satanic prayer, the Count ran Garrett through the stomach. His face clenched, his eyes bulged, a trickle of blood formed at his lips, the light went out of his eyes and he slumped forward, dead, upon the platform.

I will not recount for you in detail what followed. I do not believe you would be any keener to describe the butchery of your wife, your lover, or your best friend than I am now to describe Garrett’s. I was so numb, and so terrified, and so torn with grief and shock and pain that I remember hearing my own screams and wails as though they were coming from a great distance away. And I seem to recall watching the rest of what happened from above, as though I was somehow no longer in my body; as though that were too painful a place to remain. I will say only that they consumed him and threw what was left into the fire. Blood trickled off the platform in rivers, and the fire flamed higher and hissed and sparked as Garrett’s flesh and bones boiled and hissed and spat, and a column of sickly-sweet black smoke rose from the fire and coiled into the shape of the dragon when his bones and the remnants of the flesh they had not seen fit to consume had been burned away. They lifted his head high above the crowd. I remember that much. I got one last look at the features of my beloved, horribly distorted, but oddly serene. At least he had died quickly. Then they threw the head into the fire. There was an enormous flash, and the flames leapt high and bright and briefly formed an enormous, grinning, monstrous skull, the size of an elephant’s head. The skull regarded the party on the platform and grinned, and then vanished in a puff of smoke.

When it was over, the rest of the party withdrew to the edges of the platform and were lost in shadow, looming silhouettes in the gathering dark. The pyre was burning higher and higher, much higher than it had any right to. Then the flames began to dance and flicker, and form the shape of a great door, its surface covered in flickering symbols and glyphs of flame. Then I saw the Baron step forward, and shrug off his yellow-gold robe. Naked, glistening with oil, he strode towards the fire, and his grey eyes flashed and danced in its light as he stood, the only visible thing in that darkness, and after a moment he threw himself through the door into the fire that I now realised they had built as a pyre for him, and not for Garrett. Even now it makes me shake with grief and rage as I write this, to think that Garrett’s bones shared that polluted end.

As soon as he was in the fire, the ground began to tremble. The chanting of the monks grew louder, but was eventually overpowered by the guttural roar of the earth itself shaking, and the hiss of dust rising from the plain all around us, until it hung in a haze under the fading black sky, where no stars had appeared. Then a faint red light began to fill the air, and an ear-splitting tone sounded. And then the earth began to give up her dead.

Hands shot out from under the ground. The heads of dead horses began to struggle from the earth. A wild keening filled the air, as though the horses were fighting to escape a river that was drowning them, all these centuries later. Hundreds, then thousands, then tens of thousands of dead men and dead horses sprang from the ground all around us, and the red light grew stronger, and a cacophony of shrieking voices made themselves heard over the rumbling of the earth. I could see their bony faces grinning in rictuses of exultation. They were wearing armour of the deepest, darkest black, that glowed like obsidian in the hellish light of the scene. Among the dead men were giants, with maggot-pale skin, long, waving, snakelike necks, long, drooping features and arms that hung like tree trunks from hunched, emaciated torsos. Their mouths were comically small, like pinpricks, until they drew back their heads and roared, and they expanded as wide as chasms. I heard the Count Vorontzoff laughing shrilly in the distance, and heard him scream:

“Mahapreta!”

And then the Baron stepped out of the fire.

He was transformed. He was naked. His skin was somewhere between the colour of iron and the shade of lapis lazuli. His eyes were like burning coals. His hair was blood-red and appeared to have taken on the character of the flames themselves. He was still the same man, with the same features, but now he was become a demon, and he grinned, and his tongue flicked out from his mouth half the length of his chest, before he withdrew it. And he threw back his head and laughed.

Rezuhin and the Count helped him on with his robe, and he stepped forward to the edge of the platform, and he addressed the dead army in a voice that boomed like thunder from the distant hills, in a language I could not hope to understand. I cannot relate what he told him then. I wish I could. Perhaps Garrett would have understood the ancient Mongolian, if that is even the foul language they spoke, with its horrid and crunching consonants. But Garrett was already dead.

I was led up to the platform. I am not sure why. I was in a daze of grief and horror and went where they led me as gently as a lamb. Count Vorontzoff regarded me coldly, and he seemed about to speak, but then from the south there was a bright flash, and we all turned to see what it was.

A party of horsemen, perhaps a hundred-strong, was cutting a

golden swathe through the horde of the dead, and riding to the centre of the valley, where our platform stood. Golden light flashed from them, and before it the dead men scattered like cockroaches from the light of the sun. Flashes of fire, orange and gold littered the ground behind the horsemen where dead men and dead horses were burning. As they drew closer, I saw that they were spinning prayer wheels, and light was flashing in spirals from the whirling drums. Bayarmaa was at their head. She carried a golden pistol in each hand, and a golden rifle across her back. So did the men behind her. But only Bayarmaa shot her pistols at the dead men around her, who exploded in black puffs of smoke as the bullets struck home. Her men made do with the prayer wheels.

I saw her then as though for the first time. Perfect white teeth bared in a fierce grimace, clenched and grinding. Long black hair no longer constrained by pigtails, flying behind her in the breeze. Her slight frame, her flat chest, her eyes blazing with determination. She wore a robe of bright blue silk, traditional, and quite different from the severe communist dress she had worn in Urga, which billowed around her thin frame. She appeared far taller on horseback than she had in the streets of Urga. Her felt boots drove hard into the flanks of her horse, and she fired left and right with her golden pistols while guiding her galloping, screaming horse with her knees. I saw that the prayer wheels of her men were spinning frantically of their own accord, and golden light and electricity shot from them and leapt in all directions.

Her companions were being killed, one by one, as the dead men rallied from their shock and began to fight in earnest, but by that point they had already reached the platform. I realised that I was not bound, and that the monks had released their hold on me, and at the same moment Count Vorontzoff reached the same conclusion. His eyes flashed with rage, and as a frightful melee ensued at the base of the platform, the Dhaumri Karoti monks ushered Ungern away from the fighting.

Freed and released from my dazed state, I felt an overpowering rage, and a desire for vengeance, and I grabbed a fallen torch and leapt for the Count, swinging the torch at him and hoping to drive the flame into his chest. The Count roared and raised back the infernal sword, and I saw that the black crust of oily blood was alive with flame. He slashed at me, catching me a glancing blow across the shoulder that seared and burned, and I screamed with the agony of it. But I rallied from the blow, and, catching him off balance, I landed him a blow into which I put all the power of my slight frame, directly in the face. I felt his nose shatter under my fist with a fierce satisfaction, and he fell back, supine, on the platform. I could feel the deep burn of the wound in my shoulder, but it was not deep enough to stop me from reaching down and grabbing the sabre that had killed so many, and caused so much horror, and leaping from the platform into the chaos of running, struggling figures.

“Lord Dalwood!” Bayarmaa screamed above the melee. “To me!” I ran to her and saw that one of her comrades was leading a horse with an empty saddle. Mechanically, I threw myself onto its back, and as soon as I had, Bayarmaa shrieked to her little army. “Back! Back! It is too late. But we have what we came for. Back to Urga! Fall in to me!” And she turned and bolted as fast as her horse could carry her, and I kicked my heels into my own pony’s sides, and we barrelled across the plain as fast as we could. I saw the ground littered with the corpses of living men, and the blazing husks of dead men in antique armour, crumbling into dust as they burned. My shoulder throbbed and pulsed, and I was covered in my own blood, but I gripped the reins in one hand and the sabre in the other, like a man crazed, and my horse flew away across the steppe. Once, I turned to look behind, and I saw a sight I shall never forget.

Baron Ungern stood miles behind us, in his new, terrible aspect, standing so tall that his head would have been among the clouds, had there been any. He was laughing demonically, and leering after our retreat. I do not know if it was him, or merely an apparition, but as I saw him standing there against the sky my heart sank into my stomach, from which it has never since returned. I had failed. The world would burn. And Garrett was dead. And I had only myself to blame.

We rode all night, and eventually made it back to Urga. The city was ghostly and empty. All its inhabitants had fled. Our little knot of horsemen staggered into a camp of yurts, full of men and women wearing red badges on their coats. One of them helped me dismount. I looked dazedly at Bayarmaa and asked the first question that came to my mind, as she tossed her hair behind her back and tied it back into a stern ponytail beneath a grey cap with a red star emblazoned upon it.

“How did you do that?”

“We received a letter of instruction from the Dalai Lama shortly after you were captured. He told us that if the ritual were performed, the prayer wheels would be the best weapons we had. He said they would be imbued with Palden Lhamo’s power. Ungern and Vorontzoff have brought magic back into the world. But they have to reckon with the fact that not all of the powers they have unleashed are aligned with them.” She frowned. “The myriad gods will help us now. Their lives are threatened, too.”

“I thought communists were atheists,” I muttered.

“Only a fool would be an atheist, knowing what we know now. And we’ve got more aid in our struggle from little Tibet than we did from the Bolsheviks in Moscow. They didn’t believe us. They all but laughed in our faces. But they’ll pay for their arrogance now.” She regarded me sternly. “I am still a communist. A better world is still possible, and we will still fight for it. But we have bigger problems now than the bourgeoisie.”

“Who are you?” I indicated the milling men, silently hobbling their horses for the night.

“The East Khuree Resistance Association. We’re all that’s left. Everyone else has fled.” Her large black eyes were glistening with tears.

“Where to?”

“Wherever they can.”

“Will they escape?”

“I don’t know. I heard that most people were heading for Tibet. They believe the Dalai Lama can protect them.”

“Can he?”

“I don’t know.”

“It doesn’t matter now,” I muttered dully, feeling the shock recede and the horrible grief set in.

“Yes. Yes, it does.” She strode over to me and I sank to the ground. I began to sob. Long, racking sobs that came from somewhere deep within me. I howled like an animal. And she held me, and she rocked me back and forth. “It matters, John. All hope is not lost. All hope is not lost.” She repeated it like a mantra. Eventually I petered out into exhaustion, and she took my face in her hands and looked into my eyes. Her own eyes were glittering with tears. “You did what you could. You tried. And you can still help. It isn’t over. We need to get you back to England.”

“How?”

“I will take care of it.”

Bayarmaa took charge of things, dressed my wound as best she could, and the next day gave me a horse and an escort of five men from the communist band that was all that remained of Urga.

“What will you do here?”

“We will make sure everyone has fled. There are some lamas left in the monasteries who believe the Bogd Khan will protect them.” I said nothing for a moment, and she continued.

“He has disappeared. His palace is empty.”

“It’s because he is dead.” I was bitter, and full of rage and despair.

“Truly?”

“I watched the Baron kill him myself, before the army left Urga.”

“Good,” she replied. “Very good. Good riddance.” She drew herself upright. “Now come, we ride for China.”

Days of hard riding across empty steppe, day and night, my shoulder throbbing and aching and refusing to heal, and we passed no one at all. One night we camped, and after some fitful sleep I awoke to discover it was still dark. The sun had not risen. The stars overhead appeared entirely unfamiliar. The moon was blood-red and gave the only light. One of Bayarmaa’s comrades pointed to it, and said simply to us:

“It has begun.”

Eventually we stumbled into Harbin, in Manchuria, and though there were more buildings than there had been in Urga, the streets were just as deserted. Only a few people darted through the streets, their heads covered and their eyes averted from anyone they encountered. We rode to the office of the British consulate, and, as Bayarmaa dismounted, a man approached her and motioned her to the iron fence. They spoke in low voices, and the man opened the gate, came to me, looked up into my face, caught my attention, which now often wandered, mostly from the pain in my shoulder, and asked:

“Lord Dalwood?” They were the first words I had heard spoken in English since Bayarmaa and I had left Urga, and his face was the first English face other than Garrett’s that I had seen since I left L and Mr Bell all those long months ago. He was a tall, thin man, with an olive complexion, physically rather like the Count Vorontzoff, with black hair and a thin, bristling moustache. But where the Count’s eyes were mismatched, cold and cruel, his eyes were a reassuring shade of brown, and sad and kind. “I am Dr Samuel Abravanel, an associate of L’s.”

“Yes. I remember you from my briefing notes,” I said, in a dull monotone.

“Yes, I suppose you do.” He cleared his throat. “Are you all right?” His voice was so English, and so reassuring, that at the sound of it I immediately thought of Garrett, and my eyes began to well up.

“No, I’m not all right.”

“Ah.” He shuffled awkwardly. “No, I suppose you’re not.” There was a silence. “Will you come with me? We must get you back to England with all speed. You must be debriefed. L needs to know all you know.”

“Where else would I go?” And the thought of home did bring me some solace, I will admit. Foolishly, I even thought perhaps I could go back to Dalwood. See the stream flowing under the bridge and stand under the shade of the chestnuts in the afternoon sun, and remember. But then I remembered that I had not seen the sun in five days. “Is it like this there, too?” I indicated the darkness, the red moon, the unfamiliar stars.

“Not yet. Let’s pray it’s not when we get you there.”

He turned to enter the consulate and beckoned me to follow him.

Dr Abravanel took charge and shepherded me onto a train to the coast. I was put aboard a requisitioned P&O ship, the Melbourne, bound for England from the port of Pusan, in Korea. Dr Abravanel met more of the Bureau’s agents, and they formed an impenetrable phalanx around me, forestalling all questions and stopping all contact, keeping me quarantined from the rest of mankind. I found I did not much care and was perhaps even grateful for it. For two weeks, as the ship steamed ahead, I sat catatonic in a stateroom, not speaking, not moving, not eating unless I was fed by the nurse who attended me. It was not until the ship was passing through the Suez Canal that I began to be properly aware of my surroundings. And when we docked at Suez, we got our first tidings that it had begun there, too. So far from Mongolia. I overheard some of the sailors one night, as they stood by the rail outside my room, under the coal-black sky.

“They say it’s like this from here to Japan.”

“No sun at all?”

“Across all Asia.”

“I don’t believe it.”

“You’re seeing it with your own eyes, mate.”

“What about England?”

“Not yet. They’ve rolled over the Bolshies, and they’re coming up against the Germans and the Austrians in Poland. They say the Krauts are holding them there. The Baron is leading them, while the Count is still in Asia.” The Baron, they were calling him. There was no need for another name. I realised dully that the secret was out now. The army of the dead was on the march, and was clearly making phenomenal gains. I suppose the Dhaumri Karoti had no need to hide, now. They had made their play. The die was cast.

“When did you hear that?”

“A few days ago.”

“Christ. What about India?”

“They can’t seem to get across the Himalayas, or through Tibet. They’ve had to go around, through South East Asia, but the line is holding there. Apparently the local monks in Burma are aiding the army somehow, I don’t know how. They have magic. India is holding, but only just. And now we’ve heard that something new has started in Canada. The Americans and Canadians are doing what they can, but we haven’t heard anything from America for weeks now.”

“But they have the sun?”

“I don’t know.”

“They say that there isn’t a soul living in all of China now. Not one in the whole country.”

“That can’t be true.”

“I’m not sure I’d bet you on that, mate.” And their conversation trailed off into silence. Eventually they walked away.

No one could meet my eye as the terrible, unbelievable news began to spread. I could not meet theirs either. One night Dr Abravanel came into my stateroom. He shuffled awkwardly for a moment as I regarded him with dull eyes. Eventually he sat down, and cleared his throat.

“How is your shoulder?”

“The same as before.”

“May I examine it?”

“Be my guest.” He strode over to me, and removed my robe, looking at the bandages, stained with black blood. The wound would not close, and while the blood did not flow freely, which would have killed me, it oozed in a slow, steady, black stream. The bandages were changed regularly.

“Will you allow me to try something?”

“I don’t see what harm it can do.”

He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled a small glass bottle from it. He uncorked it and tilted its contents onto a piece of fresh gauze. The liquid smelled strongly of cedar and woodsmoke. He began to clean my wound, and as he rubbed my shoulder I felt a warmth spread through my shoulder, and the dull pain recede for the first time in weeks. I looked up at him.

“Does it help?” he asked.

“Yes, it does. What is it?”

“It’s a decoction of cedar ash and leaves. I’ve been based in Montreal for the past few decades, undertaking researches for the

Department. I believe I’ve found some ways to remedy some of their foul magic. There are many ancient texts that are helpful, and I’ve found that the indigenous peoples of North America have some powerful magic of their own that has proven very useful in combating this evil. I have made many friends among the Mohawks of Caughnawaga, and they have been extremely helpful to me.” He dressed my bandage again, and sat down in the chair, facing me.

“You did well, you know,” he said.

“Not well enough.”

“It was always a long shot. Bayarmaa told me much of what you did. I am impressed.”

“Thank you.”

“I was sorry to hear of the death of your… friend.”

“He was my lover,” I said.

“Yes. I suppose that… I suppose that is the case.”

“You find it disgusting?”

“No, I wouldn’t say that I do. Love is a powerful thing. And yours was enough to last a decade, and to carry you across the whole of Asia together. I am not one to hold any man’s love against him. Yours speaks for itself that it was real.”

“Thank you.”

“I shall leave you alone until we get to England. There will be more to say when we land.” He got to his feet and patted me on my unwounded shoulder. “You’ve been brave, Lord Dalwood. Just be brave a little while longer.”

We docked in Portsmouth at noon a week later. The sky was mercifully blue, but the light of the sun was weak, like a winter evening, and streets were deserted save for military men in khaki that appeared wan-grey under the light of the streetlamps that now burn round the clock. I was taken straight from the ship under guard to the Bethlem Hospital, also known as the Bedlam asylum, where I have remained ever since.

On my second day here, L visited me, in the company of Dr Abravanel. He walked into the room without speaking, cigar in hand and sat himself down on a chair and regarded me glumly in silence for a few minutes. Then he spoke.

“I had to get you out alive.”

“Why?”

“For questioning. You were a witness to the end of the world. If we have any hope now, it rests in what you saw and heard in that palace. How is your wound?”

“It hasn’t healed. It isn’t infected either. The doctors don’t know what it is. But it stings and tingles and burns as though it’s been poisoned.”

“It has been. The sword had its own magic, as you know. In fact, we believe it is the key to what happened. The source of the magic they unleashed. None who are wounded with it have long to live. It is rather miraculous that you have survived this long.”

“What is the magic?” It was Dr Abravanel who answered.

“Our working theory is that it was imbued with the power to raise the dead by something that happened in 1855. You would have read about it in your briefing package.”

“Yes, I remember.” I was silent for a moment. “I have had… cravings, since he cut me.”

“Yes, we thought you might. Ordinarily the Black Hunger, as it is known, is only engendered by consuming human flesh. Sadly, it appears that your infection with whatever evil suffuses the sword has

transmitted it to you. We did suspect, but now we know. But you have resisted it mightily,” said Dr Abravanel.

“Which speaks to your character, as we have good reason to know,” said L.

“Will I transform into one of those things? With the mouths?” I remembered the tall monsters that had risen out of the earth on that accursed plain, the thing Garrett had slain on the steppe outside Urga.

“The Mahapreta? No, I can assure you that you will not.” He smiled ruefully. L lit a cigar.

“And so the sword… when they used it…”

“To kill Benson.”

“Yes.” I stammered it out. “It – it raised – the dead?”

“Yes, it gave them that power,” said Dr Abravanel. “As you know, they had tried to perform a similar ritual in Scotland, some years ago. They had found a way to raise an army there, and they thought this would suffice. But L got wind of them and stopped them before the ritual could be completed. I was present, though it was before my own service to the Department. They have refined the ritual somewhat since then.” He paused, and looked around him, taking in the cold, grey walls of my cell. “But now, as you saw, the core of their army is the old host of Genghis Khan, who were buried alive with him. This is an army more powerful than the European one would have been. For now, it is about a hundred thousand dead men, and perhaps four thousand Mahapretas. But as they kill more men, their army will swell. The good news is that both the dead men, and the Mahapretas, can be killed with the gold weapons of which you now have some experience.”

“Yes, Bayarmaa slew one of them on the plain outside Urga.”

“Did she indeed? Fascinating!” the doctor exclaimed. “I will ask you more about that later. The difficulty is our highly limited supply of the holy metal that makes our weapons so effective. There is nowhere near enough of it to properly arm our resistance. All over the world holy objects are being requisitioned, and sent to factories and armouries, and we are experimenting with ways to create more with blessings from various religious figures, but the lack of gold itself is the issue. There may not be enough of it in the world.”

“What will happen to me?”

L took a long puff of his cigar and avoided my eye. They both fell into a long silence. “I think you already know,” said L.

“Yes,” I realised now. I thought of the bodies of those monks in the cell. The flaming eyes. The horrible screams. Reku. I realised that I was going to die, soon, and that when I did die I would be reanimated by whatever force had possessed those two corpses in the cells of the Bogd Khan’s dungeon. “Yes, I think I probably do.” I had hoped he would tell me otherwise, but on some level I had always known. I was going to become one of them. “I have been growing hungrier by the day,” I admitted.

“That is to be expected,” said Dr Abravanel.

“Will it be painful?”

“No, I don’t believe so.”

“Are you lying?”

“I genuinely don’t know. No one does. One of the reasons we’re keeping you here is so we can… observe what happens, and try to work out how to counter it.”

“I see.” I turned that over in my mind. “And if you can’t? What then?”

“We will keep you here,” L said.

“Like that?” I was horrified. I remembered flaming eyes in the dark, and that endless word. Reku.

“Yes, like that,” L said.

“I see.” I contemplated this. “Will it be useful?”

“Yes. I can tell you that with certainty.”

“Could you reverse it?” I addressed Dr Abravanel.

“Possibly, in time. That is part of why I am here. I will be with you always, and I will do my utmost to restore you to yourself, if I can. On that you have my word.”

“Will I still be conscious, in that state? Or will I be dead?”

“I don’t know. I suspect, but I do not know. Would you like to know, one way or another, what I suspect?”

“No.” I felt a wave of resolution flood through me, and my jaw stiffened as I looked L in the eye. “Do what you need to do.”

“Thank you.” L regarded me mournfully. His beard was scragglier than I remembered it being, he had lost more of his hair and his portliness was even more pronounced. “Would it be meaningless to say I’m sorry?”

“No.”

“Then I’m sorry.”

“Thank you.” I looked away, ashamed. “I’m sorry, too. I’ve failed you. And everyone, I suppose.”

He drew deeply on his cigar and his eyes met mine. “It was always a forlorn hope. I’m sure you did your best.” There was a long silence. “My interrogators would like access to you. They have many questions that only you can answer, and I’m sure you appreciate the need to answer them as honestly as possible.”

“Yes, whatever you need.”

“I am… sorry about Benson. I know he meant much to you.”

My eyes filled with tears, but I held them back. “It should have been me. He could have helped you far more than I can.”

“Be that as it may, we must use the tools that are to hand, as I told you before.”

“Indeed.” I swallowed and clasped my hands together. This last question was the one that was haunting me, and I believe all the world. “Is there any hope?”

There was a long silence. Dr Abravanel coughed. L contemplated his cigar thoughtfully, took another puff, exhaled, and then thought some more. “Yes. Yes, there is hope. There is always hope in war. We know some things. We will learn others. We won’t go down without a fight.” He smiled grimly, then sighed, and his face resumed a careworn expression. “Oh, by the way.” He pulled a letter from his pocket. “This arrived for you weeks ago from Mr Bell. He wrote it on the off chance we would succeed in getting you back alive. He left it in my care, in case. I hope it brings some comfort.” He stood to go. His hand tightened on the door frame as he paused for a moment, without looking at me. “Thank you as well, John. For all you did, and all you tried to do. It isn’t your fault.” I swallowed. It did mean something, from him.

Later that night I opened the letter from Mr Bell. It was postmarked from Vancouver, in British Columbia, where apparently he had retreated to retire. It was written in his unhurried, majestic script, and the sight of it brought back memories of happier days.


Dear John,

I will always regret what happened to you, and what will probably happen to you before you ever read this. I cared for you. I do not see what the bother and fuss is about Benson, and I wish that it did not have to be this way. He was a sterling fellow, and so were you. Our days working together were happy ones. Or at least they were for me. I hope they were for you. I wish I did not have to tell you this now. I hope you will not judge me too harshly. Perhaps you never will read this at all. Perhaps then there will be no witnesses to my disgrace. What I am about to tell you, I am not proud of. But there is something you do not know about what happened to Prince Sidkeong…



It was true after all. He had been killed. Not, Mr Bell hastened to assure me, by him, or by the British government. It had merely been suggested, quietly, discreetly, by an official brought in from Calcutta to Sidkeong’s younger brother, that it would be in everyone’s interests if the inconvenient young Prince were to disappear. Mr Bell was contrite, cut up about what had happened. He desperately wanted me to know that it had not been his decision, but that he had been powerless to intervene. The hint of complicity in such a dishonourable charade was more than his proud nature could bear. He begged me not to think too ill of him. He had only been following orders.

At that moment, I cannot say I blamed him. I was repulsed, and my last illusion about the Empire I had served for all those years was stripped from me. But I cannot bear Mr Bell a grudge. It would have happened with or without him. And it is because of him that I spent my last year with Garrett and was able to at least be present for his death. I thank him for that, if nothing else. It grieves me somewhat to think that there was no justice for Sidkeong, despite all that happened, in our vicious system of imperial rule. But perhaps there will be justice in the end. Perhaps that is what is happening now. Justice. Perhaps annihilation is what we deserve. Perhaps we are not meant to win this war. Perhaps death will be not just peace, not just release from the wheel of suffering, perhaps death will be justice, too.

But I don’t believe that. After all that has happened, and all that is happening, and all that is still to happen, I believe that it is worth something. Something small, something frail, something elusive and quiet, but something eternal and indestructible, deep down at the very core of things, is good. Below all the pomp, and the bluster, and the failure, below everything we do, below all the noise and clamour of our minds and our machines and our braying voices, there is a small, quiet voice that knows the truth, that knows the next right thing to do, and that loves us. Unconditionally. In a manner even purer than how Garrett loved me. And it looks like whatever that small voice is, it is our strongest ally now. We will weaponise God. Whoever or whatever that may be. It was what Evgeni conceded, that night in that hellish palace. A Power opposed them in their fiendish plot, and they will struggle mightily to defeat It. There is Something; a Truth, a Hope, even just a Feeling. And It is on our side.

My own death is not far away now. I welcome it. I hope it is indeed death. Dr Abravanel has been kind. I have appreciated that he has been my chief interrogator. But now I have told you all I know. I’m sure you will do your best.

It occurred to me late in my confinement, and far too late to be of any use, that the Dhaumri Karoti version of the story of Shakyamuni is incomplete. It lacks one crucial detail. Shakyamuni went out from the palace a fourth time, before he abandoned all he knew to become the Buddha. After the old man, the sick man and the dead man, he had one final encounter. On his fourth journey he saw a holy man; a man who had transcended the world and had found a spiritual solution. A man who was beyond worry about life and death, and what lies beyond. A man who had solved the problem of existence. A man who was at peace. This thought comforts me somewhat, as I struggle to recall what it felt like to linger in the sun, on that little bridge in Dalwood, Garrett by my side, at peace with God, man and the world at large. I pray someone, somewhere, will someday experience it again, when this is over. I pray that we win. And I pray that whatever God exists is kind enough to let me see Garrett again, when the time comes. I have much to tell him.
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This is the tale of Once-Was-Willem, who—eleven hundred and some years after the death of Christ, in the kingdom that had but recently begun to call itself England—rose from the dead to defeat a great evil facing the humble village of Cosham.


A Prologue or Prefatory Declaration by me, Once-Was-Willem

Well a day!

My fingers are black with ink and my head aches as if it is about to burst at the seams like an over-stuffed flour sack, but this treatise at last is ended. I lean back from my labour and I draw breath, as God Himself did on the seventh day. His work was great and mine is small, but all makings of the mind and heart are sacred and this that you hold – good or bad as you may account it – is no exception.

The words that follow are true. I set my hand to them. I would have set my seal too except I do not have one. You will find in these pages a full and circumstantial account of all the things that passed in Cosham village and in the fiefdom of Pennick in the year of our Lord 1152. A word of warning: these events were monstrous and terrible and I have not shrunk from any part of them. The horror, the foulness, the pain and the pity: all are here without varnish. I felt I owed it to the dead, and to those for whom the blessing of death will never come, to chronicle as plainly as I could their doings and their undoings.

Ah, you will say, Pennick! It is like enough for dread things to come out of that quarter. And it is true that the land I call my home, for all its beauty, was ever a place with a grim reputation. The forests of the Chase are said to be home to nixies and boggarts. On the road that leads under Great Chell, benighted wayfarers claim to have heard bears and wolves address each other in human speech. There is a common belief, passed down through many generations, that Pennick Castle houses an unquiet ghost of terrible and malign power. These rumours I can attest are not unfounded; indeed, as you will see, they fall short of the truth by a long way.

As for what came to be called the curse of Cosham, that was a later thing. It did not come until the summer of my twelfth year. Still, I can and do confirm the particulars of it. The villagers of Cosham failed in their duty to God and man, and a great evil fell on them thereafter. Perhaps those two things were not enchained one to another, but were entirely separate. It was a dark time. Unnatural things walked the land (you may trust me on this, for I was one of them). There was enough misfortune abroad for all to take their share.

You might think me a doubtful witness of things that passed when I was still a child, but I assure you again that my word is good. Since I died and then was dug up out of the ground to live again (which I will come to in its place) my mind has had a clarity it never knew erewhile. Every moment I have lived stands before me now, as soldiers stand when their captain bids them rise and rally, ready to answer whatever they are tasked withal.

Gird yourself, therefore. I speak of monsters and magic, battle and bloodletting, and the crimes of desperate men. I speak also of secret things, of that which lies beneath us and that which impends above. By the time you come to the end of this account you will know the truth of your own life and death, the path laid out for your immortal soul, your origin and your inevitable end.

You will not thank me.
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